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Prologue

 


“Captain, what are we to do?” Gregory heavily
panted in a subdued voice as he rode into camp and dismounted. The
team’s best and most skilled ranger, scout and tracker couldn’t
hide the fear he experienced at what was coming, especially from
his team.

Captain Fredrick of the Emrocan elite
royal guard looked to his most loyal men who all served with him
for no less than three years and were the best he’d ever had the
honor of serving with. Mentally he swore, but his expression
remained neutral to the common observer, his men though knew
better. Bern gave Gregory a cup of much needed hot tea to warm him,
also being a ranger atop of having the best archery skills in all
of Emroc. Cody, Bryan, Nolan and Luke were all deadly knights
wearing some of the best plated armor ever made and stood just
outside the campfire to stand guard while retaining their best
possible night vision for incoming attacks. Only the dull
reflection of the fire showed where each man stood. Shorty, a
quarterstaff master slowly circled a tent where a valuable person
and her handmaiden slept unawares of the coming threat. The veteran
captain closed his eyes for a moment in consideration to ask
“Gregory, how did they find us? No one could have known about our
mission and we are protected
by magic. Tell me again what you witnessed. Do not skip a
detail.”

The scout ranger swallowed another
breath to deliver his report, trying to keep a level head.
“Captain, it was two hours ago that I left them without being
noticed. Up ahead of our current location I located
four of the Laqura Empire’s mages,
all having wolf or doglike Familiars by their side along with a
contingent of thirty soldiers on horseback, armed to the teeth. My
spyglass let me clearly see their pale standard outlined in grand
mountains of fiery red. It is no mistake they come down from the
northern road and will intercept us in no more than four hours at
best. When those dogs catch my horse’s fresh scent they will
certainly pick up the pace. They are traveling through the night
without pause. Only fools would attempt such without a
very good reason. If we do not
consider a plan soon they will capture the young princess. We are
not equipped to handle such a combined force.”

“Agreed.” The forty year old captain
admitted in a calculating tone. “We cannot linger out in the open
since we are no longer under the stronger magical protection of
Twilight and the fewer that know of our circumstance the safer the
princess shall be. This is likely the cost for our foolishness. We
will leave immediately. While we break camp, you and Bern make
yourselves useful and devise some traps to slow the enemy down as
much as possible. I’ll speak with the princess’s aid and come up
with an alternative path that will thwart those bastards.” He
raised his voice some for the rest of his alert men. “Boy’s, I know
you heard all this. Get started. Shorty, get the princess in her
carriage and try not to wake her or we’ll really be in trouble.” That got his men to
finally smile some, even a little hope was what he needed to give
them.

Shorty unlocked the center of his iron
quarterstaff and slid them in sleeves over his shoulders. He
knocked on a wood support before entering in a code to gain access
without being killed by spells, silently retrieved the slumbering
princess along with her thick blankets so the cold wouldn’t rouse
her and carried her without any further sound to the carriage while
the three seasoned knights readied and saddled all the horses. They
then took a defensive position around it.

Thankfully the princess didn’t stir.

Fredrick entered the tent after knocking the
same code on the pole and laid a hand on the deceptively young
looking handmaiden. “Wake, My Lady, I need your aid
immediately.”

The witch and a sparrow Familiar roused with
his words and she sat upright instantly to demand “Where is she!?”
The sparrow also chirped angrily.

“Being placed in her carriage as we
speak. The empire’s men are currently approaching from the north,
Gregory spotted them while scouting and came back with great haste
and risked danger by riding without torchlight. We need to leave
the area and get off this road immediately while fortune still is
upon us. I need you to find us a safe passage through this accursed
snow-covered land. You are our only
choice… unless you want the king to know what’s going on and
ask for aid.”

The handmaiden glowered for a moment before
looking to her Familiar. “Go find and keep an eye on them.” The
sparrow chirped and flit for the tent flap and disappeared into the
night. “And Captain,” she said coolly. “we all swore to do as the
princess said for her own safety and if we can avoid ruining our
position, all the better for all of us. We are her protection and
unless we cannot perform it you will keep such thoughts to
yourself. Now leave me for a few minutes while I search for an
escape route.”

Fredrick gulped before leaving the tent to
help finish camp. As he meticulously worked, he and his men noticed
the closed tent glowing in an unnatural light with brief flashes of
different colors. As he finished tying the draft horses to the
carriage the witch exited the tent. “Our heading, My Lady?”

Nolan and Cody immediately went to collapse
the tent with all haste while Bryan collected all the bedding and
stowed it inside the chest that was on the rear. The handmaiden
said “There is but one pass a half hour south of here that can
accommodate the carriage and be defensible should the enemy
actually be coming for us and it not be a coincidence and bad
timing on our part. You do what is prudent, Captain, while I check
my charge.” She wrapped her robe tighter and the only aspect that
she was truly worried was the white knuckle grip on her staff as
her feet crunched the snow covered ground.

“You heard her. We leave as soon as the
supplies are packed. Rangers, catch up as soon as you’re done with
the traps.” The men grunted while Bern and Gregory still created
steaks from limbs and as many traps that could be laid in the next
two hours and get out before getting spotted.

In record time the group readied themselves
and as Captain Fredrick shouted “Mount up!” the handmaiden exited
the carriage with more poise and confidence.

“Captain, give me one of your crystals so I
can make an illusion of our camp further in the woods. I can make
it look like we only crafted this trap in the road…” she stopped
speaking as the sparrow’s chirping preceded her landing. The
soldiers were silent as the Familiar chirped quickly. “She says
their pace has increased and will be here in an hour, possibly
more. The road is slowing them down, but the Familiars were sent
ahead and will arrive in about thirty minutes.”

Fredrick dug under his plate armor, grimacing
as his frigid gauntlets brushed against a thinner piece of fabric
and the opening allowed wintery air to sneak in and make him
shiver. His metal armor was well insulated, but as he moved the
padding for a secret pouch, the uninvited cold found a way in. He
found the pocket and the solid bulge it encased. He withdrew the
coin-size disc within, a clear crystal with a milky interior of a
dragon in flight somehow contained within. He tossed it to the
first class witch and said “If you’re doing what I think you are,
better take some of our old clothes so that your illusion will have
our scent on the wind.”

The witch’s eyes widened. “Wonderful idea,
Captain. Hurry and do that while I leave a nasty surprise of my
own.”

“Sir, use my crystal instead. A commander
must…” Cody, always the honorable knight, pulled his out and
stopped as his superior held up a forestalling hand.

“Cody, the crystals are too precious and will
only slow them down. We all know all we can do without summoning
help is slow them down and hope to discourage them from pursuit or
hope they make the wrong turn.” Fredrick said as he sealed the
breach in his armor again. “Until I say otherwise, keep the
protection. We only have seven crystals among us… not including
hers.” He gestured to the handmaiden staring intently at the
crystal in her palm, already too focused to listen. “We’ve known
each other for years so you should realize by now that you kids are
all I’ve got and what father would rightly tell his children to
give up their best protection and not be willing to offer his
first?”

“You’re going to get yourself killed
one day, Mother!” Shorty joked
as he jumped up into the coach seat as the driver after tying the
spare horses to the end. The men had a slight chuckle. At last each
one knew the captain truly saw these men as his own outside of
being a soldier.

“Better me than you.” Fredrick laughed and
said. “We need to put distance between us as fast as possible
before the hounds realize our ruse. Bern, Gregory, you boys set?”
he turned to find the rangers kicking out the campfire.

They hurriedly ran to their ready horses
after checking their hasty pressure traps that would gore whoever
sprung them. Bern said “Ready, Captain.”

“Good.” Fredrick pointed towards the thick
copse of trees barely visible in the waning moonlight. “We head
there first to make it look like we are relying on the traps here.
The mistress will follow us after putting her magic in place. Move
out!”

And they did, as quickly and safely as
possible, guided by torches.

 


Three hours later there came a deep boom far
behind them. Shorty pulled on the reigns and stopped the carriage
along with the other riders and turned to the north to see a gloomy
orange glow in the distance from a ridge.

“Think we got them, Sir?” Luke, the knight
and largest of them all asked in a deep bass voice. The man would
be downright terrifying if not for his kind green eyes and toothy
smile.

The strong witch opened the wooden window of
the carriage to say “We must not stop. We are too exposed at the
moment and I’ve looked at what happened. Those mages were ready for
my trap and sprung it before one person got too close. That company
will regroup soon and might somehow uncover how I disguised our
tracks and scent. I’m not used to this kind of work and might have
missed something they can use to track us.”

“At least we know something important.”
Bryan, the second in command announced. Before anyone could ask him
‘what?’ he stated “They aren’t using that seeker thread or sight
mirror magics I’ve learned around you mages. They are being forced
to track us the old fashioned way or they wouldn’t have even found
the secondary trap. They would have completely passed it otherwise.
How they knew we were traveling this road is of concern. Only we
knew about this departure route and only fools would willingly
travel it at this time of year. Either someone is a traitor,
overheard us somehow, be a coincidence or were expecting us.”

“I do not believe we’ve been betrayed.”
Fredrick stated adamantly. “We all have shed blood together…”

Bryan backtracked and held up his hands. “I
wasn’t insinuating us, Sir. I mean many mages have too great a
hearing and my voice isn’t timid.”

“I always thought landslides were quiet.”
Shorty quipped.

“That’s because you’ve gone deaf with that
sister of yours screaming at you to settle down and make her an
aunt.” Bryan fired back.

“Say that again?” Shorty turned his head and
cupped a hand behind an ear.

The men laughed.

“What?... Where
am… What is going on! Why am I not in my tent with a fire to keep
me warm!” a voice nearly shrieked. “Who touched my person without
permission! They’ll be beheaded forthwith!”

The witch closed the door to tend to the
princess as the soldiers all looked to one another and sighed.
Shorty tried lightening the mood by saying “Anyone want to get
swallowed by a wyrm with me?”

“I’m in!” Nolan chuckled while Cody, Bern,
Luke and Fredrick all raised a hand.

Small smiles appeared on the soldiers as the
princess could be heard delivering another one of her tirade
tantrums.

“We better press on, Men.” The captain said.
“The lady was right, we’re too exposed and need to get as far as
possible before first light. Shouldn’t be more than two more
hours.” He clicked his tongue and led the group.

Shorty snapped the reigns and followed while
the handmaiden had her hands full trying to explain the situation
to the arrogant princess.

 


Sunrise allowed for faster travel and the
mountainous terrain gave better and better cover. Twice did the
soldiers see the sparkle in the sky from the awe inspiring dragons
dance among the clouds. They didn’t even consider asking for help
since it wouldn’t come from the great creatures in their current
circumstance. Captain Fredrick periodically asked the handmaiden
for updates about where to proceed on the unfamiliar road and most
importantly, their dedicated enemy. Fredrick tossed glances to his
men who didn’t cower since it wasn’t the first time an unequal
situation was against them. The only thing that made the trek
through the long hours worse was the high pitched shrill of the
princess. All wanted to speak up but it wasn’t their place to talk
against royalty, even if it meant giving away their position. They
all listened to her suggestions to kill the Empire’s men, which
would not only be futile, but would kill them all.

They came around a bend on the barely
maintained road as Fredrick and his men listened stoically to the
witch saying that they were again being followed, but she could no
longer see them by magic. The woman did find the Familiar dogs
several hours back, but on their path and would likely reach them
in two or three hours. The light, fleet footed canines were faster
than them and were nearly impossible to slow down. These kinds of
enemy raids were best used against Fredrick’s numbers and precious
cargo slowing them. In this unforgiving terrain they needed
everything or would freeze when nightfall arrived. Without knowing
the exact location of the enemy they were in ever increasing danger
since it was clear the princess was their ultimate goal. Worse yet,
they could go no faster since the draft horses could only pull the
carriage so fast through the packed snow.

Overhead, Nolan spoke up “Sir, a storm is
brewing. We’ll need to find cover.”

“He’s right.” Gregory the ranger confirmed
while Bern had scouted ahead to make sure the road remained clear.
“We’ve got maybe three hours before it snows. Too bad we’re not in
thicker mountain ranges and can use a few dragon caves to wait it
out. Want me to go find Bern and look for shelter?”

“Are you sure we cannot ride through it?”
Fredrick asked.

The ranger shook his head solemnly.
“Sorry, Captain, but that
storm will not only blind us, but we’ll freeze to death not
to mention our horses… It’ll be bad enough that the bastards riding
up our ass will be forced to slow severely and wait it out
too.”

“No other choice. I trust your judgment since
it isn’t wrong in these matters. Go.” The captain ordered and the
ranger clicked his tongue to go from a trot to a full run in search
of shelter.

The captain said “Thanks for the warning,
Nolan.” The knight nodded in return and stayed silent, keeping
sharp blue eyes out for enemy targets.

“She finally sleeps.” The handmaiden opened a
window some to speak to Cody in a subdued tone so as to not ruin
the reprieve. “Go tell your captain that if we continue on this
course, there is a pass in an hour where I can seal the road by
causing an avalanche and rockslide. The men perusing us won’t be
able to follow and the mages will find it near impossible to clear
it.”

“Good timing.” The honorable knight
responded. “A nasty storm is brewing.” He then kicked his horse to
inform his brothers in arms about the first piece of good
information to arise since dawn did.

They continued on and found the rocky pass
the handmaiden spoke of soon enough, but as they neared it a subtle
rustle in an evergreen tree caught Bryan’s undivided attention.
Then he saw holes in the snow only a horse’s hooves would leave.
His booming voice shouted “AMBUSH!” He drew his sword and charged
to the rustle.

Trees exploded into action as eleven empire
soldiers rushed out on horseback with drawn swords. Somehow ten had
gotten around them without being noticed and set up a well placed
trap.

Captain Fredrick and the elite knights of
Emroc drew their trusty steel and yelled as they charged their
enemy. Swords clashed and rang in the midmorning light. Fredrick
noticed their own plated armor was greater than the leather the
empire’s men were using and drew his second sword, relying on his
legs to keep balance and guide his loyal steed. The warhorses
powered the knights of Emroc into battle without hesitation. The
captain skillfully hacked off an arm, parting bone and flesh on a
magically sharpened edge, before the first man could get his sword
around and followed the hack with a slash through the man’s throat,
decapitating him. He charged on, not slowing slightly.

Bryan, the giant man drew his long handled
war hammer to compliment his sword skills so his greater size and
strength could be better utilized. He stabbed one man through the
heart with his long claymore while felling a nearby horse with the
war hammer and making it throw it’s rider off and crush him. The
unnatural angle of the man’s neck and cloudy eyes showed he was
dead instantly.

Shorty drew hidden daggers from his sleeve
and threw them to another man who didn’t get crushed by his dead
horse and sunk one blade in the man’s stomach and the other in his
neck. With a flick of his wrist, two more thin knives dropped into
his palms, waiting to get off another clear shot, but couldn’t as
the four knights were hacking their way to victory.

Luke and Nolan finished off three when they
turned and saw the ambush was also a diversion. Nolan yelled
“Shorty! Behind you!” While Luke shouted “Familiars!”

A flutter of wings is all that saved Shorty
as it made him drop when the handmaiden’s sparrow shot over and
sunk its tiny talons into a white wolf’s hamstring as it had used
the men’s diversion to silently leap onto the roof of the carriage
and nearly sunk its teeth into Shorty’s neck. The sparrow fought
hard against a larger opponent, unable to carry it off even with
magic.

Shorty recovered and used the bird’s
distraction to draw both halves of the quarterstaff, linked them
and in the same move, swung and connected with the enemy Familiar’s
skull and managed to knock it off. He jumped to the roof and
twirled his weapon as a tawny dog charged the carriage too fast to
be natural for a common dog and as it leapt fifteen feet above the
ground as if catapulted, Shorty managed to dodge and slam the end
of his staff into the beast and knock it out while flipping it over
the carriage. He spotted the third Familiar, a wolfhound, watching
from fifty yards back and it opened its mouth to the man atop the
carriage. Red energy grew in its mouth as sunlight glittered off a
necklace housing a crystal and fired red lightning at the man.
Shorty’s protective crystal, hidden in his leather breast pocket,
activated the wards which met the opposing magic and stopped it
before worse things could happen.

The handmaiden opened a window, aimed a palm
to the last and shot a silver bolt of magic that barely missed as
the Familiar disappeared into the thick trees.

Cody finished off one more and charged to the
last enemy engaging Bryan. Using the hammer and sword wielding
elite man as a distraction, Cody shot past and swung his sword to
slice the man’s side deeply enough to give his comrade the opening
he needed to cave the man’s skull in with the hammer.

With the last of them dead, Fredrick
dismounted to watch Shorty leap down off the carriage and hack away
at the canines till there was no way they could follow till their
masters arrived to heal them since it was impossible to end the
life of a Familiar without first ending their master. “Wound
check!” The captain ordered as he looked over himself.

“Good here!” Cody admitted. “No harm done.”
Said Luke. “Just a scratch.” Bryan touched his cheek where a lucky
hit just grazed. “I need some help.” Nolan said through gritted
teeth, holding his hip where blood seeped profusely. A mild grimace
is all he revealed of the pain it really made.

“Cody, Luke, go see what you can find out and
let’s hope Bern and Gregory weren’t ambushed too. Bryan, check the
dead for anything useful. Nolan,” Fredrick walked over quickly
while the men went to work. “move, your hand.” The knight did so
and the captain quickly surmised “Lucky stab… hit right in the
joint of the armor and cut the femoral artery. Hurry, we need to
get that bleeding stopped, Son.”

The captain led the horse over to the
carriage to say “My Lady, Nolan needs to be healed immediately or
he’ll bleed out.”

He heard the princess mumble “Fool shouldn’t
have been so lax.” and the callousness made the officer angry, but
thankfully the handmaiden opened the window completely and said
“Hold still, Knight.”

Nolan did just that and looked down when his
hip itched terribly along with the telltale sign of blue healing
magic. It took a full minute of fighting to not move a muscle till
his hip was whole again. “You have my thanks. Captain, I’m going to
that ridge and see where the remaining forces are.”

Fredrick gave his consent and watched the man
ride away as his blood soaked armor chilled the wetness till it
froze. The captain turned to the fair witch to ask “Bryan saved us
before we fell into their hands, but before we go into the pass can
I ask you to check it for more traps. They were here and set up an
attack right where we were going to collapse the road. If they did
anything, I need to know.”

“Very well.” She turned her attention.
“Princess, stay here where it is safe.”

“Like I’m going to associate
with commoners? That is your
responsibility. Be quick and let us be off before our time is
wasted further.” The voice sneered.

“Yes, your highness.” The witch said and
exited the carriage without showing any emotion and climbed atop
the ride for a better vantage. Her silvery gem atop the staff
glowed as she took several rocks and branches, infused them with
magic and rolled them through the narrow pass. Nothing happened
immediately as the widespread debris moved further and further
away.

As the witch worked, Bryan’s deep, gravelly
voice rumbled “Sir, Cody and Luke said the enemy had waited no more
than fifteen minutes till we arrived. They believe Bern and Gregory
are well and passed through there” The man pointed to the rocky
pass. “without issue. Our enemy didn’t have long to fully prepare
for us, but none carried magical protection. I believe they were
just fodder to slow us down… which is what they accomplished.”
Bryan also returned Shorty’s throwing knives which quickly
disappeared after being wiped of blood.

“They are well.” The witch announced. “I
spelled them enough to warn me if they died at least. I know they
are alive… The pass is safe.”

“Good.” Fredrick sighed. “Bryan, go get Nolan
and tell him to get back. We’re going through.”

Minutes later they all mounted and fled
through the narrow pass. The witch did as she said when they got
clear, sent a blast of magic and caused a landslide more than
capable of stopping their pursuers. No horse could ever cross
it.

The rangers arrived within the next hour with
excitement as they located a dragon’s cave and got permission from
a century old emerald-scaled dragon to take shelter.

Just before the darkening clouds let loose
the nasty blizzard they rode up to a dragon’s home and met the pale
green beauty. She was very kind and had a cave more than ample to
offer them, but didn’t let them deeper into her home. As the
animals got used to her and the storm hit fully she took a clawed
hand and pushed a stone wheel over to seal the entrance. They all
thanked her and offered a leg of deer for allowing them to rest and
recover, which she accepted and swallowed whole before retiring for
the night. With little rest last night and the hard morning,
Fredrick had everyone get all the sleep they could. The princess
though refused to leave her plush carriage unless she had to
relieve herself. His men preferred it that way as they favored the
peace of a cheery fire over snide remarks.

The blizzard lasted the rest of the day and
most of the night, but the dragon’s cave was warm and comfortable
in comparison to the rest of the week they had trekked through, but
at first light they left and thanked the dragon again for the
shelter.

 


Two days of constant traveling later,
Bern suddenly stopped his horse and stood tall in the saddle for a
greater height and said “Captain, We’ve got company!”

The group came to an abrupt halt in a wide
open land to see three tiny, but clearly dog-shaped beings staring
from the crest of a treeless hill. Moments later there came flashes
of light and three mages Jumped to stand on the hill as well.

“Damn, I thought we lost them.” Fredrick
cursed.

“We’re too exposed out here and there is
nowhere to hide for miles around.” Bern said from his vantage of
standing.

“There is no way to outrun them.” The witch
said hopelessly as she stepped outside the carriage and the
graveness of her tone pushed her to further say “Worse yet, I found
the twenty other empire soldiers not five minute behind those
mages. They somehow found another pass to find us again. And each
of those men are as powerful as I.”

“Do not surrender just yet.” Nolan said
in a tone all his friends knew too well, one that they never wished
to hear. “I can buy you
several days at least to reach the nearest patrol.”

“What are you talking about, Knight?” The
woman asked.

Nolan dismounted and began unclasping his
armor while his comrades watched sadly, unable to bring themselves
to speak. The armor dropped loudly as the blonde man continued
working along with dropping his sword. “King Skylar granted me the
power to become a magician when I entered his elite guard.” He
removed his gauntlets and gloves to see indigo markings swirling
around his flesh. “I gained the power to protect my comrades and my
friends. At least for one brief moment of glory.” He pulled off his
thick woolen shirt.

The witch gasped as she saw the mark’s swirls
tattooed to his flesh with an intricate symbol of a dragon over his
heart. “But that means…”

The knight smiled with honor. “Yes,
this mark will end my life to activate a forbidden magic that will
trap all near me, depending on the amount of mana it has consumed.
For the past twelve years I’ve lived with this burden and it covers
seventy percent of my body. It will mean that all within a mile of
me will be trapped for a week. The princess cannot fall into their hands.”

“But you can’t.” The witch said with a catch
in her throat.

“Why do you think the king allowed only seven
soldiers and one witch to guard the princess? He knew that I would
give my life in exchange for this forbidden magic which would
ultimately hold all around me should danger present itself. I could
hold all of us here for a week till someone found us and readied
themselves to get her.” Nolan bent down and pulled his knife from a
boot and walked over to his commanding officer.

“Sir, it has been an honor to fight with you
all these years. Please see to it my family knows what happened and
if it isn’t much trouble, look after my daughter.”

Fredrick shook his head, trying to not get
choked up. “Son, don’t do this. We can still fight. There has to be
another way.”

“Captain, I’m the only one with the mark here
and we cannot risk the princess’s safety by having her anywhere
near those cruel bastards. We all made a stupid mistake in this
venture, but what choice did we have? Right now I’m choosing to
give you all time to flee. Will you honor my last request,
Sir?”

Fredrick took the knife can said “You have my
word. May the spirits of your ancestors show you peace.”

“At least I can now finally see my wife
again.” Nolan admitted as a lone tear escaped down a cheek.

His brothers clapped him on the shoulder, the
gauntlets didn’t feel cold on the knight as they said their
goodbyes. Shorty was the last as he said “Be sure to make them see
your bare ass so they have to look at it all week.”

Nolan laughed finally. “I’ll do that.” He
looked at his friends one last time before drawing his sword from
its scabbard and gripping the crystal from his armor. “Go now! They
come!”

Fredrick and the others turned to see the
hill showing the riders arrived. “Ride hard!” he ordered and they
went as fast as the draft hoses could pull the carriage, leaving
Nolan behind and watching as he stood defiantly against the
charging cavalry.

Magic from the empire’s mages shot to Nolan,
but the crystal in his hand protected him. One man alone drew them
all closer to a trap. As the last moment he turned his back and saw
his companions were well out of range, smiled and dropped his
trousers. “Final words of honor. I Nolan of the Emrocan elite guard
hereby swear my life isn’t without honor!”

That command triggered the forbidden
spell as he bent over and smiled at the enemy charging and felt his
heart stop a moment before he died. His last thought was;
Enjoy the view you bastards!

Fredrick and his men heard a ‘thump’ in the
air and stopped to see a giant dome of clear indigo appear and was
solid throughout. He had only seen the ultimate sacrifice of the
forbidden mark once before being activated and hoped to never see
it again. He saluted the knight as did all who befriended Nolan.
Nothing within moved and wouldn’t for a whole week. “Your sacrifice
will never be forgotten.” He stated and the men by his side agreed
without speaking, but their tears said just how much they would
miss him. “We need to get as far away as possible.” The captain
turned his horse and silently led them further away and hoped
nothing else occurred.

Even inside the carriage was thankfully
silence.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


“How should we begin?” Cage asked his
enormous, towering Familiar.

Daku stood well over ten stories tall ever
since the encounter yesterday with the Tiaxm. The majestic white
griffin inspired awe, beauty and power to all who beheld him at a
glance. Nearly every inch of him was like polished pearl except for
deep penetrating blue eyes that had seen millennia pass. Sunlight
gave the illusion he glowed for he was pristine. His wing feathers
had none out of place and the rest of his body was coated in soft
white fur without peer, but in his current size the hairs were more
like thin rope. Wind made the light play on the fur all the way
down his enormous limbs as thick as an ancient red cedar. With
claws longer and thicker than any man. The last living griffin
looked down as his pallid beak parted to say “We should move from
this gate should other mages or dragons need to land meanwhile.”
And immediately moved over, his great weight and size made the
ground tremble, easily stepping over his master and the other
shorter species.

At his sides walked his guards, two
large dragons. Ulon, the pink male was careful to not step on Cage
and his companions while his sterling silver mate Poli took the
other. Together, Cage imagined them more like 747 airplanes in the
flesh, but with a far greater wingspan and more weight. Beneath
hard, supple scales they were solid muscle and bone. The dragons
made the ground tremble almost continually with Daku, but their
scales sparkled like polished gems beneath the sun’s rays. Cage
still couldn’t believe he saw real
dragons and other creatures he believed myth, but after being
sucked from Earth to Raliea he had to completely reconsider what he
thought he knew.

“Watch out for their tails!” Frill warned
just in time.

Cage moved over as a pink, flat, finlike tail
swept across the grassy ground and nearly got wacked by it. The
flat tail helped greatly during flight and was more like a smaller
wing as it had the same leathery texture as the massive ones
running almost the entire length of Ulon’s muscled back. Cage
smiled down at the large Maine Coon cat, but here is called a
Meemthia. “Thanks for the heads up. That would have hurt.”

Frill’s whiskers flared as he smiled his
sharp teeth.

“I’m curious about this training.” Megdline
said as she traded her staff to the other hand. “I wonder why Daku
is so adamant about it and how it’s different.”

“After the attack, Daku’s never been more
serious. He’s never acted this way before.” Cage said as they
followed the giant beings across the open field where dragons can
safely land and gain access to the council chambers. Behind them
waited two elder dragons, both being near or surpassing five
hundred feet in length. They and a small group of sorcerer class
mages protected the gate entrance.

Above, many watched as the five Rex’s and
their mates flew from the meeting towards one of the exit areas,
but two broke off and flew in a different direction before they
flew far enough that Twilight’s giant trees obscured their view.
Cage then noticed something and said “Leon, you’re falling
behind.”

The young wizard finally looked down and
noticed the same thing and his dark features flushed before he half
jogged with Colby the chipmunk holding onto his shoulder. “Sorry,
Sir Cage, I’ve never gotten to personally see a Rex so close before
let alone five… and I’ve never gotten to visit a private council
meeting before either.”

“Huh, so that is why the chamber was so
enormous. It could hold a couple hundred dragons and thousands of
humans.” Cage admitted while staring at the library of Twilight.
The giant oak shot to the sky and had limbs larger than his own
house. In the upper boughs were frosted with cold as it matched a
mountain in height. He even caught the sight of an elder dragon
lounging on a massive limb as his long tail dangled.

“Exactly.” Megdline said at his side. “When
it was publically announced you were a warlock, every adult mage
and being not of dragons squeezed inside to hear my husband tell of
your heritage, some of it at least. Most meetings are public, but
recently the matters have been too grave to release until after the
problem is rectified. Likely tomorrow or the day after the First
Council will explain what happened at Vin’re and the truth of the
attack.”

“Are meetings always that quick, Granny?”
Cage asked. “I told my point of view and they and the Rex’s’ got
right to it. I thought it would be longer than the hour of
explanation.”

“It helped that we had many witnesses of the
attack and you volunteered to be spelled to speak only the truth. I
was one of the few who even managed to slow one down before it
broke through my magic like brittle paper…”

“I didn’t get a chance to say thanks.
Without your quick action to place your strongest barrier between
me and it, I would have been eaten… and fixing my broken body from
the impact with the ground. Thanks Granny for saving me.” She
smiled. “So you’re not married to just any council member are you?” he teased. “You’re
married to the head honcho. I’ve heard Zikon’s name thrown around a
few times by Skylar and Tate, but I didn’t even suspect it was
actually Grandpa. That was certainly an experience… oh wait.” He
looked down at Frill padding beside her. “So that’s why you gave me
that suspicious look when I asked if any mages had dragons for a
Familiar. You thought I knew about Grandpa and Theresa?”

“I did.” Frill replied. “It was a subject I
spoke carefully on.”

Megdline laughed lightly. “We were afraid you
knew more than you ought. Zikon and Theresa feared that if you knew
about me being his wife you could hold me for ransom. And if you
were caught you wouldn’t know I was my husband’s only
weakness…”

“I’ve learned from Meeka and Brooke that they
are my strength, not weakness. You shouldn’t sell Grandpa short.
How old is he by the way?”

“Nice try, Dimwit.” She smiled while wiggling
a finger. “You won’t find my approximate age that easily. All you
know is Zikon is a thousand years older than me and Theresa is a
fully grown elder and Daku knew him a thousand years ago before
going into hiding. You won’t learn anything from me… Oh and Leon,
Colby?”

“Ma’am?” the wizard and Familiar asked in
unison.

“If you tell Cage how old my beloved or I am”
She paused for effect. “I’ll make sure neither of you can get an
erection for the next century. Is that clear?” The two looked at
each other and swallowed dryly before nodding, not realizing the
sorceress was joking.

“Don’t scare the kids, Granny.” Cage bumped
his hip against her side. “I’ll be sure he isn’t the one who tells
me just in case. I still need them.” They laughed and the young man
and chipmunk realized it wasn’t a real threat. “I’m curious, why
was Grandpa glowing? Was it a spell gone awry or intentional so he
stood out. He didn’t need to, sitting in the middle between
Theresa’s eyes was plenty for effect.”

Megdline got that look he knew all too well,
it was mild patience and humor which meant she wasn’t going to tell
and he wasn’t disappointed. “Nope, not my place. You can ask him
when he’s done with the other councilors. He doesn’t hide why so
he’ll likely explain.”

He went to push for more information, but
stopped as Daku, Ulon and Poli made it to a lush section of grass
at the outer edge of the landing area. The rest hurried over. When
Cage and the others got close enough Daku asked “Poli, will you be
so kind as to erect a soundproof barrier and distort our image to
those looking from the outside. There are several humans invisible
to the eye.”

“Very well, Old One.” She lifted her long
neck and three silvery gemstones between her sharp horns twinkled
as she worked quite powerful magic. To Cage, the power was immense,
but not like it was when Daku changes size.

Leon turned around, but it was Colby who
asked “How do you know some are invisible? I hear nothing.”

Cage came over and said “Look for what you
cannot see.”

“I do not understand.” The tiny Familiar said
honestly.

The warlock pointed to different areas.
“Look closely at the grass. See how the wind blows it all over like
waves on water?” The pair nodded. “If you are fully aware of your
surroundings you should have seen localized areas of grass
not moving as someone is standing on
two legs or over there a ways with four voids meaning it’s a large
animal cloaked. Don’t rely on the sensation of magic to locate
things. We still have our natural senses for a reason.”

“Well said, Cage Two-legs.” Ulon commented as
black smoke puffed from his pink nostrils. His long neck lifted off
the ground to speak.

“Oh, I see what you mean… What should we do
about it?” Leon asked this time, turning to all those older than
his seventeen years.

“Nothing.” Megdline said casually and moved
over to sit on the soft grass near Poli while Frill stayed put. “It
is not illegal to practice cloaking magic outdoors or from a
hundred yards of the council gate. Any closer would put them in
danger, but since we’ve moved so far from the gate we are fair to
be watched. Besides, many are curious about the only warlock and
the last griffin. Most are not old enough to remember them. Only
two mages here in Twilight are old enough to remember the warlocks
and a couple dozen have ever looked upon a living griffin. It is
quite understandable to be curious and not want to be seen as in
the way. If I were not chosen to be Cage’s teacher I would probably
be out there too, trying to see them.”

“Granny, did you just say there are two
humans old enough to have been around for ten thousand years?”

“Did I stutter?” Her grey eyes twinkled
with mirth. “Yes, but they are quite reclusive and have enough
influence to keep it that way.
I only know of them because of my husband’s status and even Zikon
has to schedule a meeting two years in advance with them.” She then
looked up at the regal griffin. “Daku, so what is this training,
and why is it so secret that Poli must create a private area for
us? Is it dangerous?”

“It is.” His piercing blue eyes settled down
on his partner. “Cage, during the Griffin and Warlock wars, your
ancestors had a way of quickly having their kind get as powerful as
possible and as fast as possible to be an equal adversary. To fight
griffins after the nexus collapse, the warlocks took great risks
that other mages found barbaric and dangerous, but the fearsome
results are what prolonged our ancestors’ war.

“This training will force you to reveal
your hidden mark sooner and show you’ve completed the chain and
become a true warlock able to summon me. It will be rough, but I
cannot afford you to gradually get stronger by next Fall or Winter.
I do not know how long it will take, but months will be compressed
into weeks. With the Tiaxm even suspected as still living somewhere, I cannot
leave you unable to defend yourself. Nearly dying twice yesterday
proved how foolish I was to let you get gradually stronger on your
own. When your mark manifests, the Tiaxm scouts will find you near
impossible to beat and warriors an equal.” His eagle-like head
cocked slightly like a normal bird in jerking motions. “To get to
that peak you need to force your body to struggle constantly to
almost the point of death. Do like you did when Megdline first
taught you to store your energy, but drop your wards and have them
suck you dry till Poli feels you to where I told her. You will then
lock your magic to keep you in that state. While I bathed with Ulon
and Poli earlier I told them the specifics of warlock training. Get
started.”

The deep command Daku used made Cage do just
that, and not question. He focused on his hands and disabled his
wards with words so subtle even his newfound hearing could pick
them up. His own heartbeat was like a muscle car compared to an
electric vehicle as he spoke. He noticed Daku glance when Poli
sensed his wards were disabled and she nodded. Cage then increased
the siphon rate his diamonds constantly took and further sped the
process by intentionally sending his mana into the gems integrated
into his hands. By the time he was dizzy to the point of delirious
and could just manage to stand Poli rumbled “Enough, Cage
Two-legs.”

He stopped and everything seemed to spin like
the time he first got truly drunk to the point he barely knew
names, even his own. In the compromised state he knew that he
wouldn’t get better till he plugged the drain from his body to the
diamonds.

“How can anyone survive so much, Lady
Megdline?” Leon asked in a whisper as he sensed just how much his
employer just stored.

“Very few can.” She replied, sensing herself
the same thing. “Even most of the first class sorcerers would have
died from what he’s doing. Elder dragons though would just find a
similar experience an irritation.”

Their conversation ended as Daku got an
affirmative from his protection detail that Cage had done what was
needed. “Frill, Colby, now I need you to attack with the intention
of killing Cage.”

“What?!” the feline said in alarm.

“To get Cage to grow stronger, he needs to
force his body to believe it is going to die. Danger and battle is
what makes a warlock become stronger than he was before. Haven’t
you wondered how he has become stronger in magic than most
opponents in a few months rather than years? He kept fighting
superior opponents and met the challenge. Your kind of mage needs
to gradually strengthen from an early age. Warlocks need to immerse
themselves in battle. Now do as I say and try to kill my partner.
Ulon and Poly will heal his wounds as fast as you’ll make him hurt,
but do not take his head.” The dragons grunted and watched Cage
stagger.

A grin began to rise as Cage understood the
situation now. Everyone saw it, but they noticed more of how he was
moving very oddly. “Stealth Mode.” He slurred and his robe snapped
into a form fitting suit perfect for a fight. “Here, Kitty Kitty
Kitty!” The warlock taunted.

Frill became irritated and said “That was a
mistake, Cage. Colby, lets fight.”

“But…” Colby didn’t finish his words before
the feline yowled, flicked his tail and charged the warlock without
holding anything in reserve.

What they saw next was unexpected, even to
the ancients.

As Frill leapt like an arrow loosed, Cage
intentionally stumbled aside, his arms blurred and backhanded the
feline under his jaw. It felt like hitting a half ton of concrete,
but the suddenness of the unorthodox strike sent Frill into a
tumble. Cat reflexes allowed Frill to land on his paws and stare at
Cage. Never had he seen such a move connect from a compromising
stance and have so much strength behind it. “What was that?”

“Drunken Fist.” Cage slurred and stumbled.
“The most annoying martial art in my skill set. I can’t break this
out on my own. I must be completely drunk or whoa…” Cage fell flat
on his face and laughed. “in a similar state.” He rolled and
stumbled into a standing position. “I never fully mastered these
techniques. You’re fighting my body, not me.”

“Frill, it’s pure muscle memory. Be
careful, he cannot hold back anymore.” Megdline warned when she
truly understood. “Cage isn’t thinking anymore. His body has been
conditioned from years of
repetition. We’ve seen how he practices certain moves over and over
and over again. His body is moving on its own. We’ve seen similar
instances, but Cage’s moves are truly deadly.” She turned her head.
“Colby, get in there and help Frill. Work together. After seeing
that and knowing my student, Frill alone won’t be enough of a
challenge.”

The chipmunk looked between her, Leon and
Cage with fright, but eventually said “Yes, Lady Megdline.” and
dropped down to disappear in the grass.

Cage tuned to search for the tiny rodent, but
Frill lunged at the exposed warlock’s back to get an elbow between
the eyes. Frill cried out enough to distract Cage enough that Colby
shot from the thick grass and head butted the side of Cage’s knee
with the force of a battering ram. Cage cried slightly from the
broken joint, but stopped when there was a second crack from Ulon
fixing the joint through healing magic that repaired the injury as
fast as it happened.

Frill recovered just as quickly thanks to the
dragons casting speed. He tried tackling, but realized soon why
Daku had the two of them fighting when he missed the target and
Colby swiped his sharp little paws through Cage’s side, tearing the
tight spider silk fabric along with a few pieces of flesh. Frill
was the distraction while Colby’s smaller and more nimble body
could get in close to do damage. But should Cage’s focus turn to
Colby, Frill would get in his chance.

The battle raged with Cage relying on his
body to keep moving and not stop, even as he fell. His hand was
larger than the chipmunk and used it to slap the bowling ball heavy
Familiar who had tremendous speed and used his small body to hide
beneath the grass for the next opening and shake off the heavy
handed slaps. Frill required more skill since not only was he more
powerful, but had a larger body which meant his magically enhanced
weight and speed required more methods. Another pass gave Colby the
opening to knock Cage down and Frill took advantage to land heavily
on the left arm, crushing bones beneath steel hard armguards which
became skin. The elbow joint shattered with the wrist. Cage managed
to roll away with the limp arm before getting hit again, but as he
stood again the pain ended and the limb fixed. He stumbled forward,
grabbed Frill’s long tail and Colby in the other hand to try and
throw them, but only Colby went.

The feline smirked as Cage couldn’t lift him
even slightly off the ground. It unbalanced him enough that Frill
stepped on his foot, breaking more bones, but stopped as a thick
finger speared its way through an ear, reaching the brain.

Since Familiars couldn’t technically die,
Frill merely became unresponsive.

Moments later Frill regained consciousness
and found his opponent staggering away and gasping for breath. He
didn’t even realize Colby was climbing his back, using the fabric
for grip. One look from Frill had Colby resume Familiar magic,
upsetting the warlock’s balance enough for him to strike for a
chest crushing landing. Cage moved just in time to land on his back
and spin his heel to simultaneously crush Colby beneath and break a
few of Frill’s ribs as he was between weights midair.

The fight continued for fifteen more minutes
the same way. Never had Cage taken so many hits in a fight and if
not for the dragons healing every injury it would have been over
long ago. His fighting skills were all that kept him on equal terms
with the feisty Familiars. He knew he’d been neglecting this
fighting style, but never had he thought it would be needed.

“That is enough for today.” They heard Daku,
but it took almost a minute for Cage to realize the words and his
grin to dissipate. Eventually his gasps and no more threats allowed
him to collapse.

“He sleeps.” Colby squeaked after crawling up
his chest.

“Daku, that truly was barbaric!” Megdline
announced as she moved over quickly to her former student. “And you
say warlocks did this all the time?”

“Back during the war, yes.” He rumbled.
“Before griffins and warlocks bound together, it was their way.
But” He raised a pointed claw for emphasis. “today I made it easy
on Cage. He only had a few hours rest after flying us most of the
way from Vin’re yesterday. He was already exhausted before all
this. Tomorrow his real training begins. He will learn to live in
his current condition by fighting Frill and Colby again and once he
learns to fight properly you will send magic he has to avoid by
using magic to counter yours while
fighting off Frill and Colby again.”

Ulon turned his long neck and opened his
mouth to show off curved, polished pearl-like teeth to say “For a
week will Cage Two-legs stay here to train. The old one has honored
us to aid him in the old ways of warlock training, Megdline
Two-legs.”

“A week? Where will he stay?” Megdline
asked.

“Sometimes with us, My Love.” Zikon said as
he appeared beside Theresa, the great lavender dragon. “Before you,
Leon and Cage arrived Daku sent word to the council of this… as he
bathed in the dragons’ hot sping.” His azure eyes looked down on
the ground to smile. “I see his training has begun. Daku, you
didn’t tell me you were teaching the old ways.”

“The results were always the best.”

“It’s how I read it to be. Should we take him
to my home or wait till he wakes?”

“Let him rest.” Theresa rumbled quietly as
any dragon could, which meant it was still loud, and laid down as
softly as possible so as to not shake the ground. “We’ve been in
conference for a full rotation and I need to see sky again.”

Daku reached his enormous arm forward slowly
to give everyone a chance to step back and gouged the ground to
carefully pick up his partner and lay him on his other arm like a
mother did with a tiny baby. He carefully flicked the grass and
dirt away till Cage was comfortable. “Thank you, Zikon for allowing
us to stay the week. I haven’t had a chance to tell Cage yet.”

The most powerful sorcerer of Twilight dipped
his head. “If not for the circumstances I will prefer the two of
you stay longer. I’ve missed talking with you and a thousand years
is a long time to not visit, even for those long lived. What else
might you need for your stay?”

“Access to the dragon caves to train Cage
safely. Rex Gralla already said so earlier if you recall. You know
of what I speak?”

“Of course. It would be too dangerous should
he ascend in a populated area. I’ve already spoken to Rex Gralla to
address the issue and she and the elders are going to create a new
chamber tomorrow after the colonies coordinate to search for any
more of the broken race and the culprit or culprits responsible for
summoning them. How long do you believe it will take him to fully
realize his potential?”

“My hope is by Spring.”

Leon raised his hand and many eyes turned to
him. He shook till Theresa lifted her head and asked “Do you
concern, Leon Two-legs?”

“I’m confused.” He admitted among these
powerful beings. “You said Sir Cage will be leaving in a week, but
Spring is close to two months from now.”

“Ah.” The purple dragon said, a little flame
passed her teeth. “Priorities your leader has. Long discussions
Zikon, I, Megdline Two-legs, Frill Four-legs, the council and White
King Daku had secretly. Should there be danger, Cage Two-legs will
be worried for his mates, hatchlings and colony. We cannot keep him
here against his will without reason and Daku made plans that
should there be danger and his Two-legs not be ready, training must
be done in safety. Seven star rotations will he be allowed to make
sure his colony is safe and not be in need before he returns. He
can Jump to make sure all is well till time comes when he becomes
to truly realize his strength.”

“Thank you, Lady Theresa.” She grunted and
laid her head down.

“Love, can you tell me what we are going to
do of the situation.” Megdline said while weaving he fingers with
her husband’s and got a content smile from the connection.

Zikon looked down into her eyes to say “You
know I hate bringing council matter outside, but for now we must
wait for the dragons to report their findings before any action can
be taken. And we’ve agreed to send relief to Vin’re and to explain
to King Tate only of what must be known. The rest of the meeting
will remain behind those doors.” He said and meant to the chamber
sitting in the center of the lake where the only access to it is by
a wooden bridge. Megdline looked and saw the other members of the
First Council either walking away or flying now that the meeting
was over. She sighed and looked up when he tipped her chin up with
the end of his white oak staff and the large, smooth, egg shaped
amethyst gem. “What bothers you so?”

“Yesterday was frightening.” She admitted,
feeling a bit vulnerable. “Those things destroyed my barrier when I
placed it between its teeth and Cage. It actually hurt to have it
broken, my magic I mean…”

“Feedback.” He said and nodded to himself
before turning to look at Theresa. All watched as they stared at
each other silently, but knew a mental conversation was taking
place. Eventually he said “Hadn’t thought of that, Old Friend.” Her
scaly eyes clicked as she smiled. “Theresa said that your migraine
was an effect caused by your barrier being broken by physical means
rather than magical. I will have a potion sent for you to overcome
the feedback’s effects. Are you still getting a headache every time
you do magic?” She nodded. “Should have told me sooner, but do not
worry, there isn’t any physical trauma. Nor will your power be
altered. The headaches will pass in a few days with the potion.”
Zikon pulled his hand away and down a pocket to retrieve a sheet of
paper and a pen. He wiggled it at her. “This little contraption of
Cage’s is amazing. All of the councilors have made one. We’ve
already noticed hours being saved over using a quill. Less mess
too.” He wrote quickly, using magic to hold the paper flat and in
the air before enveloping it in a violet light and Jumping it to a
new destination and putting the pen back.

“I’ve fallen in love with a pen too.” She
smiled.

“Hey Grandpa.” Cage said after slowly sitting
up and looking around. Every little movement hurt, but he slurred
and said “Screw this. Daku I need to think straight for the next
few hours.” Without waiting for permission he returned some of his
mana to almost immediately lose the dizziness plaguing him. He kept
the siphoning rate the same, but he soon learned the fight really
took a lot out. Just sitting up was a chore, but at least Daku was
comfortable to sit on. “I see the meeting’s over, Grandpa. Do you
think we can have a chat.”

“It has been long overdue.” Zikon replied.
“Let us retire to my home for the remainder of the day since we
have quite a few trying to hide their presence and listen in. Poli,
Ulon, you are both welcome to rest on the balcony or on a limb if
you prefer. Theresa and Daku will take up enough room, but to have
four at one time wouldn’t be comfortable.”

Poli stretched her silvery neck to look up
and said “Is your cave protected from the storm coming? It will
rain once the snow is warmed by Twilight’s barrier.”

“Yes. The canopy and balcony are well
protected.”

“Then we go when you are ready.” She met his
stare.

“Go, Zikon.” Theresa moved till she rolled
completely over in the grass, her great wings spread out and looked
almost like a purple alligator on its back. “I will come
later.”

“Enjoy yourself.” Zikon said, but already was
she asleep and snoring like a landslide that made everyone get a
laugh. “Follow me, but Leon, you have heard enough. Go home and
rest, but at first light I expect you and Colby to be at my front
door and ready for a long day.”

“Yes, Lord Zikon.” The young wizard responded
as he was dismissed. He then left the area in a flash of ruby
light.

“Cage, reapply your wards.” Daku said.

He did just that and went to get up, only to
stumble. “A little help?” Daku purred playfully as he reached over
so Cage could crawl over on the rough hand-pads that were very
catlike before reaching around and depositing his partner between
his wings.

Zikon created a purple board to fly and flew
slowly. Megdline soon caught up on a golden board of her own with
Frill standing on the front nose. Poli dropped the barrier she made
and said to the open ground before her “Two-legs’, you better move
away. We must leave the ground.” Getting called out, Cage watched
as over a hundred mages appeared along with a handful of assorted
animals. They left, some ashamed to have been caught. When enough
space was made Daku took off at a run till he unfurled his wings
and caught enough wind to lift his bulk off the ground.

Ulon and Poly though caught Cage’s attention.
They first unfurled their wing, hers first, pushed with their
forward limbs to rear back like a horse and jumped with their huge
back legs, but they required magic as both sparkled for a moment
with color matching their scales by invoking a hovering spell which
allowed them to fly their massive bodies. They quickly caught up to
fly at either flank of Daku.

It took a few casual minutes to fly around
the great Twilight library before coming upon the gigantic cedar,
where Cage knew Zikon’s and Megdline’s penthouse was.

Over a mile off the ground was the huge
landing balcony with an entrance over ten stories tall that led to
a cavern that two of Tate’s castles could fit inside. Zikon
extended his hand to the huge entrance and shot a ball of amethyst
colored magic which impacted an invisible barrier and the moment of
collision had revealed the entire barrier as it shimmered with
purple sparkles. He flew through beside his wife and Daku landed
gently despite his ten story height when the humans and Frill moved
inside the expansive room. Poli landed after and Ulon had to wait
as the purple shimmer disappeared, making the barrier lock again.
Zikon shot another ball from his hand and let the pink male land
safely.

The leader of the First Council said “Love,
will you cook us up a feast?” she gave him a smile before walking
over to the kitchen with a sultry sway till he heard a laugh and
realized what he was doing. “Cage, no matter the years that pass,
Megdline is still the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.
You’ll understand that time doesn’t make a spirit mate’s beauty
diminish.”

“I didn’t imply that. You just
reinforced what people have been saying how I look when my mates
walk away. It’s hard not to
look.” Cage then said “Daku, let me slide down.” The griffin
stretched an arm forward like a ten story slide with fur. The
warlock stuck his legs out and leaned back to slide straight down,
the soft fur slowed the speed enough that he dropped flat on his
feet between two fingers. “Default Mode.” He said and his robe
released their grip on his body as he walked forward. “Grandpa, do
you mind if I go hit the head and take a bath before we start the
questionnaire?”

“Go right ahead. We have the rest of the day
and all night. I assume you know where it is?” Zikon pointed
anyway, knowing the meanings behind the words.

“See you in a bit.” Cage called.

“I will join you.” Frill said and padded over
to bathe with the warlock since they battled together and had dirt
and blood matted in his fur as well.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


The second bath of the day was just as
invigorating and needed as the first. Frill accepted Cage’s human
hands to rub soap over his wet fur and scrub out the suds
afterwards. Hot water was difficult to be extracted from, but the
nagging questions he’s been having waited just outside the bathroom
door. The cat asked for Cage to dry him and with the wave of a hand
the cat was rendered into a powder-puff. Frill groomed his fur
while Cage threw his seamless robe into the bathwater and removed
moments later it to be spotless again. Another spell dried it as he
slid into the forest green robe and tied the brown sash to hold it
together.

Out in the cavernous, well… living room, Cage
first noticed Daku curled near the wall conversing with Zikon while
almost on the opposite side of the room was Megdline working on
making a meal for the four of them. Frill padded across the expanse
to his partner while Cage went towards his. “So Grandpa, did you
grow this tree?” He asked Zikon who also had pointy ears he adapted
to greatly heighten hearing.

“Indeed I did.” Zikon replied in the same
casual manner though three hundred feet separated them. The
conversation took up the time needed to get closer.

“Granny told me it was big, but
she severely understated by
just how much. Skyscrapers from my world wouldn’t come close to
half this lone tree. How long did it take you to grow?”

“About two years... And another three overall
when more room was needed.” The powerful sorcerer admitted. “When I
was accepted to be on the First Council I was allowed to make this
tree close to the library and the council. As you noticed, There
are eleven giant trees around the library, but we don’t even make
half its grandeur, with eleven slightly shorter trees for the
Second Council to the right and the Third Council has the lesser
trees.”

“What significance does it mean and who lives
in the lower apartments?” Zikon smiled as they stood comfortably
apart by Daku’s crossed wrists. Poli and Ulon were over on the
balcony, laying together, but Cage noticed their long necks laying
side by side with their tails wound together in a physical
connection like humans holding hands.

Suddenly Ulon burst into rosy colored flames
and he gasped, but Poli simply snuggled closer, fire meaning
nothing to their kind. “What the hell? Is something wrong? Why is
he…”

“On fire?” Zikon finished. “Male dragons do
that when they sleep. It is a natural occurrence for them. Males
naturally sleep near the front of their den and no sane animal
would near a slumbering male on fire. Quite a profound part of
their evolution and beautiful to witness no? They guard their
females and eggs more fiercely than any other race. And it would
not be wise to rouse him. Only another dragon would tempt such.”
The sorcerer smiled. “Back to your question.

“The meaning is quite simple, we councilors
are the final defense of Twilight should the city’s protection
somehow fail, which hasn’t happened in our eight thousand years of
history, but nothing in life is certain. There are many dangers
kept in the library that would be too dangerous if breached. Our
homes are close to deter any foolish enough to try stealing from
it. The sizes also differentiate which level of councilor resides
there so if there is need of different departments we’ll be
effortlessly found, even if a person had never seen or knew much of
the city. As for who rents the lower rooms, some of our children do
along with ten large families who also serve as my aids as well as
protection to keep people from bothering me outside of
meetings.”

“Makes sense.” Cage said. “Since I’m your
guest, how do you want to proceed, Grandpa?”

“Old One, do you mind if I take Cage over and
explain issues where my beloved is cooking.”

Daku dipped his beak. “Go ahead, but explain
first the time we shall stay.”

“Thank you.” Zikon said. The sorcerer began
walking towards the kitchen and the warlock matched strides. They
were quiet for a few moments, sizing each other up. Cage noticed
Zikon to be slightly taller than average, maybe six foot two, but
was exceptionally large in physique, but with almost no fat beneath
the purple robes. The white oak staff was flawlessly straight and
just as tall with the egg shaped gem being just taller than the
scalp. Zikon found Cage’s six foot six and lean build just as
impressive.

Eventually Zikon spoke of what Cage is to
expect over the next week and how Daku and Megdline made plans with
the council if Cage ever needed to reach his full potential and
time was an issue, but none ever truly suspected it to be caused by
the Tiaxm. “I guess it is reasonable and my tribe will understand,
but why must I train in the mountains if my mark is revealed?”

“It was written that warlocks who had their
marks fully realized, their power resembles an explosion, but any
magic near them gets destroyed, including the living since mana is
still magic, if unused at the moment. Should a person or animal be
near, your ascension will kill them.”

“Why the hell wasn’t I told this?” Cage
stopped cold at such a revelation. “If it happened near Meeka,
Brooke, my kids and tribe… I would have killed them… Why didn’t
Daku or Granny tell me?”

“I would like to know that as well.” Megdline
glared at her husband as the four of them were close enough to hear
everything. Frill’s tail flicked with irritation.

Zikon sighed and was forced to speak
the truth though he truly hated bringing his work home. “Because
the other twenty members of the council opposed Theresa and I of
telling you everything when I brought you and Frill to the first
sorcerers archives. We intentionally limited your study of all
warlock related texts. It was the deciding factor to keep the
opposition, the ones who wanted you killed” Hazel eyes turned to
Cage meaningfully. “from sending our resources to take you out. My
hands were painfully bound from giving Megdline every detail of
warlock differences compared to us. It was why she didn’t know
everything. Like having you absorb her mana or how your specific
type of spell casting ability can place a barrier on your mate
Meeka’s lips when not even I could as her lips would pass any
barrier I could ever make. Our
magics do not mix well.”

“You don’t need to remind me. I felt just how
bad of a reaction it caused.” Cage commented while taking a seat at
the huge dining table able to seat a good hundred individuals. He
sighed, letting his sore and aching body relax.

Megdline snorted. “They acted like frightened
children if you ask me. They didn’t even know Cage and would have
done something foolish.”

The most powerful sorcerer in the room sighed
and sat down at the head of the table. But before he could say
anything Cage said “Nevertheless, Grandpa, I need to say thanks for
putting your neck out on the line. Granny told me you were the one
who broke the tie between all the councilors, both mage and
Familiar.”

“It was an even divide and as leader I and
Theresa had the right to make the final decision which proved the
more frightened individuals from doing something drastic. Stories
of warlocks were not often pleasant, mostly because as powerful as
my fellow members are, they all knew that their power meant
nothing. Already they sensed when you did magic, that your ease of
magic today to completely recreate the illusion of such size and
clarity proved only three of us masters are still your superior.
The other eight and their Familiars sensed you could kill them. Two
months ago would have been different and realize it is too late to
move against you directly. The proof was taking out twelve first
class Laqura Empire sorcerers with help from Megdline, Frill and
Daku, saving five for us to deal with.” He laid his staff against
the table. “And back to why none told you of what would happen when
you complete the chain on your back, not one person or being
believed it would be complete for another good year. When you would
have reached thirty four rings Daku would have brought you here and
explained all this anyway.”

“What about elite warlocks, can you
tell me what made them different? I need to know what I’ll be in
for when it happens. If my mark comes and whatever happens which
kills magic… Well, I need to be ready since getting away from
population would be in everyone’s best interests, especially for
people who don’t need killing
and I’m not in control.” Cage said calmly.

Zikon seemed to find his conversation
refreshing as his original pensive and uptight bearing relaxed and
a kind smile presented itself. “Little was known of elite warlocks
and surviving documents from ten thousand years ago weren’t
accurate. I honestly do not know, but your power as a singular
individual will be devastating if used for ill intent. And I’ve did
much research, more than I’ve ever done on a specific topic in my
whole life. And I have an eidetic memory which cannot forget.
Dragon elders around the time of your ancestors won’t tell me, not
even Daku will divulge and it has caused much unease among the
other members. The unknown is what they truly fear, and I too fear
that what they do not say will be a gamble. All that I do know with
any certainty is that after the nexus collapsed and the war with
the griffins, only eleven elite warlocks have ever existed, that
includes you.” Zikon watched Cage’s expression closely, but
couldn’t see anything other than consideration. “And for you to be
bound to Daku, the strongest white king ever to be documented by
the dragons will mean you will be exceptional.”

“Speaking of strong.” Cage began as he found
the opening he was waiting for. “Grandpa, why are you faintly
glowing? I bet if the room was dark you wouldn’t need a light to
move around. Is that some kind of bioluminescent spell like what
creatures have that are resulted from total darkness as an
evolution adaptation?”

The sorcerer didn’t seemed bothered by
the direct inquiry, obviously needing to explain it before.
“Truthfully it is the power of my mana making my body glow. I’m
sure Daku explained how dragons debate how humanity’s evolution is
quickly progressing as opposed to what they went through and how at
the nexus changed humans into warlocks who were by it all the time
and fighting for their lives and for this world?” he got a nod and
believed it. “Well it’s debated because warlocks did not glow while I and a dozen
of the most powerful of first class sorcerers do. Like me, the
other two who remain your superior I spoke of on the council, glow,
but they use a spell to hide the fact they have so much excess mana
it is expelled through their skin as light. As I can remember, only
fifteen sorcerers on all of Raliea glow and remain alive. Because
our greater power does this” he held up a pale hand that glowed
softly. “more dragons believe they were wrongly assuming that
warlocks were humanity’s likely pinnacle of evolution and
I am closer to a different
evolutionary path. Proof of this is I am inherently immortal, not
requiring the longevity spell. The nexus though did split our
species, such an abrupt increase in power early on in our evolution
was too drastic. That is my opinion at least.” Both men smiled. “If
I live long enough to see a pattern, it will be great to put all
the debates aside. I hate to keep being compared to warlocks or
seen as just another step of our species’ natural progress. It is
the greatest question I want the answer to.”

“Is your power a result of selective breeding
or a mutation? I mean your power I can feel and you’re not even
doing magic actively. For you to be so powerful while the five
hundred thousand residents of Twilight seems like an pebble to a
boulder in comparison, how did you get so strong if everyone has
magical limits so beneath yours?”

“Ah, now you’ve stumbled upon a topic I do
not like to speak of.” Zikon said tensely. His expression
hardened.

Megdline looked over her shoulder while
stirring a pot over a stove. “He’ll find out sooner or later,
Zikon. You had best tell him unless he gets hurt in ignorance yet
again. There will be danger and the more he knows, the better he
can defend himself… even if you don’t want to. Fighting and magic
aren’t the only dangers he’ll need to be aware of and he does
things he doesn’t want to all the time. Both of you are bull headed
leaders who do what needs to be done. Since I have a claim on both
of you I’ll allow no more secrets between us.”

Cage chuckled. “Bossy isn’t she?”

“But correct as always.” Zikon’s expression
softened when she smiled and went back to cooking. “Very well, it
isn’t a great secret, just one I’m not comfortable with.” He
crossed his thick arms and stared at the comfortable warlock at his
table and Frill before continuing. “My heritage is what makes me so
strong and can date back to one of the first families to actively
use magic. Rex Gralla is the fifth eldest dragon on Raliea and told
me this as she has been the most attentive to our kind’s progress
as she is eight hundred million years old and is the Rex of the
Blind Mountains that we reside in. We will be meeting her tomorrow
afternoon.” He promised and returned to the original subject. “My
bloodline over the centuries mated with the most powerful mages in
the attempt to produce stronger and stronger mages and oftentimes
the couplings were with spirit mates who wanted the same thing. It
seems true and the rare unbreakable spirit mates make the best
offspring.” Megdline turned around as she had a few moments to let
the food cook and listened. “And Megdline has given me eleven sons
and fourteen daughters over the years, six are first class
sorcerers, the others are all sorcerers of the second or third
classes, but only one glows as I do…”

“Watch it, Zikon! You know how I don’t want
people knowing my age. And telling him how we’ve had twenty five
children… and mages can’t easily have children after completing the
longevity spell will give him an inkling as to an approximation of
it.”

“Damn, Granny!” Cage laughed. “You’ve had
twenty five kids?!... ah… never mind.” He stopped immediately as
her stormy grey eyes darkened.

Zikon burst out laughing, letting loose for
the first time. “Give the child some rope, Love. You shouldn’t be
so upset. I’ve enjoyed every moment and look forward to many more
centuries with you and we’ll likely have many more babies along the
way.”

Megdline’s anger eased as she shook her head.
“And I’m always willing to have them along with the pleasure of
making them. I just feel bad to the women without magic who have to
feel all the pain and suffer days after because they can’t afford
magic. None of our children took more than twenty minutes to come
into the world and I walked out under my own strength, barely
feeling a thing.”

“You have half a million mages here plus
dragons who healed me as fast as Frill and Colby could bring me
down. I know how to ease the nerve impulses and safely deliver
babies without so much as touching them. Why must women suffer and
often die in childbirth when mages, even third class wizards could
come help? Magic can do so much, why isn’t it more common?” Cage
asked, but everyone could hear his irritation and a quick glance
showed Poli has spun her long neck to stare at him with a deep
sadness he didn’t expect a dragon to possess.

Zikon cleared his throat, not expecting
something so common to not be known, but he had to remember Cage
was from Earth, not Raliea. “It has to do with my heritage if you
be patient for the next minute.” Cage gestured for him to proceed.
“As I said, my bloodline dates back to the first mages and every
generation gradually got stronger thanks to couplings with other
strong mages to produce more and stronger casters. Not always did
they meet with success, as mages today also have trouble having
magically inclined offspring that are as powerful as they. As
Megdline has learned from your sayings, it is a hit or miss when
trying to have stronger children.

“Because of the once strict couplings, there
became strife and conflict as any society has. Mages ruled over
those without our gift, some with an iron fist. Others accepted
their weaker offspring with love and affection regardless. After a
few thousand generations the seven classes were created from first
class sorcerer down to magician. The dragons helped when we started
going down a dangerous path and guided us to a prosperous ideal.
Perfection isn’t what dragons want since perfection truly doesn’t
exist.” The powerful sorcerer lectured. “But a rift began to very
gradually grow and wars broke out, even before the great divide
when the warlocks were forcibly Jumped to Earth. The northern and
southern hemisphere of Raliea became divided. Since humans aren’t
strong enough to contend with wyverns, wyrms and a few other deadly
species, the dragons keep the more terrifying animals more isolated
from larger human populated areas.

“Fighting between humans were inevitable
without those threats since we tend to be easily angered and need
something to rally against. As with what Megdline reported from
Earth, thanks to what you were willing to divulge, wars can be
started over even the most mundane disagreement without something
to unite a group. It is the same here. Mages were superior to the
common man because of our magic and some began to use such gifts
for oppression.

“It all reached a boiling point when my
mother took power.”

“Your mother?” Cage asked in confusion. “Who
was she?”

“Not was. Is.”
Zikon corrected. “My mother is none other than Empress Vika of the
Laqura Empire herself.” Cage stared openly, unable to mask his
features at such an unexpected revelation. Before he could school
it the sorcerer also noticed Megdline shudder and Frill’s tail
flick. The dragons were silent, Ulon stopped burning, but by now
the whole room was intently looking at him without judgment and
remained silent. “Yes, I am the fifteenth son of the most vile
woman ever to live on Raliea. It is why I do not wish to speak of
my heritage. She became the empress and founded the Laqura Empire
four thousand years ago and dominated the land ever since. Before I
was born Emroc and Vlara were part of her domain, but her tyranny
soon had the commoners crying for help which Twilight rebels had
been waiting for. It wasn’t a secret Twilight opposed my mother’s
regime because they loved all mages and even those without the gift
of magic. Vika called those without magic as unenlightened, but in
reality they were slaves ruled by an evil bitch.” Cage watched at
the ancient man of power glowed a bit more as his anger rose some,
but his cold tone didn’t waver. “Since my beloved doesn’t wish to
reveal her age, I cannot tell you when I was born. What I can say
was Vika forced her totalitarian doctrine on me, but I learned the
slaves were smart, smarter than she ever led me to believe. Over
the course of the first century of my life I began to see the
callous horror inside the one who gave me life. I began to think
for myself after seeing experiments on slave children and Theresa
was all for me trying to undermine Vika in any way. To start, I
began supplying Twilight with information which they sorely needed.
It was only a matter of time till suspicions fell on me.

“When Vika tried having me killed the
first time, I didn’t expect my closest friend to be one member of
the First Council in disguise at the palace, sent to watch me ever
since I was a boy when the Great Prophet prophesized my hatred
against the empire and all it stands for and would be the one to
force her out of the southern lands. He got me out of the palace at
the cost of his own life. I spent the next ten years pushing the
empire off Emroc’s soil and completely out of Vlara.

“When I later joined the First Council after
years of fighting, and peace settled for a time, it wouldn’t
last.”

“Never does.” Cage put in.

“That is a universal truth. Too much peace
breeds anxiety. Anxiety breeds suspicion, then strife, hunger,
hatred then war.” Zikon admitted. “Which brings us to why the
common man has to do so much on their own. Twilight is the only
haven for all mages against Vika and the empire. Castle Laqura is
the same in Vika’s empire as it is comprised of over seven hundred
thousand mages at this time. There was much negotiating, mostly all
was rejected, mainly for Twilight to disband and for the Laqura
Empire to rule all Raliea… something which Twilight would never
allow, but one thing that was agreed is that in war, no more than
twenty percent of either magic city’s mages would be permitted
outside borders for that many mages would irreparably scar the
land.

“Proof of that happened before Daku
disappeared as a great battle occurred at what is now called Dead
River. Twilight sent half of our mages to fight Vika’s and the
river is now a barren wasteland for over a hundred miles. No water
runs the paths anymore and life is uninhabitable. The dragons
finally intervened before either side did it again, making it law
that only twenty percent be allowed outside in times of war. At the
moment there are eighty thousand mages out of the city from here,
protecting mostly Emroc from falling and keeping the empire from
pushing further down to threaten us directly.

“Since Emroc has been at war for the past
century, we could not send all the mages to help the common people
as we want. It is easy for us to heal, make food and deliver
babies, but with the century long war, our hands are tied and we
cannot afford another Dead River incident. That is unless Vika
somehow manages to break trough Twilight’s spells and wish’s to
upset the dragons… something I wish to see because Rex Gralla isn’t
partial to Vika’s reign and treatment of her people. If Vika
attacks a colony, and since we are in their heart, it would be a
declaration of war against the dragons. The empire wouldn’t last a
week. Nothing can match a dragon’s eternal patience, but one
mistake will rouse an unstoppable people.”

“Vika Two-legs and Shakka Brightscales do not
deserve to rule.” Ulon hissed.

Poli rumbled angrily, but didn’t move.

“Who’s Shakka Brightscales?” Cage asked.

“Like me, Vika’s skin naturally glows
with power and she too has a
dragon Familiar. Shakka is a clear, almost white dragon that shines
like pure living crystal. Her scales are so clear you can see her
red blood pumping beneath. The worst part is Shakka is just as
demented as Vika.” Zikon said. “And to answer your last question,
dragons also have laws they too must obey, just like we humans do.
Dragons are not allowed to directly interfere in a lesser species’
dispute or infringe without great reason. The dragons have
strict rules, but there are
exceptions. The three I’ve been told is to protect a dying race,
planetary issue or natural disaster and if it threatens their own survival. You and
Daku are the only ones of your kind so they will try their hardest
to keep you alive. The only way dragons would help humans in a
direct way is if our entire population drops down to ten thousand.
To keep such from happening, the dragons many years ago Jumped some
humans to different worlds so that one group will survive if one
world is lost. It also saddens them to see any life form suffer,
but unless their Rex alters their governing rules, they cannot
help. Female dragons most of all cannot easily resist any animal
suffering and will do what they can within the confines of their
Rex’s law. Their maternal instinct is stronger than any species
I’ve ever some across, even ours.”

Now I
understand. Cage thought, remembering Poli’s
expression.

There came a hum and others turned to the
sound to see the barrier glittering amethyst before Theresa glided
in for a flawless landing with plenty of room not to be tangled up
with Poli and Ulon laying to one side and lifter their necks to
acknowledge her. Theresa grunted and the pair turned their necks
back around to listen more to the interesting topic. The dragon
entered, adding her purple sparkles to the silver and pink to the
cavernous room. Theresa acknowledged Daku with a rumbling hum
before hearing her partner. “Theresa, good timing. Cage was just
about to ask you a question he’s been seeking for some time now. I
just finished telling him my story.”

“What is this question?” She rumbled while
stepping closer and laid down, her huge head hung in the air thanks
to thick neck muscles, not twenty feet from the table. Tremendous
heat and her hot breath smelled of sweet hickory.

“That obvious?” Cage asked.

Zikon chuckled. “Many before you have had a
similar look that always asks the same question.”

“You wish to know why it is I’m a Familiar
and how my kind treat me?” Theresa asked first and got a serious
nod. “Dragonkind honor me. Rare it is for any human to be paired
with a dragon. Zikon has strength to match mine. It is why he can
make spells like dragons. To be pared with a human is my kind’s
envy for the closeness is akin to spirit mates.” She purred, but it
was still loud enough to be felt in one’s chest. “Closeness cannot
be compared and dragons seek bonds of friendship. To be a human’s
Familiar proves my partner is worthy of me.”

“So you’re not treated badly?” He asked.

“No, Cage Two-legs, it is a great honor to
bind our races. Humans are queer creatures that are fascinating and
can always make new surprises.” She rumbled and the sincere violet
color in her eyes meant it down to the soul.

“Dinner is ready!” Megdline announced.

The meal consisted of fresh sweet bread,
thick vegetable stew, bowls of chilled fruit that were diced like a
fruit salad and delicious tarts for dessert. For drinks, red wine
in clear glass that greatly resembled those from Earth, but one
side has a higher angle where it made the drink swirl slightly
before being drank. It was a strange experience to drink, but it
was good. It wasn’t a strong wine since Zikon and Megdline couldn’t
inhibit their magic much by being tipsy. As a warlock, Cage learned
alcohol doesn’t affect him. All of them were hungry and few words
were exchanged. “Granny, that was delicious.” He said after
finishing the last bite and sips of the wine.

“You are very welcome.” She gathered the
dishes and put them in the sink to say a few words and magically
washed them. The house spell did that and when dry, put them
automatically back in the cabinets. “Do you have any more
questions?” She sat back down.

“Of course I do.” Cage replied with a
dazzling smile. But before he could ask there came a knock at the
door about fifty feet from the table.

Megdline sighed, but stood again and went to
the door to ask “Who is it?”

“Delivery for Lord Zikon from the potions
master.” The voice returned on the other side of the door.

The sorceress opened the door and said a few
words, signed for the package and returned to the table to open a
wooden box. She removed a glass vial containing some kind clear
liquid along with a piece of paper detailing proper instructions.
She removed a cork stopper and took a sip to find it tasted bland
before replacing the stopper. “In a few minutes it says I need to
do some magic till I feel if the effects work. When I do I’ll have
to retire and sleep to recover from the feedback pain.”

“What’s wrong, Granny?” Cage asked and
learned how she got headaches from yesterdays confrontation and
each time she does magic. “Odd, I feel fine.”

“It was the rage.” Daku spoke up from beside
Theresa as he got up to lay beside her. “I told you the rage
protected us against the Tiaxm. This feedback Megdline and a few
other mages feel is due to their lack of natural rage. You do not
feel it because if a Tiaxm broke your magic, the rage blocks the
pain, as it did for me and would have done the same for each dragon
here.”

“Would I have felt this rage?” Zikon asked
the griffin.

“Uncertain.” Came the reply. “There were no
glowing mages during the nexus collapse so it cannot be said.
Without one near, you cannot know.”

“What did this rage feel like?” The sorcerer
asked and listened to the warlock’s explanation. “Interesting.”

“So, what is my week going to be like so I
can let Brooke and Meeka know so they won’t be so worried?” He
asked.

Zikon rubbed his shaved jaw line before
answering. “Daku is going to be pushing you most of it, but he has
allowed me to personally show you the great library in the morning
and during times of rest you can have full access of texts up to
first class sorcerer studies, but the first enclave I cannot allow
you access to without unanimous council approval, but as a warlock
you have the right to access anything related to them…” Zikon
stopped as Cage held up a hand.

“There is just one thing I want to know that
I’ve found strange.” Cage began. “Grandpa, what did my ancestors do
that almost destroyed Raliea? I want to be more specific. I was
told that a small group of warlocks were attempting something with
the planet that would have been catastrophic, but then I hear
through Granny’s teachings that dragons put planetary wards to
protect habitable worlds that block the greatest dangers from black
holes and gamma ray bursts all the way down to asteroids large
enough to impact the planet. Just what were they attempting that
sealed their fate?”

“Very well.” Zikon again crossed his
arms. “Ten thousand years ago they were attempting to force a
dormant super-volcano to be active and use it to destroy an entire
dragon colony because they wouldn’t give them a newly discovered
world able to support life for humans. The warlocks and griffins
wanted a world of their own that would not be ruled by dragons, but
dragons hadn’t had time to put the planet-wide wards to expand life
and would take another century to implement. The renegade warlocks
attempted to threaten an entire colony in their impatience, but
Daku here decided that some warlocks needed to be sent to a world
without magic, but the dragons and old mages were threatened too
greatly, something no younger species had ever made them feel and
instead betrayed Daku’s original idea to send only the most
dangerous transgressors to Earth like the ultimate form of
punishment by sending them all and creating a barrier spanning this
entire universe to prevent any from coming back. How Ceembura’s
gauntlets circumvented that barrier and pulled you back
here is beyond any magic even dragons
seem to know and for months they still haven’t found an
answer.”

“This colony…” Cage quickly thought. “Would
it happen to be the one in the Darshay Mountains?”

For once, Cage noticed he made Zikon utterly
confused as he blinked with uncertainty. “No, actually it was Heedi
Rova.” The sorcerer turned his attention to his dragon. “Theresa, I
never knew there was a colony in the Darshay Mountains.”

The purple dragon’s eyes narrowed. “Because
there isn’t one to my knowledge. Cage Two-legs, explain yourself.”
Which he did by tiring himself by using more magic to utilize the
room’s size for effect, to show exactly what he saw and the great
space made an accurate recount of the path he took after he and the
tribe were forced into it. Theresa looked over the large illusion
to say “I never saw an abandoned colony before and it is certainly
one of ours to be sure. Zikon, I must meet with Rex Gralla
immediately and get answers. Many centuries have passed from this
little one’s observation…”

“Before you go, I need to tell you that there
are Zeether snakes at some entrances. Be careful. Here, this is the
valley my tribe used to exit it.” Cage created a three dimensional
map before her eyes. “Be careful, if it has been abandoned for so
long that you and anyone doesn’t remember, for all we know that is
where the Tiaxm originated and there might be more. It is a
plausible theory at this time since when I walked through, none
other has in many decades. For all I know, the Tiaxm might have
lived there, caught my scent and was why Vin’re was attacked.”

Theresa hesitated. “I cannot say, but it can
be a plausible conclusion in this way of thinking. Colonies run
very deep they do, sometimes miles beneath the surface. I shall
make sure Rex Gralla sends the younger dragons to more quickly
learn the abandoned colony’s secrets. If the Tiaxm are from there,
it could be why they weren’t detected. Zikon?”

“You better go, My Friend. Cage is no fool
and has proved himself to be correct more times than any child his
age can reason. Should the abandoned colony have lost secrets, it
would be best to discover them before it is revealed in yet another
massacre. You have my backing.”

Theresa stood and stomped away before
launching herself outside.

“I feel the effects.” Megdline said as she
held a ball of light between her fingers. “You boys be on your best
behavior while I go to bed. Don’t stay up too long. Tomorrow is
going to be a long day.”

“I will be along shortly.” Zikon said as she
walked around, kissed his cheek and walked across, with Frill, to a
door leading to a short hall where the bedrooms lay. While she
walked away the sorcerer said “Cage, in a few months you’ve done
more than I ever expected a man capable. I have not said this to
anyone other than Theresa, but the reason I chose caution when I
learned a warlock met my beloved instead of siding with having you
killed was because I sensed something wrong and I think the Great
Prophet did to. I was uncertain why events have been changing so
suddenly, but after your arrival things began moving again around
here. I cannot explain it well and is so confusing it cannot be
articulated, but I sensed you were destined for something great and
when we began observing you it was clear my choice was correct. You
are a man to be feared, but you aren’t evil as the coldhearted
warlocks we had read about. I do not know what your future holds,
but I will be there to offer support of any kind within reason.
Before you go speak with your mates and I get some needed sleep,
may I ask a few questions now that we are alone?”

“As I told Granny, you can ask whatever you
want, but if I do not answer it is for a good reason. I do not want
to infect Raliea with my knowledge for it will result in disaster
in some way, likely beyond your comprehension. Technology and some
sciences are off the table. Anything personal I’m an open book. Ask
away.”

“Well, my most pressing curiosity has to do
with your arms and feet. I’ve never seen such an application of
magic before and wonder if you’ll permit me to take notes and
examine them. Will you allow me to do this?”

In answer Cage simply laid his long arm
across the table in front of the sorcerer after pulling his arms
through the robe and letting it fall around his middle. Zikon
leaned back to remove several sheets of paper and his pen, giving
thanks to the original maker who smiled. Then he pulled out a
length of gold cord with markings of a measuring tape and
immediately took multiple measurements of every conceivable inch of
the armguard from its overall length, width, individual finger
lengths, knuckle joints and even fingernails. Cage realized Zikon
was a thorough and highly detailed person who would not leave even
one minor aspect remain unknown. Every measurement was detailed and
put on paper. Zikon spent ten minutes on one arm before asking for
the other and then for the boots. Zikon asked “Strange I didn’t
notice before, but why do you think Ceembura make this flap below
the balls of your feet and support beneath your toes? I thought
these were boots, but your toes are just like your arms only
without an engraving or gems.”

“I think because the boots change.”

“Change? How so?” Zikon allowed Cage to take
his foot off the table. “I’ve studied some of Ceembura’s notations
and theories concerning binding both magic and flesh as one, but
not this change.”

“Well, the boots have special properties that
my arms do not. Yes they are as strong as tempered steel and as
pliable as skin, but my boots adapt slightly to different
environments. When it’s cold they get hard and porous as granite,
but on somewhat hot surfaces they go smooth and feel like leather.
But fire makes the skin bubble just like normal. But what I never
told anyone, not even Granny, is that when she helped me make the
second smaller island where my tribe uses to safely keep the
livestock, I noticed a third change my boots undergo. My feet need
to be saturated for no less than an hour, which they were when I
stood out and transferred dirt and rocks out on the sandbar, and
the flap begins to adhere to my toes and lengthen into flippers
that really speed my swimming ability.”

“Really? Adaptable magic is very complex.”
Zikon rubbed his chin considering. “Do you mind if I can study this
adaptation of magic?”

“Sure, but personally I’ve researched it
thoroughly. It also seems to act independently. If you get a bucket
of ice and a bowl of warm water I can show you that each boot
adapts on its own unlike linked magic or an animals survival
mechanisms which alter every aspect as a whole.”

“I would very much like to see that.” Without
getting up, Zikon reached an arm to the nearby kitchen area, turned
on a sink to fill a huge floating bowl with warm water while a
second bowl scooped a mound of ice from a wall grown freezer. He
then levitated the two huge mixing bowls over and sat them on the
ground before Cage who immediately submerged each foot and Zikon
saw the reaction and noted that subject retained full sensory after
the application as if it were natural skin. “How long must I
wait?”

“You can passively scan my boots, but it will
take about two minutes for my right foot to fully change in the
ice. That change is quicker. My left will require some time to turn
into more of a flipper.” Cage responded.

The leader of the First Council got
permission to send his magic to get a clearer understanding of the
unique magic bonded to flesh and said “Remarkable!” like a young
boy learning about something fascinating. “This magic is so
intricate and subtle that it can be overlooked without even
realizing the applications. The magic in your skin isn’t like steel
at all. It resembles more like supple dragon scales in strength,
but on human skin.” This piqued Poli and Ulon’s full interest and
everyone could feel their magic blending with Zikon’s to analyze
the properties. “This binding process has altered your skin down to
the very genetic level so that it can be repaired like actual skin
and not a lifeless object. I wonder if he actually used some actual
dragon essence in their creation.” He speculated. “Oh, I sense the
change you were speaking of. The foot is sealing its heat and
closing every pore to retain integrity so that the flesh isn’t
riddled in frostbite… oh, its thickening and using trapped air as a
barrier between the frigid temperatures and your blood.
Remarkable!” Zikon quickly noted his observations as fast as he
could. Then Cage took his chilled foot out and allowed the sorcerer
to feel the porous alteration. “It is completely different than
before.” The pad of his finger rubbed against it. “May I take a
sample?”

“Only if I have your word neither you or any
who get this sample use it against me. If it has my DNA it could be
used to create a weapon capable of targeting and killing me. It is
all too easy to create an antigen or pathogen with malicious
purposes in mind.” Cage took his foot off the table.

Zikon regarded Cage for a moment before
stating “You have my solemn vow that these samples will be in no
way used for such malicious purposes. We do have studies here that
focus on micro particles and life, but ours and dragon laws do not
allow anyone to create or release harmful pathogens into the air.
You know so little of Twilight’s many laws, but on this not even
the dragons would overlook such dishonorable methods. The only
things we release are special microbes meant to make life be as
healthy as possible. Even Vika has learned not to use biological
warfare thanks to dragons and isn’t allowed to ever release
anything anymore because the dragons scrutinize all atmospheric
conditions and any harmful ones are destroyed and tracked to the
origin of release and severely
dealt with. I know you have no reason to trust this, but it
is the truth.”

Cage offered a hand. “Take your sample, but
know that if it is used and I somehow survive, you will be
responsible and only one of us will walk away.”

“Understood.” Zikon stated sincerely. He
reached into a pocket and magically removed a test tube and glass
stopper filled with a clear liquid. “You will need to strip your
ward so I can use magic. The density of your new skin cannot be
penetrated easily and I’ll have to create a knife with a sharpness
of a molecule to get the flesh sample. You will not feel a thing.”
Zikon held the open tube in one hand while conjuring a purple knife
of four inches that resembled a scalpel and true to his word he
painlessly sliced off a wedge of meat from Cage’s forearm. For the
first time since putting them on, Cage watched blood flow from his
arm. A blue light sprung up from the wound and knit the injury till
the hard skin re-grew and became flawless.

The sample dropped into the tube and Zikon
held it up and looked closely how he took a deep chunk to see how
the hard skin only took up the epidermis and dermis, but didn’t
affect the blood or sections of visible nerve. Neither the sorcerer
or warlock had seen magic so specific that it attached to flesh
without corrupting other tissues.

“Grandpa, I cannot do anymore magic since
I’ve not altered the siphoning rate, but before I go speak with my
mates can you tell me two things I cannot figure out on my own, if
you know that is.” Zikon sat the tube down and focused on Cage. He
gestured to continue. “Firstly, I didn’t speak your language until
Ceembura’s gauntlets did magic to rewrite my brain so I can speak
your universal tongue, but how could that be done and why is it I
can understand other groups. Are there other languages on
Raliea?”

“I know of what you speak, but only in
principal.” Zikon admitted. “What Ceembura did was rewrite words to
bind to your memories so you could associate properly. There are
humans on other planets who speak different languages because the
dragons do not keep one sentient species bound to a planet so that
if there is catastrophe the species won’t be wiped out, but here on
Raliea many thousands of years ago my ancestors worked a spell
which bound all humanity to understand a common language. Ceembura
must have realized the possibility of another human from a
different world would need to speak our tongue so the person
wouldn’t be nearly as confused, which in your circumstance was a
blessing. As for how it was done, I cannot say without doing
research for I never looked into it. All I do know it was an
intricate spell as detailed as your gauntlets and boots for one
mistake would have killed you and released your spirit from your
body.”

Cage considered that possibility and nodded
that many things could have gone wrong. “Okay. For my second I need
to know how my black diamonds were keyed to me since I didn’t make
them. I know personal gems first need to be created and shaped by
the person’s mana by using crystals or gems anyone can use. I never
made these, but even before I knew their worth Granny tried
applying her mana, but it rejected her. How can this be?”

“Such is the beauty of black diamonds and why
they are so coveted.” Zikon nodded to himself. “For just one of
those diamonds in your hand I would give all my worldly possessions
without question. Not only can they store mana beyond any other
gem, but they recognize only one user. It is a phenomenon that
selects only the worthy recipient and I believe it was how it
brought you to Raliea. Only five mages on the Magical Council and
the dragons seek these diamonds so greedily. Even a black diamond
the size of a grain of sand can hold twenty times that of my
amethyst.” He tapped his staff to show the large, flawless egg of
stone. “This is a secret I’ll only share in this room, but I have
two black diamonds safely hidden in the core of my staff. They
aren’t anywhere near those you have, Cage, but I won’t need to
worry about fully saturating my gems for a few more centuries. Once
black diamond’s find an owner, they will only work for that
individual until said person dies.”

“Hey, Ulon!” Cage turned around to stare
towards the dragon couple. “Is this true?”

“Unequivocally.” The rose colored dragon
rumbled. “Those four identical, dense black carbon gemstones are
worth an entire world in our kind. Never have I seen such gem
carbon so large and four you have bound. Priceless they are. Covet
them greatly you must. Do you know how one came by them?”

“No.”

“We can find out if you want.” Zikon
purposed.

“Really? How?” Cage asked with a bit of
excitement.

“Necromancy.” Zikon saw a murderous look set
in Cage’s eyes and they were frightening. The sorcerer knew he had
to act quick before something bad would happen. “Don’t
misunderstand me. There is much of necromancy you do not
understand. You’ve only seen the darker side of the practice. Cage,
we practice necromancy, but for a beneficial way, not to bind
spirits and corrupt them into ghosts. Would you like to see the
proper use of necromancy.”

“If you hurt the dead I’ll kill you right
here and now.”

“I believe you.” Zikon truly did. It
has been centuries since anyone ever made him feel so frightened
and it wasn’t pleasant. “But no, this will not harm the spirit if
done properly.” He promised. “What you know from my wife, who is
terrified of the practice due to my grandson’s murder and my being
forced to destroy him irreparably, is that the dead need to have
something to bind them. To use a spirit as an unstoppable weapon
you must render them into a ghost and bind them to an element like
fire, water, air and earth and send them on a path they must
follow.” He held up a finger. “But to call on a spirit you give them something to hold
and allow them the option to come or go. Since for a spirit it is
difficult to bind them to a body form that can be seen since their
consciousness is spread, we ease their trouble by offering our mana
to hold them together. After I left my mother’s influence I haven’t
made a ghost since, but I’ve summoned well over ten million spirits
in my lifetime. The skill is invaluable for seeking answers… if
they are willing, and I never
force them otherwise.” He emphasized and watched Cage’s anger
lower. “Daku, as I’m told, often spoke to long dead griffins he
knew.”

“How would one go about summoning a spirit
they didn’t know?”

“Nothing would happen.” Zikon answered and
saw Daku seemed amiable to teaching this subject to Cage. “You must
have met them, find someone who has or the spirit reveals itself on
his or her own, but to do that they must have been adept in magic
in life. It takes a great deal of focus for a spirit to pull its
consciousness together and cloak it in an image only the sorcerer
classes can clearly see. Wizards and below don’t have the power to
see the spirit.” He grabbed his staff and turned his seat. “If you
are agreeable, I’ll summon Ceembura.”

“Go ahead.” Cage allowed.

Lacing mana to the words, Zikon began
to speak in an otherworldly voice while his amethyst twinkled of
magic. He felt Cage’s magic sensing everything around him so he
could understand. “I send out these words
for Ceembura the Skull Mage, creator of the gauntlets and boots who
chose Cage the warlock. Please come to my voice if you are willing
to meet us.”

“I’m already here,
Zikon.” Came an eerily Familiar voice and Cage, with a
firmer understanding of his gifts, watched and sensed a foggy mist
gathering between Daku’s resting hands and condensed into a
humanoid form. He felt how Zikon pushed his raw mana forward to a
point right where Ceembura gathered and appeared in his white
glowing form. The dead sorcerer looked around the room before
spotting Cage and saying “Lord Death, we meet again.” but the voice
came from the air, not the spirit among them.

“Good to see you Ceembura. I know
you’ve been following so I guess you’ve been eavesdropping again.”
Cage said and watched the spirit smile. “Everyone seems to want to
know how you made my new skin, where you found the diamonds
and how the skull pillars with those
huge crystals inside are so powerful only a dragon could be
responsible. But before you answer I need to know if you are in
distress.”

“I am well.” Ceembura waved a hand, though he
didn’t move from the spot Zikon kept feeding his mana. “And yes,
I’ve been following your progress closely, but your expression was
worth it when you shattered the control crystal that protected the
island for five thousand years.”

“I never told that to anyone, not that I
heard your fading laugh. At least I know it really is you.” Cage
admitted. “By the way, these are awesome.” He held up his fist.
“They saved my hide more times than I can count.”

“That is well known and you have exceeded my
every whim and purpose I ever thought my greatest creations capable
of doing. As to your inquiries and discussions, How I made them I
already told Zikon and the First Council to figure it out for
themselves, but yes I did use powdered dragons scales as the base
ingredient. The recipe resides in the archives to duplicate it, but
you’ll need to figure the spells and how to properly craft
them.”

Zikon exploded, but mana no longer
laced his voice. “When I asked
you didn’t answer! Why are you now telling him and not
us?!”

Ceembura leveled his spectral eyes on
the now standing sorcerer. “You
are not Lord Death. Cage is
and is destined for great things as we’ve all seen in his
short time from Earth. Only he
has the power to return those who are broken to whence they
were and are meant to be. What you never learned and that only the
griffins and dragons know is warlocks are the only living beings capable of healing a spirit,
but it was the elites who were lords over life and death. We
spirits have a deep relationship with the warlocks and their loss
after the Great Divide had deeper ramifications than anyone truly
knew. I’m still a young spirit, but the ancient spirits are
allowing me to explain that the warlocks were a great loss to us
because only they could fix us without destroying our spirits
entirely.” His head cocked as if listening to something none in the
room could. “And I’m being told that he will slowly learn just how
important such a relationship is. Spirit laws are more flexible
with warlocks so you should be
thankful to him since I’ve been permitted to speak like this. We
will protect Lord Death as best we can, but until he fully realizes
his potential I cannot speak further. Now that I’ve explained
myself, sit down.” Zikon was
obedient, but his expression and glow dimmed at the realization of
what he heard. “Making new skin through bonding of magic is both
intricate and complex, you will have to learn for yourself and have
a willing dragon to help.” There came a growl and heads turned to
Ulon and Poli glaring at Ceembura. “Yes, you treasure your scales
and it is against your laws to offer your flesh to lesser races and
no I won’t reveal the dragon who helped me. You can growl all you
want, but look at what one of
your scales is capable of.” He pointed to Cage. “It is compatible,
your scales on our flesh. Go ahead and tell your elders, I still
won’t give you my only friend’s name. Your kind needs to stop
seeing us as lower beings… never mind, dragons won’t accept us till
our species is fully developed, to be seen as equals.” He waved his
arm to the upset dragons who didn’t offer a retort. “Lord Death, as
to the diamonds and the pillars, I had help. My dragon friend who
bent their laws and associated with me was a dear friend who liked
my revolutionary idea and helped put the very protection that kept
the island safe for five thousand years and we together found the
original black diamond gem uncut in the rivers of an erupting
volcano, in the Fire Mountains.

“And at our first encounter I didn’t
understand how you were pulled from Earth to Raliea, Lord Death,
but Zikon here solved the mystery when he realized the underlying
ability of black diamond. It was so simple many forgot black
diamond properties. I figured it out after some forethought and the
spells I made on the diamonds. You see, I was their original owner,
but when I put on the seeker spells for them to find the most
worthy person to bring out their full potential it no longer
responded to me. But after five thousand years of waiting they had
the quality to circumvent the threshold between universes and bring
you back.”

Such knowledge finally put Cage at ease while
his foot remained submerged. “Thanks for the end of settling the
debate, Ceembura. Since I’m Lord Death can you tell me where the
Tiaxm came from and who is responsible?”

“That I cannot do.” Ceembura hastily stated. “I am no
longer mortal. Those problems you
must solve. Spirits cannot impart such knowledge whatsoever.
I’m sorry, but no spirit will aid you in this. I’ve answered your
most pressing concerns and now I must go. It was good speaking to
you again Lord Death. Farewell.”

Immediately the spirit of Ceembura
disappeared, leaving the room in complete silence. “Well that was
interesting.” Cage broke the silence. “Grandpa, do spirits often
beat such a hasty retreat?”

“Yes, but only if they have something to hide
which in my observations are all of them.” He answered absently
while his mind worked furiously over the entire conversation.

“You seem busy.” Cage said and worked a spell
to keep his foot in the water while standing. “I’m going to go let
Brooke and Meeka know the situation. My boot should be done
altering by the time I return. It will give you a chance to
assimilate the knowledge and figure a few things out.”

“Appreciated.” Zikon said and leaned back in
his chair to rub his temples.

“Daku, you go get some rest too.” Daku dipped
his beak and laid it on his hands. “Can I ask either of you for a
ride to a place where I can send my magic to call my mates and let
them know what’s going on?”

“I will accompany you.” Ulon said, his anger
dissipating.

Cage climbed, careful to keep his foot in the
bowl of water while holding onto a thick ivory spike. Zikon allowed
them to leave and Cage flew on the back of the huge dragon to speak
to those he loves.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Approaching a sheer, thousand foot high
cliff, Ulon expertly glided to a soft landing on the eastern
access. Cage held onto the spike of a horn atop the masculine
dragon’s head mainly for stability. The pink dragon passed between
the sentry trees that guarded the eastern entrance and the warlock
noticed ten alert guards on different levels, on either tree who
also looked strangely back at him since it was clear none rode a
dragon without special
permission. Like Daku, Cage barely felt the vibrations of
Ulon walking, while riding, but the length of the steps would be
hard to match even at a full run while this dragon was on a casual
stroll. Ulon approached Twilight’s invisible gateway and Cage knew
he past it for two reasons. One, the barrier’s tingle sensing he
was an ally and allowed the both of them to pass and secondly
because they left the heated city behind.

Bitter wind slapped the two of them in the
face immediately. Cage felt how his robe’s threading constricted
automatically to lock the heat in while blocking the cold. Cage
noticed that there were about twelve mages lingering alongside
their Familiars, but what he planned couldn’t be overheard by
prying ears. “Ulon?”

“Yes, Little One?” The dragon stopped, but
Cage knew he couldn’t be seen, but he did feel an immense magic
scanning him so Ulon could see without his eyes. It was mildly
disconcerting.

“Would it be too much to ask if you could fly
somewhere nearby where we can have more privacy?”

“You wish to speak of secrets?” The pink male
asked. He sensed Cage nod. “Very well, but not too far. White King
Daku would be upset if I took you too far.” Ulon reared and took
off, pumping his massive leathery wings. They took off and landed
two miles from the giant landing zone atop a desolate, low
mountain’s peak.

Just before they landed Ulon warned for Cage
to hold on and when they got close the warlock watched in awe as
the dragon flared his wings, coming to an almost complete stop
midair and spewed more than a hundred foot long jet of flame of
white and pink fire. Ulon’s dragon flames struck the peak and
instantly melted the snow in seconds till only grey rock was
present along with steam. Cage was in awe of the demonstration and
the magic which produced the flame. Cage’s magic showed him that
Ulon had a special organ between his two massive lungs that was
swirling with concentrated magic which produced the flame that
could melt steel. Cage’s magical observation also said that Ulon
could breathe fire indefinitely if he chose and it also seemed that
no thought was required as the organ’s muscles simply opened and
closed like a valve. Then the dragon landed to say “Your bodily
reactions tell me you are impressed.”

It was a statement, but Cage took it as a
question when hearing the rumbling mirth. “That was fucking
incredible! I didn’t mean to invade your privacy, but I was too
curious to figure out how you breathed fire. If you don’t mind me
asking, is that a natural organ or one you made?”

Ulon didn’t answer immediately as Cage
carefully walked over the forehead, careful to avoid the huge pink
tourmaline gemstone set in a ring of gold, walked between scaly
eyes and come to a stop by the snout. It was difficult footing with
one submerged in a bowl. Ulon carefully lowered himself onto the
warmed rock so he could keep the warlock balanced properly. “It is
a natural organ, our living fire. Long has the fire been our ally.
Is the heated rock enough to keep you warm? Your species has
difficulty in drastic temperature changes. It is effortless to keep
you comfortable.”

“I’m fine for right now and thank you. Get
comfortable yourself.”

“Hold still before you begin.” Ulon hissed
calmly. The dragon placed several powerful spells around them in
rapid succession. “There, only you or I can speak and hear each
other. I will know if any from outside interfere so do what you
must. Wake me when you finish should I slumber… Are your wards
active which repel fire should I sleep?”

Black eyes merely glanced at his hand and a
thought later he said “It is now.” Ulon grunted then laid his long
neck down and shut his enormous six foot tall eyes of the most
clear pink rose.

Cage sat down on the hard, almost
uncomfortable scales, but they were warm. Especially when aflame.
It was odd how Ulon could fall asleep in seconds. The wards around
him blocked the fire that lay beneath his backside. He then
lessened the siphoning rate temporarily and suffused himself with
mana till he felt like he just downed ten cups of coffee and a cup
of sugar water. He then focused his desire on finding two
individuals. The magic flowed.

About two feet away appeared a black vortex
which swirled till it became an oval sight mirror, almost like a
portable television. Colors warped and he said “Spear security
password: Viking ship two.” and then the hazy colors instantly
cleared as he bypassed the ship’s protective wards he put in should
the boat need magical protection. He smiled.

In his focus Cage looked upon the loves of
his very existence. They saved him from a lonely life and he
cherished them more than he ever could articulate. What was the
best feeling is they shared his emotion. Brooke and Meeka were
lying together in an intimate embrace in the Spear’s new cabin to
get out of the wind and they had company in the fire lit room. The
fire was mainly for warmth since the wooden windows had an almost
clear quality which allowed much light inside. They were both fast
asleep in each other’s arms with both of their large, firm breasts
pressed together and were just a few short inches from kissing each
other in their sleep. Brooke’s long legs were comfortably draped
across Meeka’s as her silky black hair covered her soft, coppery
cheek and full pink lips. Her coppery skin was healthy so she
quickly got over her seasickness or never had it this time since
the waters were relatively calm. Meeka’s long blonde hair remained
in a tight braid, but it wrapped around the side of a golden tan
neck. Her generous ruby red lips were parted adorably and their
setting proved she had been in need of sleep since her pallor spoke
of recent seasickness. Cage personally hoped to find his mates
naked, but it was far too cold for that aboard a boat. Still, Cage
touched the solid magic screen, wanting to reach through and touch
them, but such magic was impossible. He had tried. It did though
set his heart at ease to find them both together in a loving
embrace as if there wasn’t a thing wrong in the entire world. He
sat there for a full minute studying their perfect profiles before
adding sound to the mirror where he heard whispering and the subtle
creaks of the boat. Lastly he added a third spell that required the
most power and wrapped all three into one to send his words over
vast distances and in the cabin appeared a baseball size black orb
barely seen among the shadows.

In a calm tone he said “Brooke, Meeka, wake
up.”

Those warriors of the Utala who accompanied
them to Vin’re for the Winter Tournament jumped up and drew weapons
till realizing what they saw wasn’t dangerous and where their
chief’s voice suddenly came from.

“Cage Love?” Brooke murmured while yawning
and sat up from hearing his deep voice, not realizing where they
were for a moment. Her lovely chocolate brown eyes scanned the
cabin’s interior, hoping to find her male mate and pouted till she
noticed her people staring at something and looked up. “Cage?” she
rubbed her gritty eyes, obviously she was sleeping deeply when he
roused her. “Oh!” she squeaked and shook Meeka’s shoulder quickly
“Meeka Love, our man is contacting us. Wake quickly.”

Meeka jerked upright, wiping a bit of drool
from the corner of her mouth when her innocent cerulean eyes
located the orb and knew her mate was looking upon them. She
quickly said “Cage, we were worried! Did you make it? What news do
you have?”

“Well do I have a story to tell you all. Gather everyone
in the cabin except for the boat’s driver so I don’t need to repeat
myself. Be quick, I have a lot to tell and not long to say
everything. Unlike you guys, a storm’s brewing over here while I’m
sitting on the nose of an amazing dragon named Ulon. He’s a badass
to speak to. I love it!”

“Thanks for the compliment, Cage Two-legs.”
Ulon said as the fire below dimmed and everyone knew at once no
human could speak like that. Cage turned to see the dragon watching
with one open eye that seemed happy for the kind, honest words.

“A Dragon? You’re sitting on a dragon?” Meeka asked, clearly
overwhelmed.

One of the tribe could be heard at the door
shouting for everyone to come inside and that their chieftain was
speaking via magic all the way from the Blind Mountains, down in
the southern territories of Emroc.

“For the moment. Ulon is being very kind to
me. He and his mate Poli, a silver female dragon, are mine and
Daku’s protection during our stay here in Twilight. If I and Daku
weren’t so important I doubt no one could crawl on a dragon without
his or her expressed permission… Good everyone is in except Quitte.
Hold all your questions till I’m done okay?”

Cage watched as Brooke and Meeka wove their
fingers together and sat down on a buffalo fur while the rest of
the tribe sat and got comfortable. He began explaining his first
encounter with Ulon and Poli in great detail while his tribe
listened to his excitement at meeting them, clear he enjoyed the
first meeting immensely. Everyone aboard the Spear listened with
rapt attention to the story of his arrival at the grand magical
city, Twilight. His descriptions could do no justice to the sights
he saw. Nothing in the human language could remotely articulate the
sprawling forest city and its inhabitants.

He described first meeting Megdline, Frill,
Colby and Leon and went to her gargantuan apartment, making sure to
explain just how big the front room is, using Tate’s castle as a
reference to fill half the room. He got irritated looks from
everyone by telling how warm the city is compared to the fearsome
winter gripping the land. He moved on to greatly surprise his
people by telling them she is the wife of the most powerful man in
Twilight and got a laugh when hearing she actually had twenty five
children. Thankfully Meeka, Brooke and the others didn’t ask
anything, but it was easy to see they were bubbling with hundreds
of questions.

“Let me go back a second to tell you what
happened in the meeting, but don’t let outsiders know what I’m
going to divulge.” He said seriously and retold his experience in
the council chambers, then about the Tiaxm and all he witnessed.
Cage bounced around slightly in the telling of his story for good
reason, making sure his loves and tribe of fearsome hunters fully
understood the seriousness of the current situation. The most
recent meeting of Ceembura lasted about a minute before he finally
explained Daku’s plan for him.

“A week!?” Meeka half shouted. “Why don’t you
come home…”

“Meeka, Daku and the dragons know about
warlocks better than anyone alive. It would be too dangerous to be
anywhere near me when my mark comes out on my back. I am to train
deep underground to minimize this danger. If you or anyone alive
were near me when it happens it will kill you and everyone else.
I’m told an elite’s ascension can reach ten miles in every
direction. Even if I did it in the heart of the mountain it
wouldn’t be enough to contain me without killing someone.

“But I will be home in about ten days. I’ll check in
every other day around this time and leave on day seven for home.
Just keep heading for home so I know you are all safe. Knowing
Tate, when he hears all of this from Grandpa and the First Council
he’ll likely send a ship to help protect the island in my absence.
There is a high probability of this so do not be alarmed. If you
need me in an emergency you know how to get my attention. Now you
can ask questions.”

“Knowing you are well, Cage Love, makes my
heart at ease. Just be careful in this training and don’t die, for
it sounds more frightening than what I saw of you and Daku when
fighting these Tiaxm, you call them.” Brooke said. “I will make
sure everyone knows the situation. Just come home as soon as you
can. I need my man and to feel him and know you truly are home.
Work hard for us so this training doesn’t take long.”

“You better believe I will.” Cage said as
from the corner of his eye he saw Theresa flying down from the
clouds to the landing area as her sparkling scales had dimmed
without direct sunlight. She quickly acknowledged Ulon and him with
a passive glance before walking through the barrier and flying off
the inner ledge to soar to her home.

“Chief,” The deadly woman warrior Moril
spoke. “you’ve been speaking for more than an hour and we all know
this magic is tiring for you so I’ll ask this quickly. What is it
you wish the tribe to do in your absence?”

“Since everyone is fully stocked for
food for the next two to three months I’ll just say to stay warm
and not allow any outsiders on
Utala land until I say otherwise. If ships do come, send either the
Spear or Dagger out to investigate, but do
not allow anyone on the island for any reason. If it
is known I’m not on the island someone might attempt something
foolish. If any Vlaran ships stay outside the pillars for a
prolonged period of time, send them supplies from time to time, but
any outsiders are to be hunted down and eliminated if they somehow
pass the reef. Make sure Hammit and his mates know this and to be
constantly vigilant for any oddities… Make sure the children
practice fighting at least twice a week of the skills I’ve taught.
Other than that you can all do as you like unless Brooke or the
elders make decisions in my stead. Just get home as fast as the
wind can carry you and tell Sean and Rena to behave.”

Many in the cabin nodded or chuckled.

Brooke said “To have reached Twilight so
quickly means you’ve had little sleep, Love. If what you say is
true, you’ll need it for what is to come. We are safe at the moment
so do what you must and return when you can. We will be waiting and
keeping the bed warm till you can come join us again.”

“Just don’t be too long or there will be
nothing left of Brooke when I’m done with her and you’ll be left
with nothing but a tired husk.” Meeka smiled seductively and
brushed a knuckle down Brooke’s silky cheek.

“Such a tease.” Cage laughed and turned his
head as a snowflake landed on his knee. “I love you both, but I
need to go. It’s starting to snow here.”

“We love you too. Remember two days and we’ll
be waiting for you to check in… as you say.” Meeka responded.

The sight mirror disappeared and Cage sighed
heavily now that the magic no longer was so demanding. “We leave?”
he heard Ulon ask as the head lifted him and his fiery form snuffed
out.

“While we have some privacy and the snow
isn’t too bad, may I first ask why you and Poli were tasked as mine
and Daku guards?”

Ulon lifted his neck into a comfortable arch
while staring at the human sitting on his snout with a steaming
bowl of water his foot remained submerged in. “Rex Gralla, my
colony’s leader, and her elders who care for the colony chose us
for our magical and physical prowess. Though my mate and I haven’t
completed our maturing we are powerful scouts and guardians. Poli
is among the fastest in the sky of all Raliea dragons while I can
do magic with great speed and can simultaneously do three hundred
and twenty nine spells. Only thirty two elders can boast to do more
than I. We were chosen so to not hinder you and the white king
while able to react to large numbers if cornered.”

“Three hundred and twenty nine?” Cage
whistled. “I personally can only do a hundred and twelve. Good to
know.” He tilted his head and then Ulon’s pink eyes narrowed with
curiosity. “What happened back there with Ceembura? Can you tell me
why you and your mate growled at him or is it none of my
business?”

Ulon went silent for a good thirty seconds,
enough time to see they had only thirty more minutes before the
gentle snowing turned into a nasty blizzard. Cage listened to the
wind and the loud breathing of the dragon and knew he was about to
talk when more air was sucked in through the large snout. “You may
know, Cage Two-legs… Our scales are very precious to us and are as
strong as the metal known as carbon steel, only ours lighter and
more flexible. We do not shed our scales like other reptiles and
the preciousness of each one is the greatest treasure. They can be
removed and is painful to do so and can be re-grown… To give over a
scale is only for courtship to prove to the one we are destined to
mate with that our precious scale is nothing to the beauty our mate
holds.” Ulon raised his right clawed hand to a place at the base of
his neck and turned his head so Cage could see him raise a thick
scale to reveal a silver one securely tucked between his pearly
white, roof-like shingle, breast-scales. “By the vibrant beauty of
this one you can easily see it belongs to my mate. She has one of
mine hidden in her scales too.” Ulon’s eyes returned to the
warlock’s. “Many mages know this courtship of scale exchange in my
kind, but to give our scales to a human is unbelievable. Whoever
did this has committed a crime in our laws since our essence holds
many properties that can be used in magic. Our scales could be made
into nearly unbreakable weapons and if used against the same dragon
the scales come from, the dragon’s magic cannot fight against his
own body, even after removal. From what I’ve heard of your arms and
have seen, it does have dragon scale properties but I do not know
if your black arms mean the scales were from a black dragon or if
that was the intended color. Since it has your genetic makeup it
will be impossible to find the original transgressor. To bind such
magic to the body would have imprisoned Ceembura Two-leg’s, if he
were still alive, for a hundred years and would never be able to
approach another dragon for the rest of his mortal existence. Since
you ignorantly had them bound, you cannot be held at fault. Because
our essence can create such powerful weapons, it is Draconian law
to not give any race our body till they are our equal.

“Just imagine humans with swords, lances and
arrows made from dragon scales that hold strength for many cycles.
They could use them to kill us in great numbers since less than
only twenty of you Two-legs has power to kill us on equal combat.
If more humans had such weapons then it could present too great a
threat. More wars would result and life would be in danger. Many
magics can be done with our essence, but it would cause
turmoil.”

“But think about the good if people
had my arms and feet.” Cage
countered. “I’m proof that your scales can be used for more than a
weapon. I’ve met men who run a granary and have lost fingers in
their simple machines to grind grains for different things.
Accidents could be avoided. No
one would ever lose a finger. And then there are my feet. If people
had my boots they would be able to never worry about frostbite or
losing toes or their feet. Yes, weapons would be a problem with
your scales, but for binding them to flesh as simply as this would
be most beneficial.” Cage held out his hand. “I can’t tell you how
many times just one of your
kind’s scales has saved my life. If I hadn’t had these after coming
to Raliea, even Daku would be dead. Personally if he is found I
want to thank him.”

Those words startled Ulon who said “I hadn’t
considered that… Maybe one rotation of the planet, laws might be
amended. Right now though, we better return you to the Old One.”
Cage quickly climbed back to the thick horn and held on while they
hurried back.

 


Zikon and Theresa were waiting for their
approach and allowed them passage as it began to rain from the snow
melting as it hit the city’s barrier. Little was said as Cage
noticed the sorcerer still a bit flustered. He awkwardly walked
down Ulon and said “Grandpa, my boot’s done changing, but the
moment I take it out of the water it will take a minute to return
to its original shape.” Theresa watched closely as Zikon knelt
beside the steamy bowl and took out the gold measuring rope and
measured the flipper in the water to find the flap grew out six
inches from its original flap, but it had not only fused to the
bottoms of his toes, but completely encased them and has a
semi-hard pliability and was slick, almost like a dolphin’s rubbery
slick skin.

“This adaptation would be wonderful to swim
with… my magic says the reason it takes so much longer to change is
because it slowly takes your mana to engorge itself to take this
shape, but so slowly that none can sense the magic at work. These
properties would make life so much better.” Zikon said.

As Cage spoke he noticed Daku fast asleep,
curled up against a wall. “Figured as much, but it’s impossible to
differentiate my mana from my boots since, after all, it is part of
me. Now watch this.” He removed his foot from the water and held it
over the bowl to rub the excess water off. Without the water
surrounding it the boot-flap flipper began to slowly shrink over
the course of a minute. His toes were released and the flipper soon
returned to the thin flap connected to the ball of his foot that
supported his toes.

“Remarkably impressive.” Zikon sat down right
on the floor to begin writing as fast as he could so he didn’t miss
anything, even for his eidetic memory.

Glad to be rid of the bowl and not disturb
the sorcerer, Cage walked right up to the gigantic purple dragon.
“Theresa how did it go with Gralla?”

His question had both Poli and Ulon alert and
listening. The female elder fixed him in her violet gaze to say
“Rex Gralla wishes me to extend thanks to reminding her of the
abandoned colony. Zikon was just telling me of your communion with
the departed Ceembura Two-legs so I hadn’t said this yet. The Rex
and her mate permitted me to speak as they were preparing to send
out the younger hatchlings to begin the search. Informed I was of
why it was deserted. Foul water that killed our kind flooded the
lower tunnels three million years ago. None remembered its
existence till today. The Rex agreed it could be plausible the
Tiaxm originated there, but doesn’t think it likely. But” Theresa
raised a polished ivory claw as a human would a finger. “that is
the first location that she will coordinate a search for any
answers. If more broken are found, they will be eliminated, but if
the foul water is gone the mountains will come alive again and
expand a new home for the young dragons to call their own. Rex
Gralla says your tunnel is being made as we speak and will also
meet you tomorrow after the star passes overhead to guide you to
your safe section.”

“Glad some good came from my being forced
into those mountains.” Cage said and yawned. “Tomorrow is going to
be another long day. I’d better get some sleep.” As he said this he
widened the flow to his diamonds and pumped all excess he could
sustain into the four gems till he could barely walk like
earlier.

He stumbled away, feeling all eyes on him.
Eventually he spent a minute walking Daku’s length and slurred
“Ooopen up!” Daku cracked an eye and immediately realized his
partner honoring him by intentionally weakening himself so that
even while relaxing, his body had to forcibly make more and more
mana so the training time would be dramatically reduced. Daku
smiled and gently scooped his partner up and laid him in the curve
of his arm. Cage immediately fell asleep, sprawled over soft fur.
Daku smiled contently and curled up so his neck gently covered him
without crushing. Then they both fell asleep because Cage was well
protected since no one could reach him in any way with Daku
surrounding him.

 


“Time for the two of you to wake!” Megdline
called out louder when the first attempt failed.

Consciousness returned to Daku as he lifted
his beak and looked down at the sorceress while he noticed Theresa
and Zikon staring intently at one another. They were so still that
if not for the movement of breathing they looked like statues.
Frill was over at the kitchen, lapping at a saucer of milk
greedily. Poli and Ulon remained tangled contently over on the dark
balcony. Sunrise had yet to arrive, but it didn’t mean that the
dozen orbs of white light all around the cavernous room didn’t mean
it was any less bright. “Good morning, Megdline. Why did you wake
us before sunrise?”

“Cage has a lot to get done before meeting
Rex Gralla and my husband and Theresa wish to do a few things only
they have the right to do. He also needs to have a lot to eat and
have time to digest before you try to kill him again.” She
said.

“Fair enough.” Daku chirped and looked down
to the curve of his left arm at the curled position of his master.
Cage was still severely weakened and couldn’t rouse as he was
accustomed because the magic being sucked from him kept his mind
and body severely weakened. The griffin used the upmost care to
gently nudge his partner with a pale white beak. In his current
size Daku could easily cause death by laying his head down so he
was using the gentlest movements.

“Ten more minutes.” Cage mumbled and swatted
the beak in a sleepily way. Only incessant pestering and chuckling
made the warlock’s eyes crack. He groaned and fought the migraine
along with the stabbing pain the magical light of the room caused.
Few times could Cage ever recall feeling so groggy after a full
night’s sleep. His body felt horrid and like he was still
completely drunk while nursing a hangover.

“Rise. Food will help some.” He said the
second statement towards Megdline who walked away in
understanding.

It took three tries to sit upright and not
collapse from dizziness. Cage slid to the ground and stumbled, but
before he fell strong hands gripped his shoulder. “I’ve got you,
Child.” And turned to find it was Zikon holding him upright. “This
constant draining method isn’t good for the body, especially while
sleeping. If you were a student of this city I would demand to
cease such foolishness, but if this is the only way, allow me to
help till you can move under your own power.”

“Thanks, Grandpa. I’ll take the hand.”

Cage managed to stand straight till Zikon
surprised him by saying “Keppan!” and a violet light appeared for a
moment before a faint popping sound made it vanish and in the
light’s place appeared a straight grey staff with a lavender
crystal housed in the top. “There is a reason nearly every mage
carries a staff beyond that it holds our excess power. Magic is
draining and a walking stick is beneficial when you can barely
stand. This was my first staff, Cage. You better use it for the
time being. It isn’t as fancy, but the staff is still very sturdy.”
Zikon grabbed the gem being housed and released it from the wood
and put it in his robes where it disappeared into a space
manipulated pocket only the caster could reach.

The six foot tall staff was wonderful to use.
Cage had to focus greatly to walk a beeline for the head and used
it while Zikon waited outside. While he relieved his aching
bladder, Daku spoke with his guards about a meal and Poli said she
hadn’t hunted in three weeks so they were allowed to go on the
hunt. Cage came out, but didn’t ask where the griffin and silver
dragon disappeared to as their deep and powerful voices carried. It
took a few minutes to cross over to the kitchen area and sat down
with a sigh, but Zikon carefully moved near his love and brought
over two large steaming mugs of hot coffee, much to Cage’s pleasure
and on the tray was a bowl with a wooden spoon where small balls of
white sugar could be added to the drink. Cage was so drained and
the mug so large he added twelve sugar balls. By the time he drank
half, his foggy mind cleared marginally. Neither Megdline or Zikon
said a word till he admitted “Much better. Thank you.”

“You’re quite welcome.” Zikon said as he
sipped his hot drink. “My Love, how long?” and she replied “Five
more minutes.” Zikon nodded and turned to his guest. “Are you up to
more conversation, Cage?”

“It’s taking my all to keep my eyes open and
focused to not sway, but yes.” He admitted.

“Good, much happened yesterday and you didn’t
tell me what happened with your mates and Ulon wouldn’t speak of it
since it was private.” Zikon listened to the simple answer of how
he just retold all he learned. “Alright… Well I sent the sample of
your arm to be privately analyzed and after you left I sent some of
my aids to go locate Ceembura’s research into bonding magic and
flesh, but as of yet found nothing. He must have not put his notes
to be found in the library’s magical scanner so it could be
instantly located. But there is something else I need to discuss
with you.” Cage merely raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t officially
chosen a side so you cannot go anywhere without being accompanied
by someone stronger who could take you out if you threaten the
civility of Twilight. If you wish to roam the city when all is
through and the Tiaxm threat is eliminated, you need to be spelled
to never give up any secrets of the city or harm another within the
boundary of this city.

“As you are well aware, Vika must be stopped,
but her power and influence is too great. Twilight might have twice
the history, but by numbers, they are superior. Only the dragon
colony and ancient wards are all that prevent her from succeeding.
She wants nothing more than to learn the city’s secrets and how to
put it all under her absolute control. There are spells on the city
which prevent her forces from being allowed just as Laqura Castle
and the sprawling stone city has, for mages raised and loyal to
Twilight. Since you have no loyalties you were not allowed to enter
the city. The only reason you passed the sentries and spells is
because Megdline gave you temporary access by wrapping a barely
sensed spell so you could safely pass, Ulon did the same since his
loyalties both lay to his colony and to Twilight.” Ulon rumbled so
Cage could know the truth, but he was so overwhelmed at the time he
didn’t notice the harmless spell they put on him. “If you had come
and tried to enter the city illegally, the barrier would have
locked you in a barrier or even had killed you if you tried forcing
your way out. If you wish to have access to this city like all of
her residents then you must be spelled to oppose the empire should
you be captured and tortured for information.”

“They can try, but no one ever learned
anything from torturing me.” Cage breathed slow and deeply to
maintain his focus. “What else will this city access spell be
capable of doing to me, even not directly?”

Zikon took another sip of coffee. “Your
presence will be known that you had come, your duration in any
given place and where you visited will be tracked and recorded. If
something ever happened we could retrace your every step while
inside the city and locate you here at any given time. The dragon
colonies do the same so no one is ever lost and could be easily
found. It doesn’t record any conversations or what you were doing,
but it lets us know you are an ally and gives us the ability to
discover anything we must take care of in an emergency.”

“If I say yes, could it be stripped from me?
What would happen if I was suddenly stripped inside the
barrier?”

Zikon liked a person who could think
and wasn’t disappointed. “Yes, the access spell, as you called
it, can be removed. But if you
ever chose to have it stripped you would never be able to speak of
the city, anything you learned, associating with an empire’s mage
will render you speechless and you would not be allowed to speak or
replicate any magics you learned while within the city. And that
includes passively. For instance if you accepted and I suddenly
stripped it you would never be able to call a spirit like I showed
you.” Zikon sat his drink down to add “But the most important part
of the spell is that it must be done on a willing host. If you said
no, I could work the spell on you anyway, but it would be
pointless. Same way if I tried taking it afterwards. As for if it
is done in the city, you don’t need to worry, no one is protecting
you now. It only works at the city’s edge where the four entrances
lay. You can leave, but returning will be impossible, even for a
warlock. Only Daku cannot be impeded by the city’s
magic.”

Megdline then magically transferred over the
large breakfast by levitation, one plate had much more than the
other two combined. “Eat up, Dimwit. You’ll need to stuff yourself
for what is to come.”

The food was delicious and Cage’s condition
believed it was starved for nutrients as if he hadn’t eaten in five
days. The tricked bodily system believed he was starving. Food was
shoveled and table manners went out the window as Cage inhaled the
delicious meal of a full dozen scrambled eggs, peeled oranges,
bananas and six large biscuits with strawberry jam spread in the
center. Both Megdline and Zikon watched in both amusement and fear
as he ate enough for three large men. Only when the last wedge of
orange disappeared did Cage find himself unable to restrain a belch
so loud the wooden cavern echoed. Embarrassed, Cage said “Sorry
about that, Granny. It wasn’t polite.”

“Nonsense!” Megdline laughed heartily. “I
take that as a compliment in our family. Usually our great
grandchildren have contests who can eat my food and release the
loudest belch and how many times the room echoes. I think that beat
Zikon’s record.”

“No doubt about it!” Zikon laughed
loudly and he had to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye. “That
was impressive, Cage!” others
joined in the chuckle, mostly Theresa. “In a few weeks we will have
our annual family reunion and the little ones would love to
challenge you after that.”

“None have ever beaten me.” Theresa
challenged.

“That’s because you’re a dragon. You belch
flames and nearly burned of all my hair last year.” Zikon shot
back.

Theresa’s massive shoulders bunched and
released in a shrug while remaining laying down. “The younglings
shouldn’t have challenge me then.”

“They think your too tame to be a
dragon.”

“And they think their ancestor can’t handle
cooking without making them sick.” Theresa bantered back. “If not
for your mate you would be all bones.”

They both got a good laugh.

“Well I’m stuffed. Thanks, Granny, that was
delicious.” Megdline nodded as she pet Frill who curled up on the
table near her plate. To the sorcerer Cage said “I’m willing to
have the access spell put on. I cannot stand slavery in any way,
shape or form so I’ll never associate with the Laqura Empire as an
ally. They captured Meeka and experimented on her and even sent
twelve sorcerers and their Familiars to capture and likely kill me.
They tried having Tate arrest me for kicking their ideals right in
the balls and wanted me extradited for wrecking Bepop and freeing
the slaves in Eeroan. At least you’ve shown tolerance from what
I’ve done and who I am. Vika would find out real quick how I
wouldn’t help to even wipe her ass let alone join her little cult.
From all I’ve learned in my short time here on Raliea and how Emroc
and Vlara hold respect for the Magical Council and all of Twilight
I think I can use your resources and know you would be a better
ally. And I don’t want permission to enter the city if my only
business were to come visit the library and borrow a book on a
certain species of daisy and be led around like a criminal. Of
course I could always get Leon to do it, but still, it would be an
option if he were busy.”

“I’m glad you can see that so clearly
considering all you’ve overcome.” Zikon said. “This will take a few
minutes so relax and have your mind be willing to accept the spell.
If it is rejected, I’ll know you aren’t being truthful.” Cage
leaned back in the comfortable chair. “Allow the barrier of Twilight to recognize Cage as a
trustworthy citizen to have unlimited access into the city so long
as he remains loyal to our beliefs that all mankind is special and
equal…” Zikon continued bestowing the relatively
complex spell on the warlock.

For the next ten minutes Zikon spoke and he
could feel them being accepted willingly. He noticed Cage focusing
intently with those unsettling black eyes that seem to drill into
his soul, but knew the intensity was to make sure Zikon didn’t add
in any deceptive spells he didn’t speak of earlier. Even Zikon
could sense that one mistake would set off Cage’s anger and be in a
deadly fight by the way he gripped the simple staff that had been
loaned. Cage might have appeared relaxed, but the way he sat was
just a ruse for it could give him the ability to jump and strike or
roll aside to avoid the first hit. Zikon could count the men on one
hand in his whole life who, even when weakened, was still ready to
kill if attacked, even if that person was a friend. Such an
observation made Zikon tread carefully and make the spells he wove
be specific so as to not invoke the warlock’s wrath. “There, I’m
done.” Zikon said as he felt the end of the spell fall in place,
but then sensed Cage’s magic flow inwards as he studied the new
spell and how it worked. “You are now citizen of Twilight…” His
hazel eyes turned. “Ah, right on time.” Zikon raised a hand over to
the balcony and landing area to fire a violet orb.

Moments later came in a flying wizard atop a
crimson board. Leon flew in slowly till dropping down beside
Theresa and bowing to say “Lord Zikon, Colby and I have arrived as
requested.”

“Leon, outside the chambers you do not have
to be so formal with me. Come closer and wait till Daku and Poli
return. Have you eaten yet?”

Leon came closer while Colby jumped to the
table to sniff the air and scurried over to Frill. The wizard
responded “Yes, My Lord, I’ve eaten and I’ll try to remember.” And
he sat after acknowledging everyone in the spacious room. “What
were you discussing before we interrupted?”

“I just placed the spells to make Cage
a citizen of Twilight, but we are waiting for Daku so I can take
you both to the library and increase your restricted access levels
to certain subjects. With Cage’s honor to be allied with us, you
won’t have to bother requesting different tomes through the council
though it will be recorded and followed closely. I hadn’t had time
to explain it all, but Leon, you can only get books above first
class wizard teachings for Cage since he might need spells that
might make him yawn, but would kill you if attempted so if the
keepers tell you they are dangerous, do not open the cover. I know
you know this, just be careful. And Cage will have clearance of all
first class sorcerers.” His eyes shifted to the warlock. “And the
first class sorcerer’s enclave will remain restricted to you both,
but Cage, if you wish to see the records of the warlocks you may
speak with a keeper who will know what you are allowed to read,
from what the council decides. Leon and Colby will not be allowed
there under any circumstances
and if a topic is restricted Leon must inform you to do it yourself
or if it is forbidden, believe there is a good reason.”

“Alright, but what is a keeper?” Cage
wondered.

“Long lived men and women spelled like your
mates. They keep the library safe, orderly and know all of its
inner workings, but do not have the gift to do magic themselves.
Unlike in the empire where magicians are barely better than slaves,
here we bestow longer life to help maintain knowledge. The
library’s keepers are what make the city function so well. They are
of a loyal lineage who helped found Twilight eight thousand years
ago. Many I call friend and the keepers make sure order is
maintained. Their lack of magic is why we need them. It helps keep
the young and inexperienced mages humble and not to search for
magic that could get them killed. The keepers are well respected,
even by dragons. If they tell you no, do not fight them unless you
never wish to step foot in the library again. They protect the
books while we of the council protect them.”

“Huh. Quite a symbiotic relationship.” Cage
said while filing away that bit of information. He then spun around
in his chair when an idea popped in his head. “Theresa, while I’m
thinking about it, can you explain something so I can understand.
How is it possible a dragon of your size needs so little to eat? I
was told just the equivalent of a deer per month is all you
require.”

“Correct.” She rumbled after arching her long
neck. “Mature elder dragons require little prey. It is proof we
reached our prime. We are creatures of magic and we live off what
is made inside. Prey keeps us nourished, but we live on mana.”

“Now it makes since, but why doesn’t everyone
know?”

“Rex Gralla permits you such knowledge. She
believes you will live longer this way too. Some knowledge isn’t
allowed till you are ready, Cage Two-legs. Dragon physiology is
allowed since you are an evolutionary equal like White King Daku.
She will speak more later when star begins descending in the sky.”
Theresa stated, ending further questioning of her kind for the
moment.

Daku chose that moment to fly in and land,
not requiring permission to pass the barrier since almost no magic
affected him. Poli though needed Theresa to send magic so she could
pass the powerful barrier. Daku’s steps shook the tree some as he
said “I won’t need to eat for weeks since Poli found a herd of deer
in the mountains. Zikon, is all ready?”

“Yes, Old One. Cage accepted the offering as
you believed so he can go wherever he’d like.” To the others he
said “We will leave and go get started. Megdline, would you like to
come?”

“I’ll be quite alright. The medicine says I
shouldn’t do strong spells till after I take all of it and have
plenty of rest. I’ll go visit our children and let them know what
is going on for a few hours. You just have fun before going back to
work and Leon?” the young wizard turned to her. “You and Colby have
fun with Cage and Daku and be sure to show him around before
heading to meet Rex Gralla.”

“We shall do our best, Lady Megdline.” Both
Colby and Leon said simultaneously.

 


Out in the air again, Cage sat atop his
Familiar’s head as he followed Theresa’s lead around the gigantic
library. Poli and Ulon stayed back just enough to not interfere in
the path of the last living griffin. Theresa carried Zikon almost
identically to the honored guest behind them. Leon sat quietly with
Colby between Daku’s wings, trying to not interfere till his
services are required.

Though Cage didn’t feel well he took in
everything while holding the loaned staff. His gaze absorbed
everything as they glided in a lazy downward spiral around the
outside. The sun hadn’t even thought to crest the mountainous
horizon and wouldn’t for the next few hours, hence why the city was
named Twilight since it got no more than five hours of direct
sunlight. But the giant library was so tall the upper section of
gigantic leaves shone in light. The flight had plenty of room
between the giant oak and the ring of council trees, thirty three
in all for the eleven members on each of the three councils. Cage
noticed Theresa move to an open ledge over a mile off the ground
that served as a landing area for it seemed dragons and others
capable of flight used it regularly. It was up so high for one
reason, to aid in easier takeoffs since it took so much strength to
lift so gigantic of bodies. The upper platforms made it so a dragon
merely needed to expand his or her wings and dive off and have
enough room to soar before crashing painfully into the ground.

Theresa’s landing preceded Daku, Poli and
Ulon’s. Zikon glided to the ground and angled himself towards a
desk were ten men and four women stood and bowed. As he spoke with
the group Cage noticed the inner network of the library.

If the outside of the tree was amazing, the
inside had no words capable of capturing such in any language. More
books than Cage ever imagined in existence lined shelf after shelf
for thousands of feet. Stairs wound around to different levels wide
enough for dragon elders to stretch from snout to the end of their
fanlike tails. Wooden bridges crisscrossed a hollow interior where
dragons could fly inside without fear. Long wooden ropes hung all
over the place, but Cage didn’t wait long to find out their use as
a person was shooting up to a different level to bypass the stairs
by holding the rope firmly. Light orbs hung on each level, but they
were dim in comparison to thousands of mirrors reflecting morning
sunlight from higher in the tree. Some books floated on their own,
returning to a specific shelf where they were designated. But most
of all, the library was clean beyond any place Cage had ever seen
and it smelled calming. This place was perfect to hold books to
remain temperature controlled and not rot away as fast as books in
any other place, even if they weren’t all magically protected from
degrading or overuse.

Cage, from his new vantage, noticed an
emerald dragon over on the other side of the library, curled up,
but her head was arched as she spoke to a group of human children
and three much smaller dragons of lime green, blue and violet
scales were so focused on the greater dragon’s every word they
didn’t see Daku and the rest of them. At this time in the early
morning, Cage figured the young were learning a lesson and the
teacher really enjoyed their eager attention as when she stopped
speaking on the proper dragon names for things, three human hands
and two clawed hands reached up to ask questions. Cage really
enjoyed his new ears since he could hear from the other side.

Over a ways below the walkway Cage noticed
two bulky dragons and a dozen humans lounging, reading thick books
in soft grass inside the library, but large glass balls aided the
dragons to read the much smaller human books like a magnifying
glass and a miniscule nudge of magic turned the pages.

A bright smile spread across Cage’s
expression. I could get used to
this. He thought. No computer
on Earth could hold all the information stored in this place, but
all is so peaceful here. I bet some live in here and dedicate their
whole lives just to read. Poor saps, this place is a trap from the
real world, but I can see the appeal. So much knowledge and history
in one place… “Hey, Daku? When I get time off between
these trials you’ve got in store for me, can I read?”

“That is why we are here aren’t we?” Daku
purred playfully. “The tomes can ease your mind while your body
recovers. We will alternate action with leisure so your body can
properly adjust to my methods.”

“Cage, Leon, Colby!” Zikon raised his voice
from the desk of keepers. “Come here for a moment.”

Daku walked forward and laid down so his
passengers could land. Cage relied heavily on the staff to walk
over and Leon was smart enough to stay close if he fell from
exhaustion. The food earlier helped marginally, but he approached
the desk to see the keepers. In the center of each of their
foreheads was a blue vertical leaf, but he didn’t comment about the
tattoo. One of the older looking men pulled out a large, clear
crystal orb the size of a bowling ball and it was truly flawless
without needing to check with magic. He then sat it in the recess
of the desk.

Zikon waived his hand to the group. “Cage,
these are the keepers of the library here in Twilight. If you ever
need to research something, ask them and they will know where to
guide you. Now I need you to touch the crystal ball so it will
recognize you from this point on and will record all of your book
requests and loans.”

Cage placed his large hand on the ball and
watched as its clarity turned murky before going pure black, but
since none reacted hostilely, he figured it was supposed to do
that. Then a clear blue oval appeared overhead the ball as he
withdrew his hand. Something like a hologram. “What is it doing
now.”

The more wizened keeper ran his fingers
through his salt and pepper hair to say “This magic shows you’ve
not rented a book from us personally. This oval would have the
names of each volume you’ve ever used. Young man, care to show
him?”

Leon nodded and placed to fingers on the
crystal. It flashed burgundy for a moment and as he drew his
fingers back the blue oval flashed for a moment and hundreds upon
hundreds of names in black lettering appeared in dozens of rows and
scrolled down much like a computer screen would. Then there were
six at the bottom in pulsating red. Leon then said “The other
colors are books I’ve yet to return. When I do, the color will be
black like the rest. There are some books with lines next to them,
those are tomes I’ve borrowed more than once, Sir Cage.”

“Oh! Hold on.” Cage reached in a pocket,
whispered almost inaudibly and withdrew a thick book from his
pocket. “I’m done with this and it has really come in handy.” He
looked between the young wizard and the keepers. “Uh, who do I
return this to?”

“I will show you how it’s done!” Leon said
and took the offered book that taught Cage how to alter his sight
and hearing to whole new levels. Leon placed two fingers on the
crystal ball again and while it was red he brushed the spine along
the smooth surface till a momentary white flash came from it. He
then handed it to one of the women who took it and walked away with
a smile that said she enjoyed her job. “My Lady, a moment?!” The
woman stopped. “Since that was my lord’s first, shouldn’t he have
that book borrowed under his name as well?”

“Of course, my apologies.” She said and Cage
took it. He felt like rubber but managed to touch the crystal,
rubbed the spine and when he withdrew a red light of words of the
book’s title appeared on the magic screen. He then did it again and
the red turned black. “Thank you.” She said, taking the book back
and left again.

“Cage,” Zikon started in a clear tone of
authority for the keepers’ benefit. “You are now allowed full
access to all class of knowledge and in the first sorcerer’s
enclave for only the knowledge of warlocks, the great division and
all references to how your universe was created. You may read the
passages inside the enclave alone or with Daku, none else are
permitted, not even your guards. No knowledge in any physical form
may leave the enclave at this time, but the upper boughs of
sorcerer knowledge is allowed to be borrowed. And as you already
signed the library’s contract you know the obligations you are
bound to uphold… Leon, touch the orb again so that the keepers know
your access will be changed if it is on Cage’s behalf.” The wizard
did so and as he touched it, Zikon touched it at the same time and
both red and purple colors swirled. A bit of some form of spell
altered Leon’s color marginally and it had two tones when the
sorcerer withdrew, one much brighter than the other. “Do not abuse
this responsibility or you know the consequences.” Leon accepted
the warning with a nod. “Now you too Colby.” The chipmunk scurried
down and went through the same process. “My task is done. Cage, I
must now leave you in Leon’s company till your appointment with Rex
Gralla. I will be in council, readying for the announcement. Behave
yourselves.”

“No promises, Grandpa.” Cage quipped and a
few librarians gasped at the response till Zikon chuckled in
returned. The warlock watched as Zikon flew over to stand on
Theresa’s head and proudly hold a horn before she left them and
disappeared outside. “So who wants to give me the grand tour of
this big ass book collection and kill some time?”

“We collect more than books, My Lord.”
The middle age looking man responded, but his ageless gaze said he
was ancient and knew everything there was to know and more. But his
gaze wasn’t upset, just patient. “Since Lord Zikon brought you
here, I would be honored to give a tour of my home.”
So I was right. People do
live here! Cage thought and followed
the man. The ground shook as the three great beings followed. “We
shall start at ground level to give a proper orientation.” He
walked up to one of the ropes with arrows pointing down and grabbed
hold with both hands.

“Meet you down there!” Cage hooted and leapt
over the ledge where the safety railing was missing to utilize the
ropes for faster access to different levels.

Leon laughed and leapt into the air too.

The fall felt great and the rush of
adrenaline lessened the fatigue all within in a second as Cage
passed the guide holding the rope as he plummeted. Some heads in
the inspiring building turned to watch him and Leon fall, but
realized they weren’t in distress so the other occupants ignored
them, Daku on the other hand gained attention. Several seconds
later Cage’s wards flared when impact was imminent and he was fully
surrounded in blackness to land without issue. As his cocoon
disappeared he saw Leon’s crimson sphere land like a soft rubber
ball, but it absorbed the impact and spread it out safely before
disappearing instead of bouncing. Cage saw the boy smiling fully
before looking up and watching Daku and the others gliding down
smoothly. Last to land in the open space was the calm guide who
seemed to have seen much and didn’t care what they did. He only
said “So long as you do not disturb others or interfere in another
keeper’s work, you may do as you like. Remember to keep quiet since
some lessons are being taught.”

The tour lasted all morning and was
spectacular. The whole book system was complicated, but efficient
and would be easy to navigate even without one of the live-in
workers. All listened closely while using the stairs and they
eventually paused for a break at a refreshment area much like a
cafeteria. The food was tasty and the seating area eased sore leg
muscles from climbing all the stairs and crossing the many
bridges.

During the enlightening tour, the city heard
the announcement from the First Council’s chambers of the Tiaxm
incident back in Vin’re two days prior, leaving little out. Cage
was glad so little was withheld since it could be a detriment if
another person was caught unaware and didn’t know to run away and
contact the city immediately if one was spotted. What was
impressive is that for each resident in Twilight there was a
citywide illusion cast for each loyal person to show a scaled
version of what the oversized white ticks with teeth looked like
and Cage knew that the spell he had accepted earlier from Zikon
allowed the magic to find him and show him as it did everyone else.
It was an impressive and complicated casting, almost as first
looking at the library. To show each person required tremendous
amounts of magic and focus if a person did the casting and when he
asked about it when the announcement ended after fifteen minutes
Colby explained a network of crystals lay all over the place that
relay the magic to every sensed human, dragon and Familiar who had
been spelled as he had this morning. It was complicated, but it was
the magic from one person being sent everywhere to explain the
situation to the masses.

The knowledgeable guide continued the
fascinating tour, staying away from certain occupied learning
areas.

Around the time they reached the halfway
point they were interrupted by an inhuman, but feminine voice.
“White King Daku, might you have a spare moment?” They all turned
to the large light colored emerald dragon Cage first noticed upon
arrival and was surrounded by a new group of children, small
Familiars and two new baby dragons about fifteen feet long and both
had an azure coloring, but one was darker.

The griffin smiled in recognition. “Noreen?
Is that you, Old Friend? It has been what… fifteen hundred years
since our last speaking?”

The large female dipped her scaly head and
smiled, showing a long row of curved, pearl white teeth longer than
a human arm and three times as thick without the slightest flaw or
cavity. “I believe it has been that long, Old Friend. It is good to
see your wings strong and beautiful, timeless.”

“You speak more like a human now and who are
these cubs?” Daku approached the female.

Some of the children whimpered and ran
to stand behind her house-size hands for protection. She looked
down. “Be not frightened hatchlings. Show respect for the last
living griffin in the universe.” Noreen further purred loudly, but
it sounded more like a growl. If not for her gentle eyes it would
sound almost a threat. Slowly the young moved out from behind her
protection, and when they showed their respect by bowing, the
dragon said “I have learned to speak more like humans so they can
understand me easier out of necessity. The hatchlings learn quicker
if you speak like them and their parents. For the past six
centuries I’ve chosen to rear the many hatchlings knowledge on the
many diverse species in Raliea and enjoy it thoroughly. Just last
week this particular clutch learned of your kind and of your
partner as a warlock since it is widely known you exist in the open
once again.” Her large green, vertical irises glanced at Cage as he
moved over to stand as surely as he could by his Familiar’s right
foreleg. “Long as it been since I looked upon a warlock
doing that kind of training.
Is there a reason he…”

“Noreen.” Daku rumbled in clear warning. “Not
in front of the cubs. We do not want them to do as Cage is. If they
try in secret it will cause irreparable damage since they are not
warlock.”

“Agreed.” To the students of about nine years
in average she said “Who will be brave enough to ask first?”

It was quiet for a few seconds till the
darker azure dragon came forward. “Old One, will you let us feel
inside you? Noreen Emeraldscales spoke of you fondly seven
rotations ago. She said to fully understand your kind’s power we
need to see with our inner power.”

“I consent, Cub.” Daku stood tall and proud
as the regal king he is.

Magic rose in different levels as the young
sent their testing magic to penetrate the griffin and soon after
the gasping subsided the lot of them began whispering to each other
at what they discovered with excitement. She gave a slight rise to
her wings and slapped them along her scaly sides to gain attention.
“Have you all felt within him?” Each head nodded aside from the
array of Familiars who approached to catch his scent. “Then return
to the grass and confer with each other on what you learned from my
ancient friend.”

The lighter azure dragon piped up to ask
“What about his Two-leg Summoner? May we ask…”

Noreen shook her head that was even
four times larger than the young dragon’s entire body. “No, little
one. None your age are allowed
to learn of the warlock by magic. You might learn something you are
not ready for and will be too dangerous for your health. They are
different from your human friends and your curiosity will get you
in trouble. Go with the others and do as I say.”

Cage took a step forward when the
comparatively smaller lizard hopped away to rejoin the others and
said “Noreen,” her head turned upon him. “I’ll be staying for the
next six days. You and Daku seem to be close so maybe I might be
able to educate the kids about what I’ve learned about myself. I’m
going to be on a busy schedule, but if you and Daku work something
out I might be a guest teacher. Would you be willing to have the
kids learn from me and be able to settle some of their questions so
you aren’t pestered and they go behind your back anyway?”

Green eyes raised and met clear blue. “Would
this be possible?”

Daku shrugged. “As he said, we can work
something out. Just know eight hours each day will be strictly
occupied. After he gets started under Rex Gralla’s care I will
figure a solution with you.”

“Speaking of!” Leon spoke up. “Sir Cage, Lord
Daku, we must leave soon to reach her. Noon has passed.”

Daku nodded before looking back into Noreen’s
gaze. “Has your and your mate’s nest moved since my last
visit?”

“It has. I will be here till sundown. We can
meet at the hot spring like we used to do?” She proposed.

“That will be fine. Go back to the cubs
before they get in trouble and I’ll meet you afterwards.”

Noreen let out a deep, resonating chuckle
along with a thick puff of smoke from her nostrils. “Compared to
griffin cubs, these are tame, newborn hatchlings. At least they
don’t play tricks on me. And if you ever paint my scales white like
before, prepare for revenge.”

“Glad to see your mind is still sharp. I was
just trying to make you look like me.” Daku rumbled loudly. She
snorted a six foot flame and rolled her eyes,

“Before we head out…” Cage said as they
parted company and Noreen walked back across the bridge to reign in
her dozen students. He walked up to their patient guide and said
“This place is amazing and too big to learn all in one day.” The
keeper smiled in great pride. “Since we’ve got an appointment that
can’t wait, can I ask to borrow a fictional adventure book. I’m not
into poetry. Do you have a favorite adventure book you enjoy the
most?”

“I know just the one.” The man beamed for the
request. “I’ll go retrieve it immediately while your company heads
for the nearest landing area.” He walked away briskly for the
nearest rope elevator and shot straight up and disappeared.

It didn’t take long to reach the nearest exit
and about that time the keeper came to a soft stop on the same
level with a bulging satchel at his hip. He took out a thick book
that had Cage raising a single eyebrow. It weighed ten pounds at
least. They both approached the desk where another crystal ball sat
and quickly touched and rubbed the spine over the smooth surface
and successfully checked out the book. “This is one of my
favorites, Lord Cage. It is rather long, but few books engrossed me
like this one and I’ve read it hundreds of times.”

“I look forward to it.” Cage then held the
heavy book close before climbing on Daku and soon their group took
off and left the library.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


Soaring through the warm air was wonderful
and sunlight eased the mind, but Cage couldn’t be lax as he took
everything in as he had been trained. He saw that most people in
the city walked all over the place and were mages who usually
looked average, but some had chosen to modify their bodies in
outrageous ways. Two though stuck in his minds as one person looked
much like a human/dragon hybrid with red scales and wings, but as
he walked on his two back legs it proved he wasn’t born a reptile
that walks on all fours and the other turned out to be a woman
stood a good fifteen feet tall and had feline features with a furry
tail.

Poli suddenly sped up to take the lead and
Cage could finally see why Ulon boasted yesterday of her flying
speed, but she was almost too beautiful to look away. The silver
beauty was like a flying dancer with honed moves few could match if
paired together. Her long neck turned completely around as she
looked back to say “Old One, we drop to the ground.” and she tipped
forward.

Daku descended and Cage saw they were heading
for a heavily forested mountain untouched by winter’s chilling
grip. But as they lazily approached he noticed a huge, gaping maw
tunneled into the mountain. It was a gigantic cave with a steep
ledge that is common for dragon kind to utilize for easier
takeoffs. But what was different about the huge cave entrance is it
wasn’t dark which is why it wasn’t spotted immediately. The opening
was teeming with ample light of the magical variety. Around the
open landing zone were dozens of dragons sparkling while sunning
themselves out in the open and seemed to be enjoying it.

But as they came ever closer it was revealed
that Rex Gralla and four fearsome males were staring directly at
them. She was gigantic for a female and could hold her own against
any opponent as Cage learned about dragon hierarchy from Megdline’s
lessons. To be Rex of a colony is to be the strongest and for
Gralla to wear the four huge gold bands around her horns meant none
in the Blind Mountains is her equal. It reminded him of the Utala
as he was also the chieftain and had to keep proving his worth as
leader, but dragons reign for a hundred years before anyone could
be challenged and Rex Gralla had apparently never lost in her
immense lifetime after growing to full maturity. Despite being a
powerhouse of a Rex, Gralla was stunning with orange and red scales
like a living fire. Like most female dragons, she too wore gigantic
gemstones between her horns while the males stuck with one that was
larger atop their skulls.

With plenty of room to spare, Poli landed
first, Daku second and Ulon brought up the rear.

Rex Gralla and the four other elder males
approached with an air of supreme confidence. Ulon and Poli laid
down and dropped their heads in honor to their leader, at least it
was Cage’s observation. She approved with a grunt and they stood up
again. Gralla’s potent gaze fixed itself upon Daku as Cage sat
casually on his head and how Leon and Colby glided to the ground to
bow at the waist to the dragons’ undisputed colony ruler. “Fair
wind, White King Daku.”

“And to you, Ancient One.” Daku responded
without bowing as leaders of equal standing don’t dare do for it
could be seen as weakness.

Rex Gralla turned her fiery gaze slightly up.
“At last we speak, Cage Two-legs. Last rotation Rex Nattan
monopolized your time so we weren’t able to converse… You’ve begun
training I sense. Confidence from our earlier impression of you in
the tree dome is less and the piercing quality of your eyeballs is
lethargic now.” She noticed with a tilted head.

“Yeah, but I still do not know why it’s done
this way. All I’m really doing is being constantly drained and
staying in a severely weakened condition. I did it myself when I
first learned how to use my gems to store them…”

She sat on her haunches and raised a
facsimile of a finger. “I can answer that better than Daku because
I was alive long before either griffins or warlocks came to be.”
She stated and enjoyed his dumbfounded expression without revealing
so. Gralla just openly stated she was hundreds of millions of years
old. “During the griffin and warlock war your ancestors had brutal,
but highly effective training methods. They accomplished dual
objectives since lifespan during the war was short. Only warlocks
could sustain continuous draining of their living internal mana in
a weakened state without damaging their physical bodies while
containing all they lost in gems to support them when in battle so
they did not weaken.” She then pointed to Leon. “Your species’
cousin like this young two-legs cannot survive two rotations
without harming his body irreparably over a prolonged period. They
must adjust more and less often so that they may be safe. You have
no weakness to be fearful of. Adult you are, but little you know.
Daku will correct the imbalance in the stead of your kind. For
warlocks, the updraft before you will be difficult, but is
effective.”

She stopped speaking on that subject for a
moment before saying “Theresa brought tidings earlier from your
experience in the Darshay Mountains and I wanted to inform you that
we are grateful to have it back. Young scouts Jumped there and
already located the old tunnels, but nothing of the Tiaxm has been
located thus far.” Gralla’s expression brightened as she further
elaborated. “Ever since it was abandoned three million cycles ago
it has lain dormant in our minds, but foul water appears to have
been cleansed.”

“That’s what I didn’t understand.” Cage
admitted. “I can clean water effortlessly and I believe your kind
is the same way. How could you not make the water pure by magic or
even distill it? Why would water threaten your kind?”

“It was fouled by unintentional magic that poisoned if drank,
inhaled through mist or absorbed through skin or scale. Any magic
used on it only made the foul water more toxic. Our only option was
seal whole mountain range to contain it and hope pollution not go
to other places or spread… it seems to.. how you two-legs say… paid
off?” Gralla saw Cage nod. “It will take many rotations to fully
scout the tunnels and make sure all foul water is gone, but the
entire colony is hopeful to expand to a new range and breathe life
back into it. The hatchlings truly are curious since it will be for
them to occupy.”

“Rex Gralla, is Cage’s training area
prepared?” Daku wondered. “We have but six days before he must
return briefly to his tribe.”

“My mate and ten other elders told me not
long after the star’s high point that it is prepared for your
master. He will be waiting to guide you. We will have to Jump to
reach it since it is located to the furthest unoccupied mountain
under my domain where there is little life to be harmed…”

Daku interrupted. “You want to Jump all of
us? Me included? Are you sure that will be possible since it takes
tremendous magic to summon or Jump me anywhere?”

She fluffed her wings some, but didn’t get
irritated. “Why is it you see four of my most powerful magic
casters? We will all combine our magic to transport ourselves far
away so we do not waste hours flying. Mountains we can move, you
will find no danger this rotation.”

One of the large males said “We have plenty
here to transport, Old One.”

“Very well.” Daku chirped, but all could see
he wasn’t exactly comfortable being Jumped and Cage felt the same
for they wouldn’t be in control, but with all the surrounding
dragons it wouldn’t be possible to resist their power.

“Before we Jump,” The Rex shifted her gaze
back and forth. “Poli, Ulon, the elders and I have decided that
until White King Daku and Cage Two-legs have completed their
training that the two of you will continue on as part of their
flock, if you wish it. Not forced. Issue with the Tiaxm is too
great for them if they continue to cloud fly. Until the warlock
comes into his full power he is vulnerable and if he dies, we lose
the last griffin. Will you continue on and soar with them?”

Poli dipped her head to say “It will be an
honor. We will never be far from them or see them in danger.”

Ulon had to ask “Rex, does this also mean we
are under their command and be allowed to interfere should the need
arise?”

Gralla rumbled and let out smoke through her
nostrils. “Precisely. They are too important to be lost since
neither can be replaced. No danger can threaten them, even among
humans. Until these hatchlings are fully prepared, if there is
another Tiaxm attack, even humans are to be eliminated.” This had
even the relaxed dragons around rearing their heads and looking
straight at the Rex in astonishment. “But since Cage Two-legs isn’t
bound to war with the other Two-legs and is well documented on not
involving himself, it is unlikely you will be forced to protect
them from anything they cannot handle themselves. But if the Tiaxm
somehow get close to them again, you are both well trained to
support and resist such threats.” When both Poli and Ulon accepted
their leader’s order the Rex said “Prepare to Jump.”

Necks stretched before Rex Gralla shot into
the air, followed by her four chosen powerful casters. Daku sighed
before taking to the sky when Leon flew back up and prepared
himself. They followed the five towards the southern exit point,
but didn’t land as usual for Rex Gralla fired off a fiery arch of
lightning from her mouth which impacted the city’s barrier and
opened it wide for well over a mile. The power she displayed made
Cage’s jaw dropped for he barely felt her magic harness her inner
power before she instantly fired it and the magnitude was on the
scale of when Daku alters his size for Cage’s skin itched like pins
and needles over every inch of his body. Whatever spell the dragon
leader fired opened a passage through the wards which allowed them
all to fly between the two tree towers without needing to land and
take off again. The opening snapped closed behind Ulon’s tail.

As they flew a another thousand feet higher
Daku slowed down when the five leaders all began to glide in the
frigid air. Cage and Leon couldn’t believe the enormity of magic
being released by the five as their skin proved impossible to not
scratch as the irritation became nearly painful. Ahead grew a
multicolored wall of swirling light as five dragons combined their
power beyond anything the two young humans had ever before
experienced. It stretched for well over a mile, but suddenly the
flight formation narrowed into a single file line behind their
undisputed leader while maintaining the archway. Then she flew
straight into it without hesitation. The other four didn’t hesitate
to follow.

Daku was more cautious as without
speaking he waited without seeming to do so in the approach. “It’s
safe.” Cage whispered low enough so that his Familiar could hear.
“My teleportation wards aren’t flaring to indicate we will enter
any solid objects on the other side. And I feel they are erring on
the side of caution with the amount entered into the magic. That
amount really could Jump a
whole mountain.” Daku didn’t respond verbally, but trusted in his
companion and entered the swirling archway and was enveloped in
warmth. Among the bright lights Cage saw the dragons ahead looking
back. When Poli and Ulon entered there was a thunderous boom
instead of a soft pop as the lot of them teleported instantly and
the lights vanished. Nothing from before looked the
same.

“Your worry wasn’t needed.” Gralla gloated.
“We go down.” and descended.

Passing the clouds, Cage looked beside him
when he noticed Leon crawling up to sit together. Their magics
mixed and the freezing wind was easier to part. Something about the
mountain they were aiming for seemed off. “Hey, Daku, am I
imagining it or is that snow covered mountain charred and not
natural. It doesn’t have any jagged peaks… and what are those
boil-like bubbles?”

“This is where dragon cubs come to learn how
to control their fire breath in safety. It takes years for them to
safely control their flame and be around others. This mountain is
scarred by them breathing till the rock melts. When a dragon
reaches a year they can breathe fire and it takes five to ten years
to not incinerate everyone around them each time they sigh or
yawn.” He explained. “It is why Rex Gralla chose this place for
your training. The whole mountain is far from any plant or sentient
life and is deep enough to contain the release of your full power.
Now I must focus so hold further questions till we land.”

The snow covered mountain without a single
tree became larger by the second and they aimed for the round peak
which shattered like glass from another volley of magic to reveal a
huge opening over three miles wide where the eight great flyers
circled tightly like vultures towards the entrance where the
falling snow shot upwards on thermal heat. But the mountain’s shaft
wasn’t dark for it shimmered with millions of orbs of white light.
The heat was wonderful and acted like an updraft which could only
be created by a thermal vent heated by the planet’s molten core,
Cage surmised. Leon and Colby’s expression were open and easily
explained this was their first time seeing anything like this. The
vertical vent showed hundreds of passages for different tunnels of
varying sizes to different dragon ages. The largest tunnels could
effortlessly allow elders to use them.

As they entered and followed the spiraling
pattern Cage was reminded of his time crossing through the Darshay
Mountains and the huge area he came upon with the seemingly
bottomless pit. But unlike that place, this mountain was alive with
magic and filled with cheery light. The heat was comforting and
allowed for any dragon or flying creature to use the strong updraft
to rise effortlessly on extended wings or half fold them to glide
down. Miles below was an orange glow which could only be from lava
and it was what powered the air currents. Cage at least knew Daku
would find it easy to rise with the powerful current and not need
to tire himself just to fly straight up and out.

Mile after mile passed and Cage finally asked
“Leon, if that is magma, what keeps it from making this mountain
erupt? It is clearly active.”

“Dragon magic prevents such danger from
occurring. The heat generated keeps the colony warm, but how much
further will we be going?”

“My guess is as far down as we puny humans
can handle. You must remember, I’ll need approximately ten miles
when I actively force my magic to connect on my back. The deeper I
am the less chance my release will reach the surface and hurt
anything.”

“Oh.” The young wizard could only
respond.

Colby scurried over to Leon’s other shoulder
and sat on his haunches to ask “Sir Cage, how does this magic work?
Are we in danger?”

“Not for awhile yet. Right now my magic is
being pulled from me much like how Leon’s ruby takes from him. He
isn’t actively doing magic like the gem is. The mark on my back
though will grow when I intentionally do so and I’ve noticed it is
getting harder to get the symbol to grow. Think of it like rolling
a ball up a hill that the incline gets steeper every moment. I push
harder and harder and my magic tries to respond, but when it gets
fatigued and runs out, I collapse. Like a muscle, I’m exercising it
so I can reach my stamina to another level and reach the peak.”

The chipmunk didn’t respond as he got the
answer.

A minute later when the heat got
oppressive and he was about to say something Cage noticed Gralla
shoot straight into a huge tunnel with an array of orbs which was
different for there were several colors instead of the standard
white and Cage figured it out as the entrance was short and eleven
elder dragons lay in a huge cavern much like the one in his
mountain back on the island, only bigger. The other colored orbs were a signal that
the tunnel was occupied. As they passed, more orbs sprung up at the
entrance and proved his assumption correct.

Heads lifted at their approach and Cage saw
an area off to the right teeming with vegetation where mature fruit
bearing trees and plants grew and large storage barrels were
stacked. Nearby was a large, bulbous tree where he could stay and
rest. To the right of it was a large bubbling pond. Up high hung a
yellow orb being used as an artificial sun for light. In the center
of the cave was an odd formation of rocks which weren’t natural and
his mind saw it as definitely suited for an exercise area. It also
could be rearranged for Parkour and evasive training.

The corners of his mouth quirked.

Attention turned when one of the larger males
stood and rubbed his neck alongside Gralla’s affectionately as it
was her onyx scaled mate. His black scales weren’t daunting as the
light made him also beautiful. “Cheedor mi bollip neesha coole,
Veinnq.” He rumbled and she returned the greeting. They were a good
match, both powerful and gigantic. She turned her head and the male
understood to approach them. “Tattaman ni moru, zeeqa banna
ye.”

Daku responded. “Xiab ullu proum.” Then they
went back and forth using words and sounds Cage never heard before
from either of them, but Daku seemed fluent in whatever they were
discussing.

“Uh, what are they saying?” Cage whispered to
Leon and Colby.

“Hard to say.” Leon said as quietly. “Dragon
studies weren’t my best subject and their language takes years to
learn as their language is complex.”

“I was welcoming the white king.” The large
black dragon said, hearing them. “Two-leg language cannot express
words as well as our own. I was telling him we are prepared to
teach you the old ways of warlock combat till your ascension since
the rest of your kind is on another world, far beyond our reach. I
am Mox, spirit mate to Gralla and owner of this rearing mountain.
For the duration of these trials the young are elsewhere so it will
be only we here. No others are allowed without my permission.” Mox
pointed to the patch of foliage and other things. “We have prepared
food for the three of you for this stay here as well as comfort and
privacy your kind require.” The black eyes of the dragon dropped a
fraction. “White King, we would like to begin immediately with the
two-leg’s who has power enough to bind you to him. Will you allow
us to test his progress so we may know his current level till his
true mark is revealed?”

“Yes, Ancient One.” Daku settled down till he
came to rest on his belly. “Cage, stop draining yourself and show
all these elders the full power you can exert. Leon, Colby, you
better crawl in my beak for your own protection if danger is near.
If Cage’s magic is released or explodes I will be your only
protection.”

“In your mouth?” Colby squeaked.

“I won’t eat you. Just stay close so I can
contain you quickly in such an event.” Daku replied and the room of
dragon’s laughed so loudly the air vibrated and the walls shook
slightly.

Leon’s dark caramel complexion somehow
darkened in embarrassment, but he stood and glided to the ground
beside a paw with claws larger than he was. Cage though closed his
eyes and focused on his diamonds to severely close the rate at
which they consumed while absorbing some of what they had taken. He
was surprised by the amount he had first felt and how much was in
there after just a day of this depleting method. Months ago it
would have taken two weeks to do what he did overnight. But as he
absorbed his mana he lost the woozy, drunk-like quality and felt
remarkably lighter, like shedding heavy clothes. It felt great to
discard the drowsiness and return to himself, even temporarily.

Fortified to the point of a headache, Cage
gripped the staff and dropped ten feet to the ground with more
energy and sharper moves, something each being noticed immediately.
He stepped forward as Mox moved to stand beside Gralla. “Any
requests?” He asked his audience.

“Create a compressed ball of light to last as
long as you can make suvive.” One of the large yellow males nearby
said. “The magic will be easier to contain if ruptured by stray
magic. Light will be the least dangerous for a test.”

“Alright.” Cage shrugged off the upper part
of his robe so his back was exposed and held out his right hand and
focused entirely on a ball of light and wanted to make an
impression so he blasted a tremendous amount of mana into it and it
quadrupled in size in the blink of an eye. All surrounding dust
rushed away from him like in a breeze as he controlled the light
from growing anymore and let loose a stream of power which was
consumed in the beach ball of warm white light that gave off no
heat. The headache disappeared as more and more went from him and
he quickly tired, but he didn’t relent. Cage pushed every scrap of
himself into the magic, trusting Daku to protect him if all this
was a well devised trap to get him weak. Teeth gritted, he put in
everything, straining to make the magic last as long as possible
while wrapping the magic for different conditions to prevent it
from releasing all its energy at once or the result would
potentially be a powerful detonation. Cage yelled as he gave one
last push and his ball of light turned blinding before darkness
consumed him.

The ball of bright light was lifted and
magically brought over to Ulon who determined “This light will last
approximately eighty seven rotations without any danger of rupture
as he infused it with wards to prevent any form of unintended
release till dissipation.”

While this happened Poli sent a gentle nudge
of magic when she noticed Cage fall face first to the ground and
caught him on a cushion of air. She then cradled his limp body with
a spell strong enough to overwhelm his wards and brought him close
to her silvery eye to say “He made thirty solid rings on his back
and they have begun to retract. Ten remain till ascension.”

“Indeed we are in the midst of an elite.” Mox
stated in the human language for Leon and Colby’s benefit. “His
power is enough now to force a mature wyvern to submit.” Heads
dipped in confirmation to his observation.

“Thirty rings in a common warlock never would
amount to the power he revealed to us. His power certainly isn’t
false to have bound Daku.” Rex Gralla rumbled to the room. “We must
be careful around him for his power will one future rotation soon
be capable of threatening us unlike the other Two-legs we have been
accustomed. Leave I must to govern the search at Darshay. Inform me
you will at any issue in the warlock’s training. Every fourth
rotation have him do this and when thirty eight rings appear on his
back, none other than Daku will reside here. Death will result to
any other when his back-rings connect. I will have a wyvern brought
in six days for him to combat and the resulting meat will be
divided amongst the colony. Any issues you have for me?” She
rumbled. Heads lowered in respect when none had anything else to
say. “White King Daku, do you?” her reddish orange eyes fixed on
him.

“Not at this time, Rex Gralla. Thank you for
allowing all of this.”

She gave him a toothy grin. “Long has it been
since you ever requested anything. You have always done so much for
others. It has long since been for us to repay you for our mistake
ten thousand of Raliea’s cycles ago for our betrayal. At the time
we were afraid, rightly so, but instead of sending the
transgressors we sent all warlocks and bound griffins to Earth. Our
hasty judgment made you lose your flock and to hear the Earth
griffins also went extinct is saddening. We will do whatever we can
to atone for our crime, even raising your warlock. Understand we do
why he is to be trained in old ways. If not for the two of you,
many lives would have been lost in Vin’re before we could react.
Grateful we are you still trust us.”

Daku reached over and plucked Cage’s
unconscious body from Poli’s magic and cradled him in the curve of
his arm protectively. “It took many years to release my anger, Rex,
and I forgave you all long
ago.” He said to all the dragons who were around more than
ten thousand years ago. “What has been done, cannot be undone, but
here and now I’ve found new purpose… in my human. Whatever danger
the Great Prophet saw of Cage’s destiny needs to be discovered and
he needs to be ready. Have the Rare Ones, of your kind, seen
anything?”

She shook her head. “I have asked, but the
three here will not speak of it. They say to interfere in the
original Great Prophet Two-leg’s prophecy will be catastrophic to
all worlds. They have all gone silent ever since. We fear for first
time in ten thousand cycles. Concern, many have.”

Though they tried to be quiet, heads turned
to Leon and Colby. They went silent when noticing all the eyes and
the silent question. Colby squeaked “Sorry, but what is it you
speak of? Who are the three?”

“Speak openly, Rex Gralla.” Daku said.
“Anything associated with Cage or in his presence cannot be spoken
outside to another. They have both been spelled.”

She took a deep breath and released a stream
of smoke before answering. “Few know this secret, Little Ones, and
should we learn you somehow released this knowledge you will be
confined to the deepest part of the colony for the remainder of
your natural life, understood?” The two nodded, unable to speak as
her tone meant every word. “In human history, I have seen only four
of what you call ‘Prophets.’ In our kind, we have Rare Ones who
have a similar ability to foresee certain pathways of the future.
Three reside on Raliea and are our greatest secret. Where they nest
is a guarded secret only a Rex knows, but they are the most
powerful of all Draconian kind, but they do not become Rex
themselves for their importance is too great. They help guide us to
better futures and were the very ones who foresaw the end of Raliea
should warlocks have been left to their own ways.

“What the Rare Ones didn’t see was the
result it had to the griffin flocks coming to an end. The loss of
an entire sentient race is a grave crime we cannot ever repay, but
we shall do what we can now. As Cage Two-leg’s assistant, must you
do what you can to help for he will need it in the coming
rotations. It is why you are the only human permitted to be here. Your elders
believe you are trustworthy so we will let you know some of our
secrets, but do not make us regret this allowance.”

“We will do all that we can, Rex Gralla. We
will honor this trust.” Leon bowed in the upmost respect.

“More cannot be asked. I must be off.” When
none bothered to stop her she became enveloped in a bubble of dark
orange light and with a soft pop, she Jumped out of the room.

Mox said “Daku, When Cage Two-legs wakes, how
shall his training start?”

“Colby will attack him for an hour before I
shrink to give him a larger opponent. Then for the remainder you
and the other elders will train him in magic. I leave the methods
up to you.”

Several minutes later Cage awoke and wished
he didn’t for what awaited was pain, tiredness and relentless
battle.

He wish he had woken
sooner for he loved every second of
it!

Proving himself a master of using the terrain
for sneak attacks, Colby struck at the warlock when they walked
over to the rock formations. It had an almost urban combat feel
with sharp mazelike corners. The chipmunk shot around corners, used
ledges to harass his deadly opponent. Cage was forced to fight in
his weakened condition while avoiding the rodent’s relentless and
surprising prowess. Sometimes to change patterns Colby would scurry
up to a flattop boulder and drop down with enhanced speed, strength
and weight.

Drunken Fist was a difficult martial art, but
the more he was attacked the easier the unorthodox moves became.
For over an hour he could only defend and for the first half of
that hour Ulon was almost constantly sending healing spells to the
warlock. Bones reset instantly and flayed skin knitted. But the
more he was attacked the clearer the adrenaline and pain fortified
Cage and then soon Ulon and the other dragons watched in awe as
they witnessed Colby’s original advantage turn desperate. The palm
size chipmunk was slapped into walls, thick fingers speared the
middle like a sharp blade, was stomped on, avoided when striking
from blind spots. Colby began to rely heavily on Leon who watched
from Daku’s head as Cage’s unexpected attacks did more and more
damage and no longer received any himself.

The speed at which Cage adapted was both
frightening yet expected to all those who watched. Soon Colby was
unable to continue attacking for as fast as Leon and Ulon could
heal him, he was immediately under assault and decided to flee.
Only it was a futile effort for Cage revealed his ability to
Parkour and easily scaled walls as the chipmunk, wedge himself
between two walls, jump from wall to wall and even ran along walls
while avoiding deep pits in certain pathways and Cage’s lean form
and boots that had serious grip matched every move of the smaller
opponent.

Cage couldn’t resist laughing at the
opportunity to let loose and enjoy the difficult challenge.

 


“Enough! Three hours have passed.” Daku
declared and watched as his partner collapsed from exhaustion. “You
both have done well. Cage, go get a drink and a snack before we do
battle.”

Gulping air from the long session that really
tested physical endurance, Cage gritted his teeth and walked out of
the maze he learned all about. He passed everyone and approached a
pear tree and plucked three ripe fruits. He sent a bit of magic and
determined them safe while checking out the indoor tree home.
Inside were two beds for him and Leon to crash and a door leading
to a small kitchen with basic cookware. He grabbed a large wooden
mug and filled it under a simple faucet with surprisingly cool
water. He sat down on the corner of the bed and recovered,
listening to Leon and Colby converse when they came in to check out
the interior. The basics were all that was required and it was
comforting. Neither spoke to Cage as it was clear he was preparing
for another difficult challenge by the twinkle in his eye. The
three sweet pears disappeared along with the water. When his
breathing evened he looked down to see how dirty his robe became
and took it off since the hot air was stifling. The staff came in
handy as his legs had cramped in the short time he sat.

Just as he was about to approach the open
front door there came a sharp rise in magic and as he and Leon
stepped out to investigate it was clear Daku had begun to shrink
from the size of an elder dragon to that of a lion which was
appropriate since half of him appeared to be lion.

“Astonishing!” Breathed Leon. “Sir Cage, in
our magic conversations I saw Lord Daku change size, but now with
my own two eyes I still find it hard to believe.”

“Wait till you see him fight. He’s going to
royally kick my ass.”

“After what you did to Colby how could anyone
fight you?”

“When I’m at my best Daku is my equal in
fighting prowess… Right now I’m nowhere near his equal. I’ll be
lucky to kick him in the balls or pluck a few feathers.” Cage
admitted with a grin.

“How can you say such with this much
confidence?” Leon asked quietly. “You are looking forward to this?
Aren’t you afraid to lose?”

“Somebody has to and you learn more from loss
than ay win. I admit defeat to a superior adversary all the time,
especially with Daku. If pain is the price to become a better
fighter I’ll gladly have every bone in my body broken a million
times over. Becoming faster and sharper in battle is my never
ending dream. I have so much to learn and am hungry for all of it.”
Cage then yawned while stretching his naked body. “Here I go!
Daku!”

The griffin turned his head and watched his
partner running without restraint while twirling the staff like a
weapon. His furry chest swelled before he released a shrill roar
that echoed off the enormous cavern in accepting challenge. Daku
leapt into a lithe run few could ever hope to match.

In moments the pair collided. The instant
they did Daku raked his fingers across Cage’s chest, talons parting
the flesh with ease, and he received the side of his jawbone a loud
crack from the staff. The dragons rumbled pleasurably, some hissing
a chuckle, at seeing a warlock and griffin challenging each other.
The elders sensed Ulon instantly repair damage to both combatants
simultaneously. Then the two disengaged, but Cage stumbled and
Daku’s beak plunged into the warlock’s abdomen, coating the white
beak red while opening more wounds before Cage laughed and flicked
a foot up and hit Daku’s balls, earning enough of a reaction to
push through the pain and roll away. Then all heard him say “See
what I mean now, Leon?” and laughed as his bloody body was repaired
and missed a strike to the angry griffin who redoubled the attack
and smacked his partner with a wing before taking a chunk of meat
from his rib. Cage spared a glance to the bright white bone at his
side before the area glowed blue and sealed.

Both warlock and griffin grinned before
engaging again.

 


“Another three hours have expired!” Mox, the
black dragon, almost hissed loudly and watched the two drop
straight to the ground. “Wonderful expertise on making one’s body
into a weapon, Cage Two-leg’s. You do your ancestors proud. They
too enjoyed a battle even when most two-legs would have collapsed
into unconsciousness, but we will immediately begin your next
lesson… but first, go bathe in the spring to remove the blood from
your body. For the next two hours you will needn’t move.”

Unable to gather his legs under him after six
hours of strenuous combat, even with the staff, Cage chuckled
between breaths “I can’t seem to move. My muscles aren’t
cooperating.”

Daku immediately crawled closer to say “Throw
an arm over my back so that I may help.” Cage barely managed to do
even that, but then Daku stood and grew, slowly bringing his
partner to a comfortable height. Cage tried, but he was dragged
more than he could walk over to the large pond. The griffin walked
straight into the water and the moment Cage’s feet hit the liquid
he felt it was a hot spring at just the right temperature. Both
groaned as the water enveloped them and they each sunk to their
necks.

Vibrations in the water forced Cage to turn
around and watch all eleven elder dragons rose to walk over to the
pond, but something Mox said in their odd language had Poli and
Ulon move away and lay down, probably to relax.

Enjoyment from the blissful water was short
as the eleven elders laid side by side, blocking all sight from
beyond their bulk, likely to prevent Leon and Colby from seeing
whatever they were about to do. A fearsome, blood red dragon began
to speak to the others before receiving a nod from his companions.
The crimson eyes then turned to Cage who said “You’ve displayed
remarkable talent for intense, focused mana into magic and the
ability to do so with speed rarely seen before a normal warlock’s
first full century of life, but you’ve yet to display to all of us
complexities of unbinding. You rely on overwhelming your opponents,
but we won’t allow this. You cannot, at this particular moment,
overwhelm us even slightly, but since you are already weakened
physically, just remain where you are. I am going to conjure a
complex pattern using light, your objective is to figure out just
how to alter its color without damaging the fragile pathways.” In
an instant there sprung a string of light weaving a pattern far
faster than the eye could follow, creating an illusion of a
beautiful, mountainous landscape so fine that the thread of light
couldn’t be distinguished. Cage realized that the speed at which
this dragon created the image could only be done by a true master
of magic and at the moment, Cage couldn’t imagine copying any part
of it.

Still, he had to try to rise to this master’s
lesson for he was being taught directly about something important.
Cage focused and sent a thread of magic towards it, but suddenly
felt an impenetrable wall. Discretely Cage figured the other ten
elders sent spells to block him from sensing the threads and had to
figure out a way around their spells to alter the color without
breaking the image. He found that out by willing a spell to bind to
the magic, but the threads just dissolved like sand for some
reason. No dragon even blinked at his failure, but the crimson
dragon created another masterpiece of light representing a sunset
from a beach in seconds.

These elders didn’t offer hints, but showed
great patience their kind had in spades as Cage never tried the
exact same spell twice. They were right of course, his style of
magic only overpowered those weaker, but dragons weren’t weak and
it made him strive to meet their expectations.

 


But being forced to stay weak thanks to his
diamonds, each spell sapped him a little more each time and after
ten tries his head sunk beneath the surface of the hot spring’s
water.

Daku cradled his unconscious partner before
he drowned to hear Mox say “It was only an hour, but your two-leg’s
shows promise, White King. Have him rest, he exceeded my
expectations, even for an elite. We will resume our training when
the star rises from the horizon again.” He turned his long, supple
neck around while standing. “Leon Two-legs, aid your senior to his
bedding area and rest yourself. This rotation needs much
reflection. I will alter the battleground so he keeps adapting for
the next combat session.”

Leon hurried between the elder’s legs since
that was the only gap and waded into the warm water to struggle
lifting the warlock. Leon found out quick that although Cage was
lean, his form was solidly heavy. While he helped drag the
unconscious giant of a man Leon heard Daku say “Take care of him
for a few hours, Leon. I must go visit Noreen as I promised.”

“He is in good hands, My Lord. Enjoy
yourself.” Colby said as Leon had his hands full.

Ulon got up as Daku grew into his original
giant self and left the cave with his guard, but when Leon
eventually managed to throw Cage into the simple bedding he turned
to the entrance to find a large silver eye staring inside. Poli
took her task seriously in watching over Cage, even if Leon and
Colby weren’t a threat to him.

Due to the day’s difficulty and constant
drain from his diamonds, Cage didn’t wake once till morning
came.

 


“Enjoying your aged, curdled bovine
lactate?”

Cage looked up from reading the book he
borrowed and found it quite enthralling. The librarian had been
right and the story quickly became one of his favorites too, even
if he had read not even half the story. Approaching was the ancient
black dragon who’s scales glittered. “It is easier to call this
cheese.” Cage waved the wedge that tasted almost identical to sharp
cheddar.

Mox laid down before him to respond
“But not as accurate. Cheese can come from a variety of mammals who
lactate from nipples and that
came from cattle.” Mox jerked his head, indicating the orange
food. “How did your time in Twilight go? Since we will likely not
look upon each other for approximately seven solar rotations it
made me curious.”

The thick tome closed quietly after receiving
a bookmark and was laid down in the patch of grass. “Well, Noreen
greatly surprised both Daku and myself when we showed up to speak
before some students.” Cage couldn’t suppress a chuckle from it
this afternoon of the fifth and last day of training. “We were
actually directed to a stadium full of nearly every child in all of
Twilight, human, Familiar and dragon alike. She kept it a secret
for when she originally explained her intentions to her current
students, they in turn spread word that we would come in as a guest
lecturer and more wanted to come. The result of the response was
Noreen taught seventy students a day, but in the end it blossomed
into over ten thousand eager kids. And I found they were very
bright as I spent the rest of the afternoon explaining. Grandpa,
Theresa and a dozen councilors from the three councils were also
present to watch.

“Sometimes Daku would speak to that horde. He
told stories of his kind and what the flocks were like in their
prime. Most though wanted to know what it was like on Earth and how
it survived without mana… Many things I withheld since my knowledge
could easily corrupt this world’s ways and threaten life.”

“Wise.” Mox interrupted. “Such is the pivotal
reason why we dragons refuse to give certain knowledge’s and
separate ourselves from interfering directly unless there is no
alternative. We learned our mistake with another sentient race who
became extinct early in our home world’s time. None live who
directly remember them, but in our final stages of evolution” The
dragon touched his breast. “we had a younger second species we
imparted our gained knowledge freely. It later resulted in genetic
sterility. Since then we are careful to impart our knowledge and
act more like, what you two-legs call guides, and allow them to
learn and grow at their own pace. We also learned to fully
relinquish control isn’t beneficial either.”

“You’re speaking of the Tiaxm?” Cage
guessed.

“Correct.” Mox rumbled. “Population
modification beyond a species’ natural evolution is prohibited, but
they did it in secret and before we could respond it was too late…
forgive me for changing the subject.”

“Nah, it was enlightening.” Cage waved him
off. “Well the time spent with all the kids were as you’d expect.
But before I Jumped here an hour ago I had Leon and Colby go home
and do whatever they want since we’ll be leaving in the morning.
Daku is still spending time with Noreen and will return when he’s
done. The kids though seemed happy they got a chance to either
speak or listen to us.”

“Expected.” Mox confirmed with a humanlike
nod. “Surprising it is that so many hatchlings came to listen. Did
any hostility arise?”

“Some, mostly when I wouldn’t explain certain
subjects. Apparently some got it in their head that my direct, bold
candor also meant stupidity in that I hold nothing back. They found
out quick that they cannot manipulate me into saying anything. Some
even had the balls to try spelling me into answering, but Ulon here
bound them before anything got close.” The pink male smiled in
satisfaction. “Those that tried were Jumped from the arena or
escorted out. All in all, it was a fun experience.

“When it was over we came back here to rest
and recover.” He gestured to himself and Ulon.

“Good, it is responsible of you to not be
reclusive as the only one of your kind. Future generations must see
you and thereby remember what and who you are. Much is it like for
Daku. To forget is true banishment in life and sad. Forgotten
spirits are saddened that their lives mean nothing when time passes
and are forgotten. When you too perish of the mortal form, you will
understand.” Mox stated. “Resume recovering, my inquiry is sated.
Sunrise will hold one last trial to see how far you’ve progressed
in these past planetary rotations.” He stood and left.

Cage went back to his story and ate while the
twelve dragons in the room either slept or did magic beyond
anything he could understand at the moment. One such dragon, in his
spare time, kept an open sight mirror upon a blue star and studied
it burning for hours without looking away. Cage figured he was
studying the star and had been doing so for many years for some
reason he couldn’t quite determine without asking. Most of them did
similar things to occupy themselves when not sleeping, watching him
do battle or actively teaching him how to properly control his
magic in different ways.

It took three days to finally figure how to
change the crimson dragon’s weaving prowess to a new color. The
deciding factor to success lay in precisely matching the magic
output used to sustain the woven light thread and gently coaxing
the color to alter over the course of an hour. Any faster would
break the line and any slower would make the original color return.
His initial success didn’t last long as the tiny, but constant
release coupled with what was being drawn made him collapse
again.

Different elders taught new and exciting
methods on how to more precisely do spells that have the same
result, but use significantly less mana. He absorbed their
teachings and took them to heart. They had no reason to teach him
spells since he was quite proficient, but he was a novice at truly
understanding just how many ways the same result could be
accomplished if one is patient enough to consider such
possibilities.

When the story started to get muddled in his
tired mind Cage went back a page and put the bookmark in and closed
his eyes.

They opened later for a short time when Daku
crawled up in his lap like a kitten and both slept soundlessly.

 


“His rings have grown to thirty… and half
sprouts. So total, he is thirty one.” Mox declared after Cage
slaughtered the procured wyvern. The warlock hesitated when the
beast was brought in for the test, but learning it was chosen for
the slaughter anyway made it so two conditions could be beneficial
and the loss of life wasn’t senseless. Only when it was clear to
Cage that the meat would go towards sustaining the colony did he
consent. The battle was fierce, but none intervened once the large
male wyvern in his prime was released. Cage held nothing back as
the wyvern was a fit opponent and being smaller, Cage used speed
through flight to first part through potent flames that are capable
of melting metal and used it as cover to skillfully sever its
wings, effectively grounding it. To penetrate its hard scales he
crafted a javelin filled with the most powerful density, sharpness
and speed to launch it through the base of its skull and penetrate
its brain. The result of power it took to succeed against such an
adversary drained him.

“He shall want to depart now. Be sure the
meat is well used. If Cage learns he killed for nothing at your
behest, he’ll not forgive you.” Daku said. “The training is once
again proving itself as the rings are halfway to the point of
thirty two in only six days. At this rate he will fully realize
himself in just under three months. Spring was an appropriate
estimate.”

“We are all agreed as well.” Mox said and
gently placed the warlock on the griffin who resumed an elder
dragon’s size. He then added a sticking spell so he wouldn’t slide
off. “Fair winds, White King and may your journey be short and
swift.”

“And fair winds to you as well, Ancient One.
We shall return as swiftly as possible and will inform you if
anything unforeseen occurs.” Daku then looked to both Poli and Ulon
to say “Are you prepared to depart?” They dipped their heads.

Mox and the ten other elders moved to the
lifeless wyvern and used their sharp claws to tear into the meat
with practiced movements, remove bone from flesh and separate
intestines all before sending the portions throughout the colony,
primarily to nesting mothers unable to leave their vulnerable
young.

At the ledge where the central shaft was,
Daku leapt and snapped his giant white wings out to fully capture
the strong updraft and started rising without exerting and tiring
himself. As he slowly circled he peered down to spot Poli exit and
sail upwards with him and Ulon followed later, giving enough room
that wouldn’t hinder the ascent of the two above and cause the
airflow to buckle and have them drop. It took a half hour to fully
escape the deep shaft.

Once outside the top of the mountain Daku
circled till Poli shot out and blocked the freezing wind on Cage as
requested by Daku. When Ulon exited the mountain they slowly flew
higher and soon glided above the clouds where another storm started
brewing. Poli eventually said “Old One, we must fly North on this
current or risk tiring needlessly. The winds will only hinder us if
we attempt to travel directly East.”

“For how long?” He asked.

“A rotation, maybe less. But if we ride on
this breeze and not reach lower, there is a current formed by the
Darshay range that will intersect this one and we may glide
Southeast. It should make our arrival around the same time, but in
this wind it will be your choice to decide whether to tire or
glide?”

The decision wasn’t long to wait. “We will
glide. It is best to be fresh if an unexpected storm forms and
forces us to fight… even if you have the power to send it
away.”

“You know we cannot do that unless our lives
are in danger. Climate can be greatly harmed if we make the
decision where and where not to control weather. To alter the
atmospheric conditions can have far reaching repercussions.” Ulon
adamantly spoke.

“I do understand, Young Cub.” Daku responded
and relied on the constant wind to push him along, just like his
escorts did.

Early sunlight stabbed at Cage’s eyes as he
awoke on his Familiar’s back, more like magically glued. The
persistent headache accompanied with his earlier use of too much
magic was tiring. He groaned before realizing he couldn’t sit up
till he broke the sticking spell and groaned more as a new wave of
vertigo hit when he did manage to rise. Beside him he found the
staff and book also stuck, but for now it was in a good place. The
air was cold, but not biting as he realized Poli was protecting
him. He rose his voice to give thanks and she gave a wink. The wind
braking barrier moved with him as he crawled on hands and knees up
onto his partner’s head to learn how far he’d come in a week’s
worth of training and smiled that there was some improvement.

From up so high it was easy to spot the
magical city and the mountain high library he finally finished the
tour of a few days back. It was the only bright spot of green in a
sea of white and gray mountains. Cage enjoyed the sight and how
some sparkling dragons flew lower, not bothering to look up, as
they went on their way. As he took in the wintery beauty Daku
informed him of Poli’s plan and shrugged.

By midmorning they passed the Blind Mountains
thanks to the constant jet stream, but still Cage couldn’t look
away from the scenery.

 


Around noon a tiny flash caught all fours
attention. It was little more than a piece of glitter in the trees
down below, but from so high up only truly sharp sight could have
noticed it. Cage’s eyes narrowed and zoomed to the spot the flicker
came from along with Daku, Poli and Ulon doing likewise at the
oddity. Through narrowed vision the area became larger, but the
sparkle vanished for a moment.

Then a bright green flash exploded and upon
closer examination it was clear what was occurring, but Ulon was
the one to say “Battle.”

Poli stated quickly “Ulon, use magic to see
what it is about.”

“Powerful magic is blocking me. I cannot
break through. Only human royalty have such wards to thwart me.” He
said while there were more flashes with a smaller group hiding
behind a natural barrier while a larger force slowly converged.
“From this distance it is impossible to determine what group either
side belongs. We should not approach.”

“Screw that!” Cage said with a rush of
adrenaline that instantly made him feel better. He turned to the
pink dragon. “I do not like what I’m seeing down there. For a
moment I saw what looked like a dragon on a breastplate who went
hiding behind that rock. And you said yourself only royalty could
resist your magic to see through for a close up view. The only
issue I can see is their opponents are from the Laqura Empire and
if there is someone down there it might threaten my relationship
with Tate if his daughter, Amy’s, fiancé, Sek, is down there!
Brooke would kick my sorry ass if I didn’t help him because they
have an agreement. I do not like the numbers I see and if I’m
right, they need help. If it’s the empire getting its ass handed to
them I won’t involve myself. You three stay up here until I make my
decision.”

“No, do not involve yourself…” Ulon said.

“Do not presume to order us, Cub.” Daku
growled when he heard how his partner was spoken to. Ulon’s eyes
widened before lowering. “Cage is correct, I too saw the standard
of Emroc on the metal breastplate for a moment. If by some chance
he is correct then the Laqura Empire won’t gain yet another
advantage here. You might not be allowed to interfere, but we are…
Cage, you are powerful enough to be victorious if you involve
yourself down there. Do what you must, but be certain of your
actions.”

“It won’t take long and beside’s” Cage stood
and stretched along with a spreading grin. “That wyvern wasn’t much
of a challenge today. It will be a good change to face someone
besides you or Colby. See ya!” He shouted happily and stepped into
a black archway before teleporting out off the area.

 


“TAKE COVER!” Luke billowed when he was the
first to spot the approaching force moments ago.

Without question Shorty jerked the reigns and
forced the horses to veer towards a rocky outcrop just as the witch
inside stuck her head out of the carriage to deflect a searing
white fireball of magic. Suddenly the horses buckled and whinnied
as they hit a rut on the side of the road covered by snow and
impaled themselves on sticks also hidden beneath. Pain and terror
seized the horses and they panicked, making the perilous situation
worse. They thrashed and the momentum of the heavy carriage
barreled on and over them, launching Shorty over them and into a
patch of snow. The two horses were silenced almost immediately.

“Damn!” Cody billowed and kicked his horse to
leap skillfully over whatever misleading ditch that was covered in
snow and yelled “Shorty, you alive!?”

“Depends!” The quarterstaff master groaned
while jumping up from the snow unharmed. “Empire caught us
again?”

Sensing the man hadn’t lost his sense of
humor even as their end had finally come, Fredrick rode over to the
halted carriage just as the door exploded by unseen power.
“Princess, climb up!”

Gregory was at his side and said “Sir, my
arrows are ineffective at this range. Nolan’s sacrifice would have
ended today, but those three are the same bastards he trapped, but
the men with them are different. Those have the look of mercenaries
and bandits.” He reported as the princess climbed up in his
captain’s lap while shrieking like a banshee.

Fredrick turned to his men who all drew
weapons to say “Mistress, cover our backs while we take the
princess to a more defensive position.” He got a nod from the witch
as the sparrow shot off overhead. “Men, we need to move!”

Just as he said that there came a green
glowing lance magically shot from a half league away, but the
breaking spell enchantment was canceled from the warded crystal
protecting Bern, hidden behind a leather jerkin. As the weapon
clearly targeted him.

Gregory, Bern, Bryan and Luke put themselves
behind Fredrick and the princess as another barrier of protection
while Cody pulled Shorty up to ride double. They fled for the only
defensible place on the rugged terrain while the witch glided
behind while using her own magic to deflect or block the retreat.
In seconds they passed the broken carriage and avoided the ditch,
leaving the road for an area lush with evergreens and large
boulders to hide behind.

Being well over a mile away they had to throw
caution away and hope to reach protection of the stone before
dying.

Behind followed the three mages and canine
Familiars from before, along with close to fifty hired men, well
paid to do a job, who took their time and enjoyed playing
around.

Fear and uncertainty appeared for Fredrick
and his men when not even a half mile later their horses screamed
when treacherous ground beneath the snow found holes and broke all
of their legs. Fredrick crushed the princess to his chest not a
moment too soon as all of them were thrown. “Princess, are you…” he
began when they came to a stop and saw her scowl. Before she could
start screaming he said “To our feet! We must reach it!” The
captain hurried to stand, as did everyone else. Weapons were drawn,
but were otherwise useless in such a battle. The most it did was
give relief thanks to weight and familiarity to at least be ready.
In a battle such as this, hand to hand weapons were ineffective
when magic was the only way. “Bern! Run ahead! The rest of us…” he
gulped in a breath. “Surround her!”

Bern, being their fastest runner, shot ahead
with his combat bow ready and fitted with an arrow. Everyone else
surrounded the princess and ran as fast as they dare. The only
benefit was that without the weight of a horse, the snow was level
enough to run on and not reach whatever other dangers lurk
beneath.

Booms, sparks and bright flashes of light
harried them constantly and the witch barely managed to hold the
relentless assault at bay from by how much she sweat in this frigid
air and by the determination in her muddy brown eyes. The most she
could do was defend their rear.

Bern reached the outcrop swiftly and climbed
the highest rock and loosed an arrow. Even fully drawn, the
projectile didn’t reach half the distance to the enemy. The knights
cursed when they knew little could be done to return the generosity
being given by their foes.

“Good, you made it!” Bern shouted as the
group rounded and hid behind the large rocks that obscured them.
Everyone dropped to their knees from the taxing run.

Before anyone could say anything the princess
decided “Why don’t you fools do something other than run away like
cowards! And you call yourselves my guards? Spineless cowards you
are. You are honor bound to kill any who wish to do me harm, even
at the cost of your life! These commoners dare to strike at me so
openly yet you cower! I order you to fight them.”

All except the handmaiden ignored her.

Luke sheathed his sword and slung his shield
over a shoulder while saying “Captain, Nolan’s magic would have
held them till sometime in the night. How could those bastards have
followed us when we had a week to separate us? In less than a day
we are cornered like prey. I know its them, I remember that white
wolfhound clearly. They certainly couldn’t follow our scent after a
whole week. And they even had time to gather a second group.”

“If I knew the answer… wait, everyone I
suddenly remember stepping through some odd muck when we first made
camp after leaving Twilight, but when I looked down nothing but
snow covered my boots.” Fredrick turned to his men.

“I had the same experience.” Bryan said in
his usual deep timbre, remembering after it had been pointed
out.

“Same here.” The rest of the knights and
rangers said.

“It must have been some special tracking
spell.” The handmaiden said, temporarily quieting the princess. “I
faintly remember one that acts like you say. In the night it would
be impossible to see such magic and when it did as it was meant, it
somehow became undetectable to me, but still allows our enemy to
pursue us.”

Fredrick grumbled before saying “Men, place
the crystals all around us so no magic can get too close to
us…”

“Good, that much magic was dangerous. I
almost did too much and it would have killed me. I need time
to…”

Captain Fredrick stomped right up to
her and glared. “That is
something we do not have. Time is our enemy as much as they are!”
To support his claim there was another explosion, but Gregory
placed his crystal down just in time to block the incoming attack.
“Those three know we are weakened. It won’t be long before our
crystals run out of energy and you cannot protect us without
killing yourself. This venture was foolhardy to begin with and you
well know it. I’m taking full command and I order you to call Emroc and demand immediate
reinforcements to our position. We are in trouble as it is, but to
lose the princess is not going to happen. Our supplies are ruined.
Even if somehow we get rid of this situation our supplies and
horses are all useless.”

“I give the
orders around here, Captain!”
the princess shrieked.

The handmaiden was torn before saying “You
are correct. At this rate we’ll die in less than a half hour.” She
stepped back. “Forgive me Princess, you are too important.”

“MUST I DO
EVERYTHING!?” She said in a shrill and before she
could be stopped she grabbed her staff and conjured a pale yellow
fireball and threw it overhand. The men all stopped to watch the
magic sail over the land, straight for the central mage.

Just before it could reach any of them they
saw the princess’s magic die out long before reaching anyone. Then
came laughter over the sound of whinnying horses unable to get up
on broken legs.

Seeing her best effort killed so easily she
gawked before turning to say stiffly in derision “See! At least I
did something. You should follow my example.”

“You mean make them laugh, Highness?” Shorty
asked in his ever comforting humor. “That I can do!” he climbed
atop a boulder while undoing his belt and dropped his pants. “If
you didn’t get enough, take a look!” he shouted. “Uh Oh!” he jumped
down while pulling his pants back up moment before three magic
attacks resulted. “I guess Nolan left a good impression.” He smiled
while fixing his belt. Cody and Luke patted his back with a sincere
chuckle.

“Caaaptain…”
Fredrick turned to the handmaiden when he heard her quivering voice
and the horror it contained as she stared into a swirling disk of
silver floating in the air. Her eyes met his and his heart sank
even before she said “I cannot contact anyone. Those mages crafted
a barrier to bar any attempts to send for help and even if I Jump,
I doubt you’d survive against them… iii…if they haven’t created a
way to hinder Jumping out like they are doing with my sight mirror.
We are doomed and I’m afraid the princess will be captured by the
Laqura Empire…”

“Then it’s a good thing I happened to be in
the area.” Came a nearby voice. Sheathed weapons rang as they were
released and the men turned around. They blinked in confusion. “Up
here boys!”

Lounging upon a snow covered boulder lay a
grinning man with windblown brown hair with a section by his left
temple displaying three colored beads, black eyes and a golden tan,
clothed in a deep green robe. Between his fingers twirled a long
white staff. He seemed totally at ease looking down on their group.
Even with blades aimed at him he didn’t flinch, but his grin did
widen.

“One move and you’re dead.” Bern said as he
trained his bow between the man’s twinkling eyes.

“Awe, all this attention for me… oh, miss,
you better be sure that acid magic can kill me if you lob it in my
direction before I blow your head clean off.” Heads turned to the
handmaiden standing behind Bryan with a ball of silvery liquid in
her palm. The man stopped twirling the staff and sparked a ball of
black flames between his fingers lazily and looked closely at the
brown eyed woman. “Tell me, who’s magic do you think would
win?”

“Sorcerer.” She hissed when she felt the
immense pressure exerted and contained in those flames.

“Not quite.” He responded and watched closely
as her magic dissipated. “That’s better.”

“Name yourself, Stranger! I’m Captain
Fredrick of the elite Emrocan army. Apparently you could have
killed us all and snuck up on us without being detected. What
reasons do you have?”

“My name is Cage and I came to have a little
fun. I showed up when the squirt lobbed that pitiful fireball.”
Eyes glanced at the princess standing behind Luke. Cage took them
all in. From the twelve year old girl trying to overly assert
herself as leader in a group of adults all the way to the giant of
a man with a thick black beard who stood a good seven feet with a
claymore in one hand and an impressive war hammer in the other.
Cage saw four of the men wearing black painted plate armor with a
green dragon emblazoned on their chest. Two carried bows and wore
leathers and at their belts were long daggers. Another man of
slight build, but average height held a quarterstaff and wore loose
clothes for maximum flexibility, but a slight movement in the
sleeves told Cage the man had hidden daggers. From the power of the
woman, he determined she was a witch of either the first or second
class. The middle age man who addressed him with the two held
swords appeared to be the leader, since he did give his rank and
the others seemed to naturally defer to him and hold deep respect
for the man.

A slight flutter caused Cage to cancel the
fire between his fingers as he snatched a sparrow out of the air
before it could attack. The speed he displayed shocked the whole
group, especially the Familiar who tried sneaking up. “You really
need to stop before I squeeze your head off.” He said to the bird.
“Those three over there won’t get through with me here so take it
easy. I could level this whole area if I decided, so relax.”

The sparrow stilled and chirped “How can we
trust you?”

For an answer he looked up as there came a
rather powerful, combined bolt of lightning from across the field.
Cage erected a barrier completely around them all and added a
little color to it so everyone could see. The barrier took the
assault like a fly trying to break through a mountain. It didn’t
even make much of a sound whereas their wards before were hammered.
“How’s that?”

“We’re at his mercy, Boys.” Captain Fredrick
said. “Lower your weapons since he hasn’t proven hostile and is
protecting us.” Grudgingly they obeyed. “Gregory, see what the
Empire’s mages are up to.” He ordered without taking his eyes off
the powerful mage setting the sparrow down beside him.

“They are just standing there talking…”

“Actually they are wondering why their last
attack failed.” Cage said and tucked hair behind his now visibly
pointed ears. “They expected your crystals to drain as that
combined magic was created to latch onto wards and drain them dry,
but since I used my own magic rather than wards, their magic
couldn’t find purchase. And since I erected a barrier to garble out
our words, they cannot understand us. At this range, they do not
sense my magic and cannot figure out why it didn’t work…” He cocked
his head. “Now they are talking about the squirt… Seems she is a
princess of Emroc and are unable to return to the empress without
her…” his eyes locked onto the princess’s. “You don’t resemble
Skylar… I’m guessing you’re likely his grandkid.”

“You dare speak of my grandfather with such
insolence?” the princess snidely barked. “Honor his title peasant!”
The soldiers flinched and then stepped closer to her for her own
protection since she just insulted him and didn’t know how he would
react.

They were surprised as it only resulted in a
chuckle. “Feisty little brat… Well, If I’m going to give you all a
hand I need to at least know your names.” Each man gave their
names, but the princess and handmaiden didn’t speak. The princess
continued acting snobbish while the witch called her Familiar to
stand on her shoulder. After Cage put names to the faces he
admitted “I wasn’t exact in my assumption, but I was close enough
to Jump in and do something. You guys are understaffed, outmatched
and quite literally royally screwed. If I had come even ten minutes
later I wouldn’t have been able to Jump in and join the fun. What
do you say? Want some help?”

“Why would you help us?” Captain Fredrick
asked directly.

“Because I feel like this will be fun.
Because I don’t want the Laqura Empire to gain another advantage.
Because it will prove beneficial to me. Because I don’t want to see
men killed dishonorably when those idiots over there are too
cowardly to risk close combat and choose to eliminate you from
distance… Take your pick.”

The confidence in those calm words touched
them all in some way. Soon the captain said “We shall accept any
aid you are willing to offer so long as the princess is safe. What
are you planning?”

“Entertainment.” Cage grinned and rolled over
to drop ten feet to the ground where he landed lightly on his feet,
where the crunching sound of snow took his sudden weight. He jammed
the staff in the ground and said “Squirt, you and your friend stay
here while the rest of us go run off those pesky rats.”

“You dare to give me…” Before anyone could
react he stood before her, his eyes as hard as flint. He was
silent, but she saw he wasn’t to be trifled with. The soldiers
gripped their weapons, but they could see if he was going to strike
her he could have done so. When her wide eyes looked down, she
accepted his command.

“Good, now stay here and shut up, Squirt.” To
the others he said “Gather your crystals I sense around us. I’ve
already placed enough magic around them to last a full hour of
attacks. Stay close to me while we give them a lesson that won’t be
forgotten.”

“You want us to leave the princess’s side?”
Cody asked heatedly while barely restraining himself. “So you are
an enemy! No man would dare leave our charge unprotected. They will
get her more easily if we follow you.”

“They would have gotten her
regardless.” Bryan’s voice sure carried, Cage noticed from the huge
man. “If we are to die… I would at least want to cave in a few
skulls.” He admitted while twirling his long handled war hammer.
“If he means to get us closer, I’m going. Should we have died,
unable to do anything and they still
got the princess, my honor would be sullied as a spirit. At
least we can do as the princess ordered now, to do something…
Captain?”

“I’m in agreement, Bryan.” Fredrick said as
he drew both swords. “Cage, you get us close and take care of those
mages, we’ll take care of the mercenaries.”

The warlock grinned as the soldiers drew
their weapons. “Then let’s give them something to make them piss
themselves.”

“I like this guy!” Shorty said with a
laugh.

With the handmaiden declaring the magic would
last, Cage surrounded the elite soldiers and together they stepped
out from behind the rocks.

The three wizards and mercenaries watched in
astonishment as seven men came around the protective rocks. In the
lead was a man carrying two swords. At his side were two knights
carrying a sword and shield. To either side of them were rangers
who were excellent marksmen of the bow. Behind the captain was the
burly giant with a sword and hammer beside a man with a fighting
staff. The lead wizard sneered “So they finally surrender! The
fools approach their doom. The princess isn’t near them so we no
longer need to restrain ourselves. We can collect our prize
afterwards. Come my brothers, we must combine our powers to finally
end them.” Magic from three gathered to one point to strengthen its
destructive capabilities. When it was filled with all the power
they could force, the leader fired the plasma ball strong enough to
obliterate them in an instant.

It shot faster than an arrow, but before it
reached its destination the two knights with a shield jumped ahead
and attempted to block the incoming weapon. The wizards laughed,
but stopped when they felt a sharp rise in magic. The plasma ball
exploded and bright light blinded everyone. Some cried out, but
they didn’t notice a black mist creeping along the ground all
around them. There was a loud shattering like glass as the wizards
felt their barrier get destroyed. They too cried out before one
asked “What happened!? How did those unenlightened do that?!”

“Quick, rebuild the barrier!” the leader
said.

Shorty whistled beside Bryan. “Wow, that
almost made me piss myself. Glad you came, Cage.”

Cage grinned from right behind Bryan as he
shadowed his steps. The giant was the only one large enough to hide
behind since he was also tall. Ahead Fredrick called out “Can
everyone still see after that?”

Cody said “Yes, Cage’s warning came just in
time for all of us to close our eyes and look away. There are still
spots, but I can fight well enough.”

“Same here!” Bern said as they continued
marching and fired off an arrow. They watched as it sunk into the
throat of a man rubbing his eyes. “I’m in range!”

“Good, you and Gregory start picking off the
stragglers at the sides.” Fredrick said. “We must hurry while they
are incapacitated…”

“Wait, they managed to reestablish their
barrier.” Cage called out just as Bern’s second arrow hit an
invisible shield. “Keep marching confidently. I’m going to take
care of this.” Cage laughed and sped around the giant of a man and
shot pass the group like a horse in full charge.

The earlier formation was designed to hide
Cage’s presence because the wizards knew the numbers of the smaller
group and would have put them on guard. The method proved
successful for it lured them into firing off a flashy magic that
when got too close, was amplified with a brighter burst of light
that blinded when it came in contact with a barrier. The diversion
of Cody and Luke further made the wizards lower their guard and
made it appear as if the metal shields actually blocked the
incoming attack.

The warlock wrapped a barrier around himself
much like a second skin when he felt magic sensing his approach.
The wizards might not be able to see, but they did sense his run
straight for them. Two shot fireballs while the third laughed, but
stopped when their magic was ineffective and launched a series of
attacks.

Then they heard
his laugh.

Cage swirled black mist breaking magic around
his left fist and punched the new barrier, instantly breaking it
and the wizards knew the man coming straight for them was the one
who thwarted them. They tried to stop him, but nothing worked. It
all came to an end as he created black swords from his fingers and
beheaded all three with childlike ease.

“PLAY TIME!!!”
Cage shouted while shedding the conjured swords and skin-like
barrier. He ran to the nearest man who drew a crossbow, but before
he could fire his neck broke at an awkward angle when his target
passed.

“Attack!” Fredrick ordered when he recovered
from seeing the three who had been pursuing them fall dead. Anger
and vengeance fueled their rage as their impotent emotions and loss
of a brother could find justice and vengeance. He and his men gave
a mighty war cry and charged into the thick of battle now that they
had the advantage. The rangers fired as fast and as accurate as
possible till their quivers were empty and then came out the
daggers for close combat.

The battle lasted no more than a minute and
then all were dead, even those few who regained their sight and
tried to flee. It was such mayhem that the terrified mercenaries
actually attacked each other in blindness fear when friend from foe
was impossible to distinguish. Better armor, weapons, training and
skill overwhelmed the enemy.

“You boys aren’t half bad.” Cage boasted
while wiping his bloody hands in the snow to wash them.

“I should be the one saying that.”
Fredrick spoke. “Did you use any
magic on the men you killed besides the mages?”

“Not remotely, Fredrick. I at least gave them
a chance to kill me.”

“Didn’t do much good!” Shorty laughed.

“CAPTAIN!” Heads turned to Luke. “Two
Familiars are missing! We must return to the Princess. She could
be…”

“She’s fine. Look!” Cage pointed to the woman
and girl with their heads peeking around a boulder.

“Our eyes are not so powerful.” Fredrick
stated. “But we will believe you… Cody, Luke, go to the princess
and keep them safe. Bryan, Shorty, check the horses and carriage
and see if anything can be salvaged. The rest of us will check the
dead for any information.” He stopped when he saw Cage standing too
still with his eyes closed.

Using mind-link with his Familiar, Cage
contacted Daku with his thoughts. “All done
down here.”

“So I can see.”
Daku thought back with some mirth. “Tell me what happened so I may ease our friends’ worry. Did
you truly need to intervene?” After listening to his
partner’s quick thoughts he said “Indeed it
was fortunate we flew this way. The princess cub is too young to
Jump and even I can see their steeds and supplies are useless. They
would not last three days in such an inhospitable
environment.” Daku then thought his solution over the
connection.

Opening his eyes Cage noticed the captain
staring at him while rummaging through the pockets of the dead with
Gregory and Bern. “Company will arrive in a minute, Captain. When
finished, gather all you need and nothing more.”

“What?” The man asked with uncertainty.
“Explain.”

Merely pointing up, heads looked into the sky
and immediately jaw dropped. “By the gods!” someone said. Pink and
silver glittered behind the glistening white coat. The three great
creatures dove straight down with half tucked wings. And at about a
thousand feet the three snapped the wings wide and seemed to stop
in the sky, casting large shadows that covered the battle scene.
Slowly they circled and reached a clearing. “The white griffin…
then that means…” Fredrick said and turned “Then you are…” he
received a bright grin before the warlock walked away.

“Sir… were we just saved by
the Cage?” Shorty asked as he and
Bryan sprinted over to also gawk.

“Has to be.” Bryan rumbled while stroking his
beard. “No wonder he seemed so at ease. He is as the rumors say.
What a stroke of luck he was nearby… But what are two dragons doing
here?”

“Doesn’t matter right now. If a dragon is
here then we got the best reinforcements there is.” Fredrick said
as he dropped to his knees in relief. “They wouldn’t associate with
one who is evil… What did you find, Men?”

Shorty answered while splitting his
quarterstaff in half and putting them in their sheathe behind his
shoulders. “Just some clothes. They burned the food and killed the
horses so no hope in having the lady or princess heal them. They
destroyed our supplies as they followed us to the outcrop, Sir… And
you?”

“A bit of gold, silver and a promissory note
to be welcome into the empire’s army upon competition of the
princess’s capture. They have a few days rations and pitiful
weapons… But I think our savior has a solution to our dire
situation.” Fredrick stood and sheathed his swords and walked away.
His men followed.

Daku’s head turned as the group of humans
approached. “Are any of you injured?”

“Thanks to Cage, we are all well… Might I
ask, what you are planning?” Fredrick said as he stopped and bowed
respectfully.

“Too much danger is present.” The griffin
said. “While you all attacked the enemy, two Familiars attacked the
females, but Cage’s protection held them off till he killed their
masters. You may tell your story after we leave. If the cub is
indeed a princess I will fly you straight to Emroc Castle. We will
reach it in two days time at the latest. Your protection is
guaranteed under our presence. As a king, I must see to it that the
direct descendant of another king’s offspring is returned safely.
Gather your belongings for we’ll fly immediately.”

“You would do this?” Daku closed his eyes
slowly and nodded to the captain. “Then we will greatly accept,
Daku… Yes, your name is well known. We’ve been in Twilight for many
months.” He admitted when he saw the large griffins surprised
expression. “Men, check your weapons and retrieve the princess. We
leave immediately.”

The soldiers rushed off to do just that.

The silver female dragon said “Cage Two-legs,
it was a reckless choice to upset our schedule.” Then her fearsome
expression softened. “But I’m glad you intervened. Many more
spirits would have been released from their bodies had you not done
so. Often in history has this attempt been made in a two-legs’
kingdom and leaders resort to more deaths to retrieve one. Act, we
could not, but you saved more lives than you culled.”

“Halt.” Ulon said to the two females
approaching when he noticed something. “Surrender your sticks and
gem to my care!”

“And just why should I, Dragon?” the princess
said defensively.

Ulon put his head on the snow and glared at
the hatchling. “No permission did I give to have you raise your
tone, Hatchling. Protection you have now, but I do not allow that
magic near the white king or his two-legs.” He extended a large
hand, palm upturned. “All magical items will be protected by me. We
shall not depart till all is in my possession.”

“Men, give your crystals to… Ulon.” Cage
supplied the name to Fredrick when he didn’t know. Each man half
jogged over to put their protective crystal on the scaly palm of
the pink dragon. Then they backed away quickly.

“Princess, we have no alternative.” The
handmaiden said as she walked forward and placed her most valued
object in the dragon’s palm. The staff rolled to gather with the
issued crystals.

“I will not! I’m a princess of Emroc and will
not be treated in this mann…” the girl looked to her side when she
felt a pinch and followed the arm up to see Cage had snuck around
without anyone noticing. “You dar…”

Her eyes rolled up and she collapsed. The
handmaiden balked as the soldiers shouted, but as Cage caught her
and threw her over a shoulder while kicking the little staff into
Ulon’s palm the pink dragon said “Be not alarmed. No harm came to
the insolent hatchling. Cage Two-legs merely put her to sleep by
pressing a point which makes one of your kind sleep. I believe it
is a pressure point?”

“Yep.” Cage said and watched as Ulon looked
to the others with magic before determining “You six must stay
still, I sense foreign magic in your paw coverings.” He closed his
fist and when opening them it revealed Ulon made the supplies
vanish, likely using a space altered pocket just like what Cage
uses. The dragon shot flames from his nostrils and instantly melted
the snow. “Walk in the water. My magic will obscure the foreign
till the degradation ends in sixteen rotations.”

“Better do as he says.” Fredrick walked into
the hot water, but as he stepped out the boots were dry. The others
also walked willingly.

“We may depart when you are ready, Old One.”
Ulon said when all his demands were met.

“Climb into my hand.” Daku said and Cage
first laid the girl down and leapt up. He helped the woman while
the two rangers did as well. Daku then placed them on his back and
gathered the remaining.

“How did you do that?” Shorty asked Cage when
he checked the princess. “One moment you were next to me and the
next I see the little lady collapse. Can you teach me that trick?
How long will she be out?”

“Hold your horses.” Cage laughed while
regarding the deceptively deadly man. “You are clearly the life of
this bunch…” Cage held out his hand to say “Don’t freak out. I’m
going to stick you to Daku so you won’t need to worry about
falling.” There came a few grunts, but none was in discomfort, even
the princess who was resting her head on the woman’s lap. “Good to
go!”

Poli jumped skywards moments before Daku.
When the flight evened out with Ulon beside them Cage said
“Release!” and everyone was freed. Fredrick and the other soldiers
crawled closer to sit with Shorty, but the warlock also realized it
was a protective strategic location. He answered Shorty’s questions
about what he did and finished by saying “Depends how tired she
was. She’ll wake in a few hours if she isn’t woken by other means.
It is harmless and I’ll not listen to a silver spooned brat the
whole trip.”

“Too bad we didn’t know this trick before. We
could have had a much more quiet trip.” Shorty said and got a good
chuckle.

“Captain, can we use it on Shorty too? Then
it would really be quiet.” Brian remarked and it roused a heartier
laugh, even from Daku.

“You boys, better get some rest for now.”
Cage said. “I’ll need to inform my women I’ll be coming home a
little later than planned.”

“Women? As in more than one?” Shorty
grinned.

“I have two lovers… besides, I’m chief of the
Utala.”

“That tribe full of beautiful women? Now I’m
really impressed.” Bryan laughed. “Now let’s see…” he reached over
and made Shorty yelp for a moment before grinning. “Ha! It WORKS!”
the men laughed as Shorty fell back, out cold.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Creating a barrier behind himself to prevent
the deadly soldiers from getting too close with his back to them,
which also prevented sound, while also maintaining the wind parting
spell surrounding them he conjured a sight mirror of his own. While
doing this he thought back to the recent fight and noticed how well
they made a unit. They were all deadly with their chosen weapons
and their skills complimented each other perfectly, limiting their
individual weaknesses. Their most powerful fighter was clearly
Bryan with his sword and hammer. The rangers Bern and Gregory were
suited to pick off stragglers and pierce weaknesses. Cody and Luke
were excellent defensive fighters by how effectively they used
their shields. The captain was an all-around warrior capable of
going wherever he was needed and able to direct movements of his
men while hacking away at anyone who came within reach of his dual
sword skills. Shorty though was not to be underestimated as he was
quick as a mid-range fighter, clearly the deadliest too.

Earlier when he proposed how to march out, he
learned the group was accustomed to such maneuvers and used it
before. In that fight Cage knew none could be underestimated. He
might have turned his back as a precaution, but he also clearly saw
that these soldiers might loathe the princess’s annoying
personality, they had immense honor. Not once did even one suggest
surrendering or giving the squirt over to their attackers. They
were dedicated individuals who did their duty and it impressed him
more than their combat effectiveness.

A wavy image appeared and he spoke the
security word and immediately the image snapped clear and it put
another grin on his lips. He found Brooke and Meeka sitting
together naked beside a group of other naked women laughing while
carving on bone with sharp tools. He felt his blood heat at their
sculpted perfection and how well matched they were and how madly in
love they are by how close they sat and shared private smiles. They
were in the communal room of the Elder’s tree and the central
hearth was hot enough to strip their clothes off and be free. He
also noticed in the room where his surrogate daughter, Rena, sat
with three other girls while scraping fresh tallow off cowhide. He
then spent a minute enjoying the atmosphere and listened to the
joyful sounds of laughter. Eventually he had to get started and
applied another spell which sent his voice directly into the room.
“Glad to see everyone is having a good time!”

Conversations ended abruptly as the
unmistakable male voice entered their midst, emanating from a black
floating orb above the blazing hearth. “Cage?” “Cage Love?” “Dad!”
came the voices of his girls. Rena shot to her little feet and ran
over to her mothers with a bright grin. Brooke sat down her tools
while Meeka smiled brightly. “Dad, are you on your way home
now?”

“I need to make a slight detour.” He
responded.

“What has occurred, Love?” Brooke asked
immediately, hushing the other women who whispered.

“Saved a mouthy princess, had a fight with
three Empire mages.” He said airily.

“So the usual.” Meeka smirked while patting
Brooke’s tense thigh to ease her discomfort. “Tell us what
happened.” For the next several minutes he retold the recent
events. “So you will be delivering them to Castle Emroc?... And
Poli and Ulon are alright with this detour, you called it?”

“Ulon’s a bit pissed, but Poli was thankful.”
He admitted.

“How long must we wait, Cage Love?” Brooke
asked directly.

“A day and a half more to reach Castle Emroc…
so about four to five days and I’ll be home… Where’s Sean?”

“Elder Metak took all of the boys in the
canoes over to teach how to properly tend the herds. We got word
from the breeders that some of the pregnant females will be giving
birth soon and the boys will learn to tend them.” Rena said. “Sean
Brother also went. Mother, Meeka Mother and I are staying here with
the elders till they return tomorrow. I’ve missed you, Dad. Come
home soon.”

“Well I haven’t missed him, isn’t that right,
Love?” Brooke purred in Meeka’s ear and gave a tender stroke
through her long blonde hair.

Meeka quivered and retorted “No we haven’t.”
She teased and Cage well knew it. She then came closer to nibble on
Brooke’s ear.

“Others are watching.” Cage warned. “Let
them.” Brooke murmured and couldn’t resist kissing her woman’s full
lips. “You are both evil!” he laughed and canceled the magic as he
saw Brooke’s hand start reaching for Meeka’s flower.

As Cage turned around and lowered the
soundproof barrier he heard riotous laughing coming from the
soldiers. As he smiled Luke asked “Why did you cancel the spell. It
was just heating up!”

“Better not say that to them, they would kill
you for that. You may compliment their breasts, ass or any part of
their body, but in my tribe only their mates who’ve earned the
right to see them mating can say such. Brooke especially wouldn’t
tolerate that comment since you are not her mate. She is our
priestess and my mate.”

“The blonde one or the black hair?” Luke
asked. “And what made the copper beauty start flirting?”

“Black. Brooke likes to tease me so I return
home sooner and the other is Meeka, also my mate. And that is as
far I’m going to divulge about them.”

“The pretty ones always get the best women,
eh Bern?” Cody whispered. “And the rumors are true, not an homely
one that I could see. And naked, well that was the best sight I’ve
seen in months.”

“Got that image stuck in my mind too.” The
ranger returned. “Too bad none of us have a woman who won’t even
glance at you without coin. Lucky bastard this Cage is I tell
you.”

“Well one of us did at one point.” Fredrick
said with emotion and sadness. “I wish I knew what our punishment
will be before arriving. Remember, Boys, I’ll take full
responsibility for everything that occurred, but one of you must
live to help my sister and care of the girl.”

“What are you talking about?” Cage asked when
the heavy, ensuing silence was only broken by Shorty’s snore. “What
did you do so I’ll understand what awaits when we land. You owe us
that.” He said for himself and Daku.

“The princess forbade you from disclosing,
Captain.” The handmaiden reminded. “Even if he did rescue us we
cannot speak of it.”

The way she spoke so directly made Fredrick
nod. “She’s correct in that we are forbidden from revealing our
intentions without permission. I’m grateful for your assistance
more than I could ever repay, but I cannot, Cage.”

“Fine, you better all get comfortable.” Cage
suggested casually, understanding what it was like as a soldier
under explicit orders. “It is going to be a long trip, but you” he
laid his flat gaze on the witch. “I will order to contact someone
at Castle Emroc and send advanced notice of our arrival. Make sure
they know that once you end contact that they will not be able to
track our exact location. My wards are currently shielding all of
us from sight and seeker thread. And I will not allow anyone to spy
till we land. Also be sure Skylar is there along with Sek when we
touch down because I need a word with them both. Get to it. You
just saw I can use my sight mirror again, now so can you.”

“But I’ll need my staff…” she started saying
and stopped as he shook his head.

“You will just have to be quick, now wont
you? This isn’t a negotiation, unless you want to try Ulon and see
if he’s willing.” All saw the rose dragon shaking his head with
clear meaning. “There’s your answer, get started.”

Reluctantly she opened a very small mirror to
save her needed energy and spoke to someone with enough influence
to get things done. Whoever she contacted was yelling back and it
was clear that whatever they were doing would be dealt with
swiftly. When she dropped their savior’s name there was a quiet
pause before the individual said “It will be done. The king will be
very displeased about this. Tell Lord Cage we will be ready, but
after this ends you will need to look for new lodging and
occupation.” Cage realized she was just fired openly so that he in
particular heard. The magic ended, but then tears flowed and she
had to look away from everyone.

 


“Sir, why am I so tired?” Gregory asked. “All
we are doing is sitting, but it’s as if I’m doing morning
drills.”

“I know not.” Fredrick responded while
looking down to the ground and hardly able to grasp just how high
up they were. He and the others were quite fearful of falling for
it would be instant death to fall from such height. “I too am
overly exhausted just doing the smallest things.”

“It’s the altitude.” Cage explained while
turning the page of the thick book. It had been about two hours
since picking up the group and to occupy time while the soldiers
privately discussed different topics and to pass the time he read.
The men turned to him for more. “Air is thinner up here, but Daku
and our dragon friends here fly much easier and faster the higher
they go. But we humans have more difficulty since we prefer land.
That is why I said to relax, so you don’t pass out… Oh, is anyone
hungry or thirsty?”

“We all are.” Fredrick said. “But, can we
land so that we can relieve ourselves?”

“Sorry, but Daku told me we aren’t going to
land till he reaches the capital. He doesn’t want to chance a
repeat should another attempt to kidnap the squirt happen. We are
less vulnerable up here. From the ground we cannot be seen and
there is nowhere to hide if approached. Besides, no one in their
right mind would dare try anything with a warlock, griffin and two
deadly dragons so close.” Cage stated to the soldiers. Only Shorty
and Luke were fast asleep along with the twelve year old. He closed
the book and laid it down and said “As for your other need…” He
stood to remove a large wooden mug from a pocket and created a fine
black string of magic to tie around the handle before tossing it to
the captain. The string extended from his fingertip. “Piss in that
and when you are done, throw it behind Daku to empty. He won’t be
happy if you spill any on his fur.”

“My thanks… And I’ll do just that.” Fredrick
carefully walked down the spine and kept his back to everyone, but
they heard him sigh “Ahhh.”

“Tell me about yourselves since you all
apparently know me. I know you are soldiers, but nothing more than
that.” Cage said as he took out four canteens full of water and
handed it to Bern, Cody, Bryan and the handmaiden. They all were
parched and didn’t respond immediately just as the first drop went
down their throats.

Fredrick threw the mug and when it emptied
its contents Cage drew the container back while using a spell to
clean it from any splashing. By the time the captain returned so
did the mug who went to another man in need. The captain sat down
saying “That’s better… so you want to know of us… outside of our
roles as the king’s soldiers?” Cage nodded as he sat among them.
“Well I’m also proficient with my brews. Usually by the time I
return home after an expedition my drink has aged properly. My
sister owns a tavern and sells my brews since soldiers, even on a
captain’s commission, doesn’t make enough to live comfortably.
Wine, mead, rum, I make it all.” He pointed to the slumbering
knight. “Luke is twenty five and helps at his parent’s bakery when
on relief. Shorty is twenty seven and runs a weapon’s school in the
Emrocan Scholar’s Guild and is a master of the quarterstaff and
knife throwing.”

Gregory passed the half empty canteen to the
captain who was thankful. “I’m twenty two and as you know, I’m a
ranger. Bern and I are cousins born only a month apart and when we
don’t have a mission we are out keeping roads and trails clean of
highwaymen, bandits and also to make sure the civilians who use
them are safe. Sometimes we get requests to make sure an area is
safe if there is suspicion, but usually we ride the country and do
what is needed and offer help when necessary. We try to also harass
the empire when we come across their trail, if they somehow snuck
into our land and avoided detection.”

Cody then took his turn. “I’m thirty, a bit
of a blacksmith and help my father and brothers. My father is the
best blacksmith of Emroc and all the armor and weapons we carry, I
made… Well, not Bern and Gregory’s bows. If any repairs my brothers
here need to their metal, I’m the one who fix’s them. I put much
pride into my work and won’t let them carry anything standard. They
have the best equipment in Emroc.” The knight boasted while the men
nodded while unconsciously resting a hand on their weapons for
comfort.

Bryan returned after his turn relieving
himself, allowing Bern to go do the same. The large man sat to say
“I’m twenty seven and come from a long line of horse breeders.
Mainly we rear warhorses, just like those we lost today. Outside my
brothers here, I find more enjoyment in their company than people.
I only have six sisters, but they tend the barn. They won’t be
happy that our steeds were killed without siring another line. We
were bringing them home since we bought them back in Twilight. What
a waste.” He sighed while scratching his beard.

“So I hear you are all single, but also none
have kids… except this person who you were all thinking of earlier.
I take it someone died recently and left behind a daughter. From
what I’ve observed, he must have died in an earlier attack from
those men we killed.” That startled the men deeply, Cage noticed by
their reactions. Then they all looked down in mourning. Whoever it
was seemed to have been a dear friend.

“You would be correct.” Fredrick could barely
choke out. “We did lose someone. I see these men as my sons and all
are special but he…”

“He was one of those genuinely good people
you couldn’t help liking. Quiet, but always there to offer a hand
and never want for anything in return.” The soldiers all nodded to
Bern’s statement as he sat down and returned the clean and dry
mug.

“Um, may I?” The handmaiden asked after
crawling closer, her eyes puffy and red from crying. At least she
finally recovered some. Cage handed her the mug and she walked away
to also find relief.

As Cage turned back around to the soldiers he
immediately noticed Fredrick had drawn an eight inch knife with a
wooden grip. The only thing saved the man was how he held it
reverently and how the other men looked at it sadly. Cage would
have killed him for drawling the hidden knife while his attention
was distracted if Fredrick gripped it tightly, but he cradled it
like a baby bird.

Then Cage noticed the pommel’s engraving. His
stomach dropped as he snatched the knife from the soldier’s grasp.
A closer examination showed a shield engraving and inside were
three dots with lines creating the image of a triangle. The men
weren’t ready as he yelled “Sonofabitch!” in one fast breath.

“What?!” Daku demanded as he spun his neck
around. The shout and movement jarred those asleep into waking.
Shorty and Luke sat up and were a moment from drawling their
weapons while the princess sat up and rubbed her eyes as if coming
out of a good dream.

Cage glared down at the men to demand “Tell
me this didn’t belong to a man by the name Nolan.”

“You knew Nolan?” Fredrick asked while
standing.

The slip of focus resulted in losing the mug
when the woman threw it like everyone else before he yelled. He
didn’t care since he can grow another easily enough. All eyes
focused on Cage as he gripped the blade that was identical to one
he knew well.

“Cage, you don’t think…” the warlock held out
the pommel and Daku’s blue eyes narrowed on the recognizable family
crest. “Damn.” The griffin cursed and flapped his wings a bit
aggressively to release the emotional tension.

“Cillian, Tiffa and Meeka are going to be
devastated.” Cage said and sat down while gripping the wooden
handle as hard as he could.

“How do you know Nolan’s family?” Shorty
asked while rubbing his eyes. “What is going on and why…” He rolled
his shoulder, his eyes widened and he punched Bryan in his arm.
“Don’t do that trick on me ever again!”

Everyone quieted after that and waited for
Cage to talk, it wasn’t long. “Do you remember the blonde, my
woman?”

“Wait…” Bern gasped some.
“That was Meeka? Nolan’s kid
sister who is cursed… the hair and eyes… Shit! Why didn’t I notice
the resemblance.”

“You weren’t looking at her face.” Shorty
lamely joked and none felt like laughing.

“Damn it.” Cage said almost tiredly. “I
never got to meet the brother of one of the women I love and tell
him his parents send their love…” then an idea struck him and he
decided to try out necromancy for the first time.
“I summon for the one named Nolan, brother of
Meeka and son of Cillian and Tiffa. Come to me.”

Everyone backed away as they heard his voice
take on an otherworldly quality as it was filled with mana. He
created a point in front of him, invisible, but infused with raw
mana for the spirit to feed on and maintain shape. But as he
completed the steps he heard Ulon say “That will not succeed. You
had to know or can visualize their appearance to call a
spirit…”

“Not unless he is Lord Death.” Came a
voice.

“Nolan?” Fredrick’s voice quivered as he and
the soldiers looked around, but were unable to see the collecting
mist gathering form. Both Ulon and Poli’s jaws dropped as the
spirit of a handsome man dressed in knightly armor emblazoned with
a dragon appeared on Daku’s back. “Son, where are you?”

“Unseen to your eyes since I’ve learned only
the mages with the power of a sorcerer and above may see a
spirit.”

“I can fix that.”
Cage said in the mana filled voice and created an identical
illusion around the fallen man and heads gawked. He then applied
the illusion to copy the spirit’s movements. The soldiers all
dropped to a knee with tear-filled eyes and smiled.
“You must stay close to these guys, Nolan, for you
to have responded to my summons so quickly.”

“I do, ever since my heart stopped I’ve been
with my brothers in arms, my daughter, sister and parents. It was
difficult being dead, but since you, as I’m told, are Lord Death,
you are free to call even those you never met. But I’ve learned
much and seen what you’ve done for my family and want to say thank
you. I’m glad my sister finally found love. I left home at sixteen
and haven’t seen her since, but I sent a few letters. I was afraid
she would never find happiness, but I’m glad you’ve made her
happy…” he hesitated before saying “I have a request.” Cage
gestured him to continue. “Can you see to it my daughter is raised
by Meeka or my parents. I’m forbidden to speak to them through
summoning, but since I didn’t have magic before, I cannot bring my
spirit together to tell them what happened.”

“Why are you
forbidden?” Cage asked the pale spirit.

“Because it is a law of spirits. I was only
able to come to you because my comrades were not technically
related, Lord Death.” Nolan turned around while holding the
invisible supply of energy to remain solid and whole. “Hello,
Brothers. It is good to finally get to tell you something.”

“And that would be?” Bryan asked, barely
comprehending seeing an actual spirit of a dead friend.

“You lot are pathetic!” Nolan yelled with a
teasing smile. “Do not mourn me anymore you fools. My sacrifice
wasn’t in vain. It gave you enough time till Lord Death arrived. My
only regret is my daughter is too young to remember me, but I’ve
been reunited with my wife and ancestors. I’ve seen things you
wouldn’t believe, but it isn’t your time to join me. You bunch have
much to d…” Nolan choked like someone strangled him and Cage
suspected he treaded on thin ice. For a moment Cage felt the brush
of many spirits and just as quickly, the feeling vanished as Nolan
quickly recovered. “I’ll always be by your side.”

“Hopefully not in the privy or behind a door
with a lovely woman to keep my bed warm?” Shorty said in his usual
manner.

“Not in the privy.” Nolan promised. “But I’ll
be there making sure you don’t make a fool of yourself and send the
woman screaming in terror when she sees you naked.”

The soldiers all laughed.

Fredrick took a step closer, wonder in his
eyes. “Nolan, I know it really is you now… I’m sorry.”

“Ah, stop mothering me. Why did you think I
left home to join the army? Captain, I’m grateful for serving with
you, but you need to move on. I won’t be able to visit when called
again for quite some time. I need you to realize there is no need
for sadness for me… The same goes for you all. Keep living.” Nolan
turned back around. “Lord Death, I must go, but about my
daughter?”

“I will take care of it. I will keep my niece
safe and loved.”

Nolan smiled genuinely. “You have my thanks,
Lord Death.” And he disappeared. Cage made the illusion vanish as
well.

“This will still be a serious blow to them.”
Cage whispered to no one in particular. He took a few steps and
held out the knife to the captain.

“No, you keep it.” Fredrick insisted. “That
was a great gift you gave us, Cage. Thank you.” The other soldiers
saluted him with profound respect. Fredrick placed a fist over his
heart last. “I think now I can find peace, knowing my boy is well
as a spirit. If ever you need us you will have it.”

“Thanks, here, let’s eat.” Cage began pulling
out twelve loaves of cold, but remarkably fresh bread from a
pocket. He passed it around before taking out some fruits and a
large jar of butter. Lastly he summoned four wheels of cheese that
were all able to be stuffed in his pockets.

“I will not eat without a blanket to sit on!”
the princess yelled. “It is beneath me to eat on a beast without
proper manners.

Daku turned his head around and
simultaneously both he and Cage said as one “Then go hungry!” Cage
then snatched the bread out of her fingers and her shocked look at
what he did was picture worthy. The warlock said “Until you show
some respect you will not get a damn thing, Squirt. Go hungry.”

“You dare!” She started and stopped when he
put a hand on her shoulder.

“One more word an you’ll sleep the rest
of the trip.” Cage warned meaningfully. “You do not own or order
me. If my daughter heard you speaking to me like this she would cut
your throat and not think twice. Children do not challenge the
chief by word or action till they are proven warriors. Now
sit down and shut the hell up or I
swear that you will regret ever meeting me.” Very slowly she
shivered and sat.

The soldiers and handmaiden watched this
without moving. When she surrendered and sat in her purple dress
Cage returned to the group and sat down to start eating.
Intentionally he left the loaf and fruit beside him and a mere look
had the adults sitting almost in a ring around him to eat in
silence. He had proven who was leader for the moment.

The spoiled princess tried to make Cage
suffer in silence, but not once did he acknowledge her presence.
The only one who looked at her was the giant griffin. And he
glared. Eventually the group finished
eating and began speaking and her gnawing hunger and thirst grew
and she began to realize she became a pariah and wouldn’t gain
anything as silence is exactly what they all wanted from her. When
it started getting dark she stood and walked to the quieting group
to look at the warlock and the food left untouched for her. “I’m
hungry, may I eat?” he didn’t even look at her. “I’m sorry… isn’t
that what you wanted to hear?” still his eyes stared blankly
ahead.

“Cub, the apology should be directed at
me!” Daku growled slightly. “Cage doesn’t care what you call him,
but treating one such as I as a beast of burden will
not be allowed. You are a mere
princess while I, a king, you blatantly disrespect. If you were not of
importance to your flock I would thrust you from my back and see if
you can fly.” The threat appalled her and she realized her
position.

“Forgive me!” She squeaked and bowed at the
waist and held that position.

For a good minute Daku made her wait and saw
she didn’t once look up or budge. “Adequate.” He responded. “The
cub may now eat.” He turned his sore neck around and was
finished.

Cage finally met the girl’s gaze and held out
the food, clearly showing it had laid directly on Daku’s pristine
fur. She took it, but decided water was more important. She scooted
up to her handmaiden for a bit of protection as she brushed the
food off on her dress before eating.

Shorty whispered in Bryan’s ear “Thought I’d
never see the day.” The larger man gave a slow, serious nod.

When she finished eating the sun was about to
disappear. Cage stood and said “It is seriously going to get cold
up here, you boys better shrug out of the armor. Daku’s body heat
will help, but to be more comfortable you all better huddle
together.” He then removed a large blanket from a pocket and
unrolled it. “Wrap it around yourselves.”

“What of you?” Fredrick asked when he
realized their benefactor wasn’t going to join them.

“I’m going to get some sleep between Daku’s
eyes. I’ll be able to hear you so call me if you need anything.” He
whispered ‘Stealth Mode.’ and everyone watched as his green robe
transformed into a form fitted suit. He left their wind breaking
barrier up, but then added one around himself which trapped his
radiating body heat while allowing air to freely pass so he didn’t
suffocate. He walked up Daku’s neck and slid into the slight recess
between the large eyes and added a slight sticking spell so he
didn’t need to fear falling. “’Night, Daku.” He yawned.

“Rest comfortably, Cage.” Came the loving
reply.

Before falling asleep, Cage thought back to
what occurred with Nolan and couldn’t help thinking something about
it was suspicious.

 


“Something Approaches.” Poli stated in the
mid afternoon of the next day. “Remain here, Old One. We are near
the destination and it likely must be a guide.” Her sleek, silvery
form shot ahead much faster than their current speed and she angled
downwards while Daku and Ulon held position. She caught the
movement again and sped to it. Keen eyesight determined it to be a
golden eagle. Only Familiars would fly directly towards a dragon
rather than flee. She widened her wings to slow and said “Slow your
flight, brother hunter of air. Explain yourself. Be you foe or
kindred?”

The large golden eagle slowed before her and
said “I am the Familiar, Reece, of King Skylar of Emroc. I am a
friend, sent to find you. Before I can permit you fair dragons into
the courtyard I must see the princess is well.”

“Very well. Follow.” Poli immediately flew
higher with the eagle off to the side to avoid the turbulence
created by her immense wings.

“Reece!” The princess called out when she
noticed her grandfather’s Familiar come closer and land on Daku’s
back. She went to hug him, but he widened his wings and let loose a
shrill. She stopped and he chirped quickly.

“He says Skylar is upset and will demand
immediate reasons as soon as we land, Squirt.” Cage translated for
Reece the eagle. “He says ‘You better be ready to answer honestly
this time.’” Reece chirped up at him. “Alright, we’ll follow your
lead.”

The eagle dipped his beak in a nodding
gesture and took off.

Castle Emroc grew steadily larger and looked
completely different from an aerial view. The snowy season also
gave it a different feel and Cage noticed the eastern fields
outside the city’s walls no longer was occupied by the refuges of
the Tribal Plains since they reclaimed their land by working with
Emrocan forces. Much smoke rose from chimneys to warm the many
homes and businesses. On top of the vast hill stood the huge castle
where Cage remembered his time vividly since he learned his
prophecy inside those walls for the first time. Unlike the white
marble of Tate’s castle, Skylar’s was made of grey granite, but no
less impressive.

Ulon followed Reece first while Poli
protected Daku who flew middle. The male dragon would be the first
to sense deceit and be more than capable to react. They flew closer
and slowly circled the city in minutes that would take hours on
foot. Their arrival didn’t go unnoticed as the sight of a dragon is
rare for the city.

Slight magic gave a tingling sensation when
they got closer to the city which prevented unauthorized access.
Apparently they had permission since they didn’t slow even
slightly.

Then Cage noticed Reece angling for the
castle’s open inner courtyard which remarkably lacked snow. Daku
rumbled “Good, they salted it for us.”

Before landing behind the inner gate they
noticed a rather moderate group standing at the top of the castle’s
stairs. In the front clearly stood King Skylar as Reece landed on
the man’s broad shoulders.

The three great creatures landed safely and
Daku was right, the ground had a lingering scent of fresh salt on
the cobbled courtyard. When all three stopped they laid down,
facing the castle’s entrance.

Taking that as cue, King Skylar led the
procession of his family and guards down the stairs. At his side
was General Corbin and behind followed three powerful sorcerers.
They came to a stop when Ulon grunted and stretched out his hand
and then magically dropped two staffs and several crystals. “I
place these in your care.”

“I thank you, Ulon Rosescales.” King Skylar
responded courteously and inclined his head humbly.

“Daughter!” The first prince shouted along
with his wife and went to rush forward when they saw her walking
down the griffin’s long arm behind seven soldiers tasked with
guarding her.

“Silence and remain put!” Skylar ordered them
hotly while his enormous arms crossed. His eldest went to speak,
but was silenced by his father’s angered glare.

“Hey, Skylar!” Came a shout as the griffin
stood and towered over them all.

“Cage, welcome!” Skylar said with a bit of
genuine warmth. “I hear Tate made you a lord. Congratulations.”
Cage approached fearlessly and they shook hands. “Zikon informed me
of your trials and was surprised to hear you rescued my
granddaughter, who he didn’t know had left Twilight till I got word
yesterday saying you had her and saved her and my men from the
Empress Vika’s grasp.”

“We can do details later, Skylar, but right
now I want to hear why she was out there in the first place.”

“As would I.”
the king responded coolly with his hands now resting on the two
large hammers hanging at his side.

“Grandfather! I’m home!” she rushed ahead and
wrapped her arms around his waist. She released when he didn’t
return the embrace. “Are you upset, Grandfather?”

“Very.” He said
composedly. “You were not to leave Twilight till spring, when the
snows melt and the roads are safe to pass. You were greatly
understaffed outside the magic city. If not for Cage, I doubt we
would even be speaking…” Skylar looked up to the line of her
soldiers and asked “And Nolan, where is he, Captain
Fredrick?”

“Sacrificed himself by using the forbidden
magic to hold off the enemy for a week before Cage came in our hour
of greatest need.”

The other soldiers gasped while Skylar
glowered. “He would use it only in greatest need, Captain. Why
wasn’t I immediately informed of my grandchild’s departure, the
great danger she was placed in and especially after losing one of the finest
officers to ever protect this kingdom?”

Rigidly the soldiers stood, with Fredrick
standing front and responded “My King, the princess told us that
she was being followed and felt threatened in Twilight and ordered
us to leave under the cover of darkness for home. She warned that
her and the lady’s conversations were bring monitored and couldn’t
risk allowing those to overhear our place and destination and step
into an ambush. The princess forbade us from even speaking of it
aloud. To not raise suspicion, we left so that larger numbers
couldn’t be followed so easily… unfortunately it occurred anyway.
Nolan gave his life for a week so we may escape. If not for Cage,
our lives would also be lost…”

“Is this true?” Skylar slowly asked his
grandchild.

“Yes, I…” Skylar stopped her then spoke the
truth spell aloud and asked the same question, she immediately
choked on her words. He glared angrily and she knew she had no
choice other than to speak the truth. “I was finished with the
other peasant children and associating with those heathens. I
wanted to come home early so I made up the story for it was the
only way to get my guards scared enough to take me away from them.
I was tired of lowering myself. I’m a princess and to associate
with the lower class isn’t proper for one of my stati…”

Smack!

The princess went flying after Cage
backhanded her with a deadly calm mask. Everyone gasped, other than
the king, and watched as the warlock slowly stalked after the
shocked child. Swords from his personal guard rang out. “Remain
where you are!” The king ordered.

His son’s wife yelled “But he just struck
her! Put him to the sword for harming royal blood. That is my
daughter!”

“I said, Remain. Where. You. Are!” King Skylar reinforced,
louder this time, fierce anger burning in his eyes. “The first to
interfere in her long overdue punishment will die by my hand.” For
emphasis he gripped one of the large hammers.

“You self important little
BITCH!” Cage smacked her hard again,
sending her five feet to the ground again. “What gives you the
right to feel superior to everyone else! You have no remorse for
what you’ve done.” He picked her up by her dress collar and punched
her in the face, busting her lip and breaking her nose easily. She
shrieked when she saw her own blood streaming out. He smacked her
again to shut her up and she fell. “Because of your actions and
bitter disregard for anyone other than yourself I have to go home and tell my woman her brother
died saving your sorry little ass!” He placed his large foot over
her chest and pinned her down. “His parents will be devastated all
because you don’t know that
your so called royal blood doesn’t mean shit!” he pressed harder,
cracking a rib and got a scream of pain. “Feel that! That is how
his family will feel soon, but will feel this pain forever. Grow up
and realize you aren’t better than anyone else in life or I swear
to end your life so that your stupidity and narcissism doesn’t get
anyone else killed because you
can’t learn that you are exactly
like everyone else!”

“Father! Stop this!
He’s going to kill my daughter!”

General Corbin answered “If he wanted her
dead he could have done it a hundred times over by now. He is
teaching the princess a valuable lesson.”

“What?! How to inflict pain!” The prince
shouted as two guards held him still while struggling.

“No, that there is always someone who
is your better.” King Skylar announced. “She has been overly
spoiled and has never learned that royalty means nothing if you
cannot value your subjects’ life, especially standing before him.” He motioned to
Cage. “You and your beloved have made the princess believe she has
power over everyone and to do her bidding immediately and that she
is their better in all things. This situation is just what she
needs to realize that her actions have consequences and that a
person’s life is too precious to waste. The man teaching her a
lesson goes by many names, but he knows the value of treating
others fairly better than anyone here. Her petty actions squandered
a valuable life and until she learns what the price of her deeds
was paid with I’ll likely be beating my own grandchild just as he
is if not for acting first.”

“But the punishment is too harsh!” the mother
said, tears now spilling.

“He is done.” The queen stepped forward to
stand beside her husband. As Cage left the balled up girl behind,
the queen said “Take my grandchild to her quarters immediately and
see to it her wounds heal as nature intended. No magic. The
lingering pain will remind her of this situation. And lock her room
till I arrive.”

“What of us, Mother?” The prince growled
while three attendants rushed to the princess.

“The both of you may keep her company.” She
waved dismissively. Cage noticed the sorceress queen dressed
humbly, but was strikingly beautiful. The only ornate part was her
slim golden circlet. “My husband spoke greatly on your first
encounter, Lord Cage. I see he wasn’t exaggerating. I’m Queen
Jeanne.”

She held out her hand, intending him to kiss
a knuckle, but he instead shook it. She blinked before offering a
small smile when she realized he didn’t act like most men. “Well it
was an experience, Jeanne. Oh, I want to say thanks for throwing
salt on the grounds for Daku, Ulon and Poli. It made their landing
safer.”

“You are most welcome.” Skylar said, mostly
to the three silent giants. “I was told you needed to speak to Sek
and myself. Before that, can I offer you anything?” The larger,
second son and his Familiar snake wrapped around his neck for
warmth stepped around his two frightened sisters to listen more
closely to his father’s words.

“For starters I’d like to know what you
intend to do to Fredrick and his men… Oh the witch, don’t fire her
just yet. In fact you better give her a medal for her patience.
That squirt sure is a handful and for her to not have killed her
long ago for that mouth and attitude is commendable, and I only had
to listen to it for little over a day.”

Skylar was quiet for a moment before asking
“Why do you wish to know?”

“Humor me.” Cage said. “If they had arrived
without our assistance and I wasn’t here, what would you have done…
or still have planned?”

“Answer him, General.” The king said while
looking at the men in question still at attention, unwavering as
they listened.

Corbin sighed. “Knowing Fredrick as I
do, he’ll probably step forward to take full responsibility.
Nevertheless, he and all his men have disobeyed standing orders to
keep the princess safe in Twilight till the Spring, where she would
have been properly escorted back to the castle and had plenty of
strength surrounding her to dare anyone from attempting a
kidnapping. Furthermore they should have had her handmaiden contact
this castle and the council
both to report the supposed following claims and would have learned
the actual truth much sooner and saved a good man’s life. Yet even
when Nolan activated the forbidden spell they didn’t contact for
help. All of them are going to be severely punished, to the
law.

“Disregarding direct orders, endangering the
princess, losing a good man in direct service to the royal family
and leaving Twilight in the height of winter without notice is
clear to punish the entire squad. They will be dishonorably
discharged, stripped of their knightly rank, commissions and be
expelled from the city forthwith, never allowed to return… That is
how it would be done. As for the lady, she is not under my
command.”

“But she is under mine.” Came a recognizable
voice Cage remembered earlier, yelling at the woman when she
contacted the castle. It was the first class sorcerer he saw the
first time when Skylar used the castle’s spells to trap him and
later learn the prophesy. He said “Naturally she would be thrown
from the castle completely and need to earn a new way to live, but
if the king is willing to be lenient, I’ll suggest that she spend
the next six months with the servants cleaning the castle atop her
usual duties.”

“With her own two hands and will not be
allowed to practice magic during such time.” The king said and
nodded.

“Very well.” The sorcerer accepted and held
out a hand and magically took her staff away. “Go clean up in your
quarters and report to begin immediately.”

To Cage’s surprise the woman sighed and gave
him a brief smile of thanks before hurrying off. She must have
really like this job. He decided.

“Corbin, so are you going to do as you said?”
Cage said.

“Yes, unless mine king tells me
otherwise.”

“Then put them in my care.” Cage’s words took
a few moments to digest.

“I believe I must have missed something.”
Skylar admitted as he scratched his head. Fredrick and his men
looked to one another with uncertainty. “Cage, please explain what
it is you suggest.”

The warlock organized his thoughts
before explaining “It isn’t easy to clarify, Skylar. As a mage
yourself, you sometimes get a gut feeling you can’t quite explain
and its deeper meaning is impossible to articulate, right?” The
king incline his head. “Well I’ve got one from them all. It is a
few little things that add up. For starters, before I showed
myself, to help out, I saw they have unquestionable honor and you
could not have found better men. Not once did they mention handing over the Squirt
even though they don’t like her.” The whole group other than the
king and queen shifted uneasily at his bold words. “They held onto
their duty to protect her with unwavering dedication, something I
treasure dearly in a person’s true character. They were all willing
to die, just as Nolan had.

“They also proved to be deadly as we fought
together and their battle skills were also impressive. And as I see
it, they were innocent in her plot. With the information they had,
I can easily understand wanting to get their client to safety, even
if it meant being exiled and losing all they worked so hard for. In
a city full of mages and all they had were crystals for protection,
fighting a mage would be suicide for them. Raising suspicion that
they knew there was nearby danger could also theoretically have
forced the falsified enemy’s hand into action. I would likely have
done similar if in their place.

“But” He held up a finger. “when I
later summoned Nolan’s spirit I got to realize something important
that clicked when Corbin explained what their punishment will be…
Well Nolan was explicit that they continue to live and cheer up.
Then there was a moment when he was about to say something, but
other spirits stopped him and the whole situation bugged me till I
realized it was planned because if someone forced me to stop
talking I would have yelled at them or looked insulted in the
least, but Nolan recovered too
quickly. It was a curious moment, almost rehearsed, but his
point was clear, do not give up hope.” He smiled wryly. “Also each
one of these men are childless, don’t have a mate and spend most of
their life far from home. Skylar, if they are to be exiled for
doing what they thought best at the time anyway, why don’t you let
me give them a chance.”

This open communication left the grounds
silent except from the subtle wind blowing through. Eventually
Skylar recovered to ask “Before I answer, I must ask why you are
telling me this? You could have waited for them to be discharged
from the city and take them anyway under your command. Why
now?”

“Because it feels right for some reason. I
think they will have better lives with my tribe than being forced
to live a harder life, scraping by and a become a shadow of their
former self. I have a feeling the spirits want them near me and I
can always have use for their skills in my war tribe. I just
thought you should know my intentions if you see them by me after
all this is over and won’t think I set this all up just to steal
some of your elite warriors. I’m not that petty.”

“Before I consider this unorthodox proposal…”
The king turned to the group in question. “Captain Fredrick, what
say you to Lord Cage’s request? I can tell you and your men are
truly surprised by his opinion of you and what he’s willing to do
about it.”

Fredrick chanced a glance to his companions
and saw they were all looking to one another in utter shock while
maintaining physical composure. “My King, I… I do not know what to
say… If he is offering us shelter while we face exile… I shall take
it, but I cannot say the same for my boys who have families.”

“Speak you opinion.” Skylar said, looking to
each man in line.

Gregory said “I don’t care so long as Bern
and I stay close.”

Bern shrugged. “Since Cage is chief of the
Utala… I always wanted to study and learn their bow skills. They
are legendary, even on among other tribal peoples. And as a boy I
always wanted to see the Vlaran forbidden island. I had heard its
waters are truly clear and the land lush.”

Bryan’s deep voice carried. “I wouldn’t mind
learning how they train their horses. They are well known for how
well trained the horses they rear are.”

Cody was a bit hesitant. “My family will be
saddened, but if my brothers go, so will I. They’ll need someone to
keep them in line.”

“If you are all going to accept his offer I
certainly won’t say no. Personally I might find me a woman who can
put up with me and everyone knows the Utala women certainly aren’t
as sour as other Emrocan women.” Luke admitted. His words caught a
few of the other soldiers off guard and they failed to hide a
chuckle in a cough.

“I wouldn’t mind that either… I’m not the
only weapons master in the Scholar’s Guild and a replacement will
be easy enough to find.” Shorty said. “I’m certainly willing for a
chance to start a new life with a bit more hope down the trail than
what I’m seeing without the man’s offer, My King.”

Skylar looked into the firm eyes of each
soldier to immediately decide “Very well, the law will be upheld
and your punishment dealt forthwith. You are all released from my
service and expelled from the city, unless accompanied by your new
lord as his personal guard or be on business through his behalf.
You may keep your weapons for protection as gratitude to being so
faithful for bringing my only grandchild home safely, but you will
remove your armor and have your rank struck form our record and
shall henceforth lose your access to the castle, except on your
lord’s official business.” He held up a forestalling hand. “You
have until the time your new benefactor is ready to depart, to
return home and gather only your necessities. If you do not return
by the time Cage is ready to depart, you will be forcibly removed
from the city. I’m sorry that the rules are clear, but I’m grateful
for all you’ve done for this kingdom. You all have my sincerest
apology and thanks. Be off.”

“It has been an honor serving, My King!”
Fredrick saluted thickly and all could see he hurt most of all, but
the other men joined him.

The other soldiers of the royal family
returned the farewell salute after General Corbin ordered it in
honor to their service. The king stepped away after clapping each
one on the shoulder and individually thanking them before placing a
small bag of coins secretly in their palms. Each man knew the king
expected this to be a result, but didn’t want them leaving without
some way to support themselves, at least for a little while. Then
the knights began removing their armor and setting it down on the
ground as the king stepped away to take his queen’s hand.

As Fredrick removed his breastplate last Cage
said “Fredrick, after you settle your affairs I want you and the
men to come back here to depart. I have business to take care of
and be sure to bring my niece along with plenty of clothes to keep
her warm. Daku, Poli and Ulon will be getting some rest and won’t
be ready to fly away till nightfall. Be sure to be here by that
time… all of you.”

“It will be done, Lord Cage.” Fredrick said
stiffly.

“Enough of that. Since you chose to come with
me I’ll only let you call me by name. I couldn’t care less about
titles or haven’t you noticed? We’re all equals now. Just take your
time and get only what’s required. Daku won’t carry useless
things.” Daku rumbled appreciatively.

“As you say, Cage… Sons, you heard him. Go
tell your families goodbye and meet here soon.” Fredrick and the
others walked away and as they did so, two squires appeared and
collected the shed armor.

“Cage, we will remain out here to sleep.”
Daku yawned afterwards and loudly walked over to the side so as to
not block the path from the inner gate to the castle. Ulon joined
him, but Poli said “You may enter the hall, but stay where I may
view you at all times.”

“We shall remain in the audience room.” The
queen herself promised. “The front shall remain open and is more
than large enough for you to enter, if your prefer…”

“I would, Jeanne Queen Two-legs.” Poli said.
“My mate is larger than I so my presence won’t make it as
crowded.”

Queen Jeanne clapped her hands and touched
her circlet holding a delicate ruby and then all watched as the
actual stone entrance above the iron door began to separate through
some kind of hidden wheel system aided by magic to open a path
large enough for an elder dragon to enter. The hall, Cage knew from
a previous visit, was also open and spacious to contain even one of
Rex Nattan’s size comfortably. Jeanne said loudly, over the
castle’s grinding sounds “We will proceed inside before all the
heat is let out.”

The group followed the king, queen and
warlock inside the hall. Along the way Cage asked “Skylar, why did
you give them some money when it is of no use on my island?”

“Because I know all the minor laws of
all the territories in my kingdom, especially those of the tribal
peoples who govern themselves and care for the plains. The warrior
tribe you lead in particular
isn’t for the fainthearted. I know you are mate to the ill
tempered priestess Brooke and she will certainly not allow
outsiders into the tribe without first them proving they can give
their valued women babies and have strength to kill when even
threatened by anything minor that might endanger them. It isn’t an
easy tribe and they won’t tolerate weakness, especially from men…
as you well know they’ll kill their own lovers if betrayed.” Cage
nodded, but remained quiet for him to continue. During this time
Poli stepped inside before the widened entrance closed. “If by some
chance they cannot reach your priestess’s strict standards they
will be expelled immediately and I just gave them enough gold to at
least find a new home to settle in and enough of it to get started
on a new life. I wouldn’t be much of a king if I didn’t understand
their unfortunate plight.”

“Oh, well what I saw yesterday of their
skills, they will have no trouble being assimilated… and it would
be good to have some more men around. I learned from Brooke that in
my time with the dragons this week that two good men and a huntress
were killed in a slipping accident and fell in the surf to drown
and weren’t able to be rescued in time.”

“My condolences.” The king said.

“Yeah, their women were devastated. They
never had to be aware of these new dangers on the plains and Brooke
has had to console them. The funeral rights are being postponed
till my return while the bodies are being prepared.”

Enough had been said and the queen called for
a servant to bring out chairs for everyone to sit. Instead of using
the thrones at the end of the hall, everyone moved to a table being
prepared. She also ordered refreshments. Before everyone sat she
asked “Cage, what is it you must speak of.”

“Primarily Sek’s marriage in the summer and
also catch up on current events I’ve been too busy to follow.”

“Brother, you’re getting married?! To whom?”
one of his younger sisters asked in complete astonishment.

The large sorcerer sat down beside his
father, across from the warlock. “It was a delicate matter, Sister,
that I had hoped wouldn’t be so openly spoken.”

“Fear not, my great nephew,” The sorcerer
from before said “I can feel the warlock and dragon’s magic’s
confining our conversation atop the castle’s protection. None hear
us outside the table.”

“Astonishing!” the prince said as he felt the
level of magic at work. “Forgive me, Lord… I mean Cage. Royal
protocol is a difficult habit to break. If I insulted you, forgive
me.” He was waved off. “Sister, do not be upset, only Father,
Mother, General Corbin and our great uncle knew of my proposal to
Princess Amy.”

“Amy? The princess of Vlara? Why weren’t we
told?” The youngest princess asked while the eldest scowled
silently. The guards were also shocked, but held position around
the table, looking outward to keep others away. Only Poli dared
stare directly down upon the group.

“Be not angry, Daughter.” Queen Jeanne said
tactfully. “It was secret for it was a delicate matter, especially
for Vlara till they were prepared. For Sek and Amy to be wed would
finally combine the kingdoms against a common enemy, but the Vlaran
military wasn’t mature enough for many years. Their trading with
the Laqura Empire over the years has slowly stockpiled the
necessities and their armies have been training. Now that they have
finally become a fully established kingdom and thrown the empire
from their shores your brother and Amy may now openly reveal their
long hidden love for each other. Through the warlock’s efforts, he
has inadvertently created enough of a disturbance to finally reveal
secret plans our two nations have kept quiet about since I worked
with Tate’s father fifty years ago.

“Already King Tate’s navy has bolstered our
own and trading has begun between us. Our nation is getting
resources only found in Vlara while they get iron from Mirim Mines
to help construct more naval vessels that cannot be allowed by the
growth treaty Twilight has with the Laqura Castle. It is too easy
growing warships otherwise. If it is made by hand the empire’s ship
building skills will never compare to Vlaran master shipwrights.
What is even better is with King Tate’s navy fortifying our own is
not one enemy vessel has crossed below Dragon’s Port and for the
first time in sixty years we’ve finally reclaimed it as our own.
News reached us just this morning.”

“Truly?” The head sorcerer of the castle
asked. “What of Soloro, Grand-niece?”

Cage now realized why the red robed man
didn’t resemble the king. The man had no claim on the throne
despite being the oldest mage among those at the table.

“It’s only a matter of time till we reclaim
that city. Without Dragon Port’s constant supply, we can rescue
more of our citizens before they get taken into slavery.” Skylar
said and looked to the men who made it possible. “If not for your
harassment in Bepop and Eeroan forcing the empire’s mages to return
to those cities we were able to push them back, Cage. How you
survived Frozen Forest I’ll never know, but you’ve aided us greatly
and were right, we used each other. In your wake, Emroc now
controls both Wayward Way and Dragon’s Port and now my mages
finally erected ancient wards that will give advance warning from
Vika’s mages Jumping from her nation into mine and will let us know
if any group larger than twenty men cross the boundary. We can now
hold off her advance thanks to you and use that time to fortify our
nation properly. Their army is in full retreat for the first time
in three years and my kingdom will breathe its first sigh of relief
in the morning when I tell my people of the great achievement along
with Sek’s impending betrothal.”

“Glad to hear it, but do you remember our
last conversation?”

The tone he used had the king nodding slowly.
“Yes, and I gave my word that we wouldn’t press our advantage and I
won’t. My ancestors were fine with the size of this kingdom and so
am I. Even Tate is pleased with our effort over this past week…
Despite the setback at the Winter Tournament which I wish to
discuss later… But our spies have reported that Vika’s forces are
preparing to do a full assault that won’t be ready till late summer
to Fall, but preparations are underway. This force our spies have
learned of will hold the maximum allotment within all treaties. It
will be the most costly war Emroc will have faced since my great
great grandfather’s time by our estimates. It is imperative Emroc
and Vlara are truly and unbreakably united or my land will likely
buckle.”

“Way to go from the best news to the
worst. Still, it isn’t my fight.” Unless
Vika tries to kill me one more time, then it will be
personal. He thought wryly. Cage then met Sek’s gaze.
“About your marriage to Amy, it’s been over a week. Have the two of
you had a chance to speak… especially about what my mate had to
declare?”

“Of course we have. We’ve used the most
secure methods at our disposal and the priestess is more generous
than either of us could imagine. We both agree to only bring one
warship and be transferred to the island on one of your ships. Only
the royal family and two guards for each will be in attendance, no
gems will be permitted and… am I missing anything else?”

“Clothing won’t be allowed. The Utala despise
covering the body during bonding rituals. You will not have to
fight Amy like a Utala woman would, but all must be as they were
born. Brooke chose the summer because that is when the water is
warmest. She also agrees to allow the water consummation ritual the
royal families traditionally do. Your guards will be allowed to
carry their weapons, but also need to be as they were born and must
stay with their person. If any are caught roaming the island alone,
hurt a child or rape a woman and somehow survive, the transgressor
will be killed immediately. No questions asked. So whoever comes
need to be warned.”

“All must be naked? But I’ve commissioned a
dress for my son’s wedding.” Queen Jeanne said quickly.

“Yes, naked, nude, in the buff, streaking,
whatever you call it. Jeanne, it is my tribe’s way. Livery will
only get in the way. It might be difficult to comprehend that
nudity isn’t wrong and if you choose to come to my island you might
never want to wear clothes again. My mate Meeka was also hesitant,
but now she runs around the house like the whole tribe and doesn’t
need to think twice about what shoes match what skirt… Besides the
young couple will have three weeks to themselves while their family
get one week of my tribe’s hospitality and protection. Granny also
told me that the island’s wards are on par with this city’s in
defense so fear not an attack.”

“Who’s granny?” The queen asked her
husband.

“Lady Megdline, Zikon’s wife. If she believes
his wards are so powerful…”

“Not all are my wards.” Cage clarified. “The gate pillars to
my island were touched by a powerful elder dragon yet were modified
by Ceembura before I came and now the island responds to me except
in event of my death or absence it will respond to the commands of
my tribe. My island is nearly impenetrable.”

“Saying nearly doesn’t inspire confidence.” A princess
commented.

“Nothing is truly impenetrable.” Cage pointed
out. “Such notions will get you killed. When your dad trapped me
you all though the castle’s magic could stop me, but now you know I
could have dug myself through the walls and floor and that was
months ago and I wasn’t even at half my strength. Right now my
power is around the strength of a seven hundred year old dragon and
in three months I’ll be of equal power to an elder.” His
declaration had the effect he wanted.

“An elder?” The queen asked
disbelievingly.

“Of course.” Rumbled Poli as she felt it
necessary to speak. “At the moment, Cage Two-leg’s full strength is
equal to my own if put in opposition. The elders all agree with
what he has just imparted to all of you. Do not be fooled by his
appearance, he isn’t lying for he has no need.”

The royal family looked to one another, the
silver dragon and him before Sek said “It doesn’t matter to me
where we are so long as Amy and I can finally be together, it’s
been two years since we truly were together and I’m tired of all
the procedure and secrets. If she wants to wed on the once
forbidden island, I’ll do anything… especially since as children it
was her favorite dream.”

“I don’t think I could be comfortable being
naked…” The queen grumbled.

“My Love, remember that time when we were
guests of the Bamani tribe?” Skylar asked and the queen blanched,
going beet red in a second and it made him grin. “Remember how we
were joined in their sacred spring, under the stars? I was fifteen
and you sixty two? Our son upstairs now with our grandchild was
conceived in those very waters. You didn’t have any issues then,
why does it bother you now?”

“I was too young and in love to care… oh!”
her eyes widened. “Are you saying I should remember that time in
our life? But my dress?”

“Save it for the princesses weddings.” Cage
said. “Unless they find they prefer how my tribe is more efficient
working naked and also want to get married on a tribe’s land… But
remember, Brooke made it clear that this will be the only time the
Utala will host such a union as thanks for honoring their ways in
the past. The Utala always settle their debts.” He said with a
smile. “Brooke has decided that the date for their marriage will be
in one hundred and ninety three days from today. If you agree on
it, tell me now.”

“That should be plenty of time to prepare.”
Sek said and his parents agreed with a nod. “But what of presents?
And a dowry excha…”

“Nothing else will be permitted.” Cage
emphasized clearly. “I will see any packages as a threat and will
blow your ships out of the water.” His tone made it imperative they
obey. “For all I know it could be a bomb or a magic capable of
harming my tribe. As chief, it is my duty to protect my people from
any threats and if I see one pouch, package or bundle you will all
die and the ship carrying you will sink to the ocean floor. This is
a friendly warning and I will not repeat it. Forgetfulness will not
protect you. Understood?”

“Unmistakably.” King Skylar announced
seriously, looking to his family to make sure they comprehend the
seriousness of his word. “Now with the kind warning and date
confirmed for my son’s marriage out of the way, can you please
recount the events in Vin’re just as the Tiaxm supposedly impaled
you during your fight with Tate?”

“Sure, if they show up you
you’ll need to know what to
do. But before I do you’ll need to understand that the
moment you get word of even
one person and confirm it is indeed a Tiaxm, it’ll be imperative to
contact the nearest dragon colony so they can target it and kill
it. Some I’ve heard think those that attacked were the only ones,
but I’d rather not take that chance and get lazy. If they start
breeding, have some undiscovered nest or worse, a nexus is
somewhere you’ll only survive with dragons. Your mages are not
anywhere near powerful enough to tango with them.”

“Tango? I do not know this word.” The queen
said.

“It’s a dance from my world. One day I might
introduce it. But if even one Tiaxm comes to the castle, keep away
and call for dragon assistance for only they have power enough to
kill them mindless beasts who live only to eat and repopulate.”

“What do they eat?” one of the princesses
asked.

“Anything with
a pulse.” He emphasized and then went into the story and explained
the confrontation in Vin’re and how they were defeated. The family
and guards were consumed in his story and accurate illusions, even
as they were served refreshments. The king asked pointed questions
as to his training with the elders, but Cage shook his head,
keeping things secret as they needed to be, but not withholding
vital information on the Tiaxm which might be needed in
crisis.

The session lasted several hours with minor
interruptions, mainly to clarify details and be sure they didn’t
misunderstand. The queen excused herself after the gruesome battle
and listened to the events in Twilight in the First Council to go
check on the remainder of her family, primarily the princess’s
condition. Questions were raised and were explained as best
possible, but it was soon time to go.

 


Cage extracted a gold and tossed it to Skylar
who caught it and asked “What is this for?”

“I don’t have time to go to the market at
this hour, but I need to resupply. I usually keep a personal supply
of food for six months on my person as I don’t know what the future
may bring and will pay for some food and fresh water to restock my
canteens.”

“Very well, I must attend to my family
and make sure my granddaughter fully understands
why she received your harsh
punishment… Sek, please guide Cage to the kitchen and see he is
well stocked from stores and give him a bottle of our best wine as
thanks for involving himself and saving them all.”

“I would be honored, Father.” Sek replied in
a deep voice that matched his bearing. His snake had fallen asleep
and looked almost like a necklace.

“Cage, as always, it is a true honor to be
counted as an ally in these troubling times and do not worry, my
granddaughter will change after today and if she doesn’t I’ll be
forced to disown her… something I would rather not do because I do
believe you would kill her otherwise.” King Skylar and Cage shook
hands.

“As a leader also we know that
what must be done isn’t always
the easiest to do… just be
sure to install that truth spell on her more frequently so she
cannot lie so easily and get people killed.”

“My beloved has already spoken to me on this
and I agree until she can be trusted she’ll not say another lie
till it is her time to rule. I will place it on her as soon as I
leave here. Farewell, Cage.” The soldiers moved protectively around
the king as he departed with the princesses who gave Cage a curtsey
before following their huge father and Reece the golden eagle.

Sek personally led Cage through a side door
leading to a large, bustling kitchen that was remarkably clean and
smelled wonderful. One of the staff brought ten dozen fresh loaves
of bread, cheeses, fruits and washed vegetables, one of the women
left him tightly wrapped bundles Sek explained was a spice stew
that only required hot water to make, a hundred fresh eggs and four
gallons of pasteurized milk in bottles for a few of the castle’s
babies. As Cage refilled canteens extracted from his pocket in a
well pump the kitchen uses and used magic to cleanse the water, Sek
went down into the kitchen’s stores and brought up a clear glass
bottle of wine. “This is one of our finest vintages from Misty Way
and has aged a hundred years. It is a sweet wine and is quite
deceptive for if more than a glass is partook you will find it
rather difficult to walk afterwards.”

Cage sent a spell as he had with
everything else to determine any poisons and found it clean. He
accepted the heavy bottle to drop it down into his pocket. “Tell
your dad I say thanks and for your mom to realize that when you
come to get married that everyone will be naked, even the elderly.
Brooke also told me Amy is very excited to marry you on my island.
But what is it you
want?”

“Personally I want to
finally be with her. This war has
kept us apart too long and I miss having her near. She has a
soothing presence few have of her quality. If not for you crippling
Bepop and Eeroan’s slave trade and commerce I don’t think we’d ever
find time to be united. I’ll be happy anywhere she wishes to be wed
so long as it happens, but why must we wait till summer, Cage?” Sek
asked as he leaned against the kitchen’s wall to stand clear of the
staff.

Cage joined the man for a moment. “Because my
tribe still has much to do to finally settle down and learn how to
properly become one with the land. Ulata law says any new land must
be fully understood so their ancestor spirits are at peace knowing
they are somewhere safe and flourishing. It is their way to not be
caught unaware if something is overlooked and a guest or child is
hurt. My people are quickly adapting, but their laws are steeped in
old traditions. Brooke won’t allow anyone on the island till she
feels safe that the spirits are pleased with the tribe. As chief, I
must defer to her as priestess in this matter. The summer is the
soonest she is willing to allow the marriage.”

“Are you sure that Amy and I may stay in your
home during our stay?”

Cage nodded. “Sure, you can use the spare
bedroom, but my office will be off limits. Meeka is looking forward
to hosting the two royal families and is learning all sorts of food
to prepare for your stay, or so she says during our scheduled
communications.” The warlock looked out the black window to find
night had fallen. “I must head out. Who do I need to talk to, to
open the wall so Poli can leave?”

“Only the royal family or a steward has that
authority. I will open it for her.” They stepped back into the hall
and the prince spoke a secret phrase so quietly no one heard and
the front wall began to part. “Fair winds, Lady Dragon.”

“Gratitude, Prince Two-legs.” She replied
while standing and her silvery scales glittered in the
torchlight.

Warlock and dragon stepped outside to find
Daku curled up against the inner wall with Ulon ablaze, sleeping
deeply. The pink male had erected a barrier from how none could get
close to either of them, but among the gawking multitude of people
stood a group of seven standing memorable individuals. In the
darkness they lifted a pack and approached. In the lead was
Fredrick clutching a bundle of clothes in his arms which turned out
to be Nolan’s daughter, Ananna. She turned out to be eighteen
months old and was tuckered out from a full day. She had strawberry
blonde hair and for a moment revealed blue-green eyes. She was an
adorable baby and Cage asked “May I?”

Fredrick smiled and passed the child over to
her new guardian. “She’ll grow up into a breathtaking beauty like
both her parents. Ananna is a daughter to us all.”

“Being so close to Nolan, you are all her
uncles.” Cage said as Poli walked over to rouse her mate and Daku.
The men before him all smiled. “Since you are all here I’m guessing
there were few troubles?”

“My family was upset,” Began Luke. “but when
they heard how you’re giving us a chance they weren’t so angry as
much as terrified. Rumors about your prowess frighten them, but
hearing how you’re giving me a chance instead of being exiled from
the city made their opinion less fearful… Cage, I just… well…
Thanks for taking us in…”

“It isn’t a sure thing yet.” Cage
interrupted and all the men silenced to listen gravely. “Ananna
will be automatically welcomed, but as you know, you will face the
Utala. As Chief I may bring forth those whom I judge with honor to
meet the priestess. Brooke will judge your worth and, if
insufficient, you will not be allowed to be tested for mating
rights. If you fail her judgment you will leave and need to find
your own way. Should Brooke accept you though” he smiled. “any
unmated female may come up to challenge you and you will be forced
to make them submit. You may hold them down, or disarm them and
wound if need be, but do not kill them unless they state they
are going to kill
you. Trust me when I say that she
will go for the kill and if you are forced to kill her, no harm
will befall you. Should you win a mating challenge she will happily
be your mate unless challenged by another male or challenge you
again to leave the union and be unmated. If she wins she leaves and
vice versa. Most of the women are quite promiscuous and sexually
insatiable, but it also means they are more deadly. And just
forewarning, you will all find
a strong woman who will want to mate with you if you pass Brooke’s
standards.”

Shorty grinned. “Really? That’s all it takes
and women will flock to me when they see my skill and want to
couple?”

“Pretty much, but I must also warn you I’ve
been teaching them how to fight.”

“Oh.” Shorty’s smile vanished when he
realized the weight of that statement. Then he elbowed Bryan’s
ribs. “Looks like we might finally find some worthy women.”

“What will they have to gain from fighting
us?” Fredrick asked before those two started fighting again. He
watched as Cage showed such care holding the child in just one long
arm. “If they fight so strongly, what do they want?”

“A man strong enough to give them
strong children. The entire Utala society revolves around children
and strength. The weak have no place and will die otherwise. All of
my tribe is deadly and that is because women fight as fiercely as
men. The women want babies and if you want sex you need to earn the
right.” Cage looked to another. “Bryan, I’m afraid you will have it
harder than others because the strongest unmated females will want
you and they have their own pecking order.” The large man blanched
before stroking his beard nervously. To everyone else he said “You
might have thought I was helping earlier, but in fact you fill find
my offer quite difficult. If
you still want to come you may, but this will be your only chance
to back out before standing before Brooke.”

“Beautiful women, battle… Sign me up!” Cody
grinned and looked up as Daku and the others approached.

Cage noticed not one of the men had any doubt
they wanted to leave so he said “Good, I will speak to Brooke when
we depart and shall share one of Skylar’s finest wines for a job
well done, just in the event one of the women call a death fight
and you lose. Best have a luxury. Grab your gear.”

 


“I understand, Cage Love.” Brooke said
towards the orb. “I will meet with these warriors and see their
worth for my sisters, as potential mates. The tribe will await your
arrival in two days, but before they are judged they must wait till
the sending. Their bodies have already been prepared and await
their chieftain to be present. If you believe them honorable and
not stupid I will meet them… It is your right to find quality men
for my sisters, but be aware that if I choose not to allow them in,
you must send them away.”

“I’ve already explained what awaits and still
they chose to come. When you finally meet them you can understand
why I noticed how special they are.”

“We will see, My Love. Rest while you can for
when you get home you will not sleep much as Meeka and I need you
in bed to help warm it. Rest well.”

“And to you, Brooke.” Cage ended the
spell.

“Why didn’t you tell her about Nolan or
Ananna?” Luke asked while holding the child for now.

Cage looked down and sighed. “I could not do
that. It was hard enough getting Brooke to speak privately just
now. I couldn’t tell Brooke our mate lost her brother without
facing her in person. Neither would forgive me as it seems
cowardly. If I had told Brooke, she wouldn’t have been able to keep
it secret from our woman. She is too straightforward and honor
bound as priestess to inform anyone of such news… I need to be
there for Meeka, in person.”

“At least she took it so well and is willing
to speak before deciding our fate.” Gregory said as he leaned back
on Daku’s warm fur.

“What of the promised wine?” Bern asked.

Smiling, Cage brought out the wine and eight
cups. Everyone was poured a decent amount while Luke had Shorty
brung out fresh bread and strips of meat from his parents bakery
and stores.

At first sip Fredrick gasped in
surprise. “This is from the high vineyards of Misty Way and is
worth twenty gold per glass. I
know this flavor and haven’t had any in years… but this one is aged
to perfection. This is a good sign, My Boys. We might have lost
everything, but I feel something better awaits.” The drinks were
tapped to each other in cheers and between the eight hardy men, the
bottle of wine was drained to the very last drop.

Cage chuckled for Sek was right. The wine was
potent for not long afterwards, the men were unable to remain lucid
and passed out. Being a warlock, he cannot get drunk thanks to his
heritage, but it was comical to see how each man’s personality was
perfectly matched by his brothers and formed an inseparable team.
He held the slumbering toddler while reminiscing back to an earlier
time on Earth and missing his brothers and sisters who lost their
lives by being betrayed by the very countries they belonged to.
Seeing these men’s playful, yet serious relationship brought back
fond memories and heartache at the same time.

“Long days await, Cage. Rest while you can.”
Daku purred and Cage yawned in response at the truth of those
words. He curled up protectively around Ananna and fell deep
asleep.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


“Before we get anywhere near visible range,
everyone needs to bathe.” Cage announced after having a private
conversation with Daku and the dragons.

“And watch as our balls fall off, I think
not.” Shorty responded. “I agree that our odor is ripe for meeting
your people, but I guarantee we’ll freeze if you throw us out and
into the water…”

“Oh shut it! I do not think Cage would be
that cruel… Would you?” Bryan asked afterwards with clear
hesitance.

“If it were any other day you would lose that
bet, but you’re all in luck. With all the cloud cover beneath us
obscuring my island, I can create a hot water bath for us all.
Sharpen a knife to shave while I get it ready… But keep Ananna
covered till we’re all done… and I’ll also make another to clean
our clothes.” Then just to frighten them some he jumped off Daku
and plummeted towards the thick clouds below with Ulon enjoying the
freefall together.

The frigid blast of air felt good, but he
wanted to finally try his newest spell woven into his robe.
“Wing-suit Mode!” he yelled and felt his flapping robe snap tightly
to his body like a second skin while the excess fabric wove itself
into the resemblance of a sugar squirrel’s skin which is used to
glide. A membrane of spider’s silk started at his wrist and ended
at his outer ankle to either side while a third sail linked between
his legs and instead of falling straight down he began to glide
quickly. He had to add a little magic to protect his eyes from the
wind, but it worked. He then sent out his magic to the air around
him and could feel the currents even before his body could and
manipulated it to fly. He sped towards the thick clouds and worked
two spells which scooped two large balls of cloud and condensed it
down into frigid water and shot back up.

Ulon mirrored the skillful move and not one
to be outdone, sent a burst of magic to also collect moisture and
ascend.

Cage found out quick how much easier it was
to fly by the conjured board for its manipulation is far simpler
than manipulating the currents of the air itself, but the challenge
was what made the experience exciting. It took twice as long as it
would have via the board, but he eventually flew up enough to align
himself to Daku and land by yelling, “Default Mode!” his feet hit,
the forward momentum forced him to roll in a summersault and spring
up just as his robe returned to its original form. The former
soldiers stared dumbfounded as he grinned widely and brought forth
the two large spheres of water. Two fires sprung up inside them and
began to heat the liquid rapidly.

Just as the water began to steam there was a
roar which drew attention to Ulon who’d opened his mandible and
breathed a huge stream of fire at his large water bubble and the
intense flames nearly instantly made it boil. When it was to his
liking he simply began to glide and fly into the hot water which
would have boiled the flesh off the bone of any human. Hot water
soaked between pink scales and washed off every inch of the
gigantic body from snout to tail.

Cage stuck his hand into the water and soon
said “Perfect.” and stepped in, robe and all. He held his breath
and quickly scrubbed before stepping out clean since he just had to
wash off the smell of old sweat. “While one bathes another may
clean their clothes.” He then sent another spell to return the
water clinging to his body back to the sphere.

While the men were surprised at the
convenience of hot water in the sky, Cage began shaving with a
conjured knife that targets only hair and in a few routine strokes
his jaw was smooth. A magic created mirror proved not one strip of
beard was missed.

He lounged while each man stripped and bathed
and after each one Cage had to clean it for each man hadn’t bathed
in weeks and their bodies shed copious amounts of dirt and grime
and each time the water grew eerily dark. Their clothes weren’t
much better.

About halfway through cleaning up, Ulon
passed his water across to Poli so she could make her silver scales
sparkle more brilliantly. By the time the two were done their
scales somehow glistened even more.

Fredrick though took it upon himself to bathe
the baby. Ananna could stand and proved entertainment these two
long days, but she wasn’t able to bathe properly on her own yet.
Every man other than Bryan chose to shave cleanly, but the man
trimmed his beard closer and brushed it so he didn’t appear so
intimidating and wild. And true to Cage’s word, none froze thanks
to his magic.

As the warlock went to throw the water away
Cody said “Wait! Can we keep some of the water to tend to our
weapons and clean them properly.” He then held up a leather
bladder. “Water will clean it to a shine, but our blades need to be
oiled right after.”

“Alright.” He filled up a cup of water and
threw the rest away.

Thanks were given around as each man drew
their swords, shields and knives to clean the blades to a high
polish. A little cloth dipped in water wiped away every drop of dry
blood. Bern and Gregory helped by sharpening the weapons on a
whetstone while Cody applied an expert’s amount of oil to protect
the weapons, no less or more than necessary. It took ten minutes of
cooperation before Fredrick stood and belted his dual swords to his
hips. Cody and Luke carried their single sword on a hip and shield
on their back and showed themselves comfortable. The rangers
straightened their armaments while Bryan slung his long sword and
hammer to rest across his back. Shorty threw on his simple leather
harness which held the two pieces of his quarterstaff and made sure
his hidden daggers were ready in his sleeves.

Everyone seemed prepared and ready so Cage
said “Take us down.”

“Here we go.” Daku rumbled before pointing at
a steep angle.

Poli and Ulon matched the descent and used
magic to part the clouds since it would be suicide to fly through
clouds so thick that they covered nearly everything below in
another snowstorm that nothing could be discerned. The storm parted
easily for the dragons and it took a good minute to drop below into
a mild faling snowstorm, but it didn’t slow them much.

To the East showed the islands being sought
and Cage’s heartbeat sped since he made it home. Daku and the
dragons flew slowly towards the South, to circle around to the lone
eastern entrance. Going around the side gave a bit of a scare as
the tip of the mountain flashed yellow at the wards detecting
magic. “Ulon!” the dragon looked over to Daku. The griffin rumbled.
“If you do not stop, the island will see you as a threat and
attack. You were warned to not use magic till we get inside. Heed
the warning.”

The dragon ceased his actions, but the bright
orb atop the lone mountain shot a continuous beam of light on him
to give people a direction to look. Unless he flew away from the
perimeter, the light would remain trained on the massive
reptile.

It took two more minutes to round the island
when Daku called out “Hold on.” before splashing into the cold
ocean, just outside the two pillars of skulls’ range. Poli and Ulon
merely stood upon the water’s surface through a common spell Cage
uses frequently. Ahead, Cage’s spirits grew even more when he saw
much the tribe gathered, waving to those returning or pointing
excitedly to the dragons.

Daku swam forward, between the pillars and
stopped when the giant white skull appeared to ask for the
password. When it was received it disappeared, allowing the griffin
and his riders to move ahead. Poli went next and answered correctly
to walk further and Ulon was right behind.

At the lone dock’s edge stood both Brooke and
Meeka holding hands. They waved happily with some of the tribe and
walked towards the beach as Daku swam. “He’s returned to us, Meeka
Love!” He heard Brooke say cheerfully. Meeka simply sighed. “Our
bed-furs will finally feel right again.”

Some of them cheered while others were more
reserved, the former soldiers noticed. A long whistle preceded
Shorty’s comment. “Look at ‘em all. I expected to see them naked,
but even clothed the women are breathtaking…”

“None would be smart to be naked in this
weather.” Cody said while wiping frigid snow and raindrops from his
face. “Cage, which ones are hands-off again?”

“Only my mates really… unless you defeat me
and become chieftain.” The man swallowed, just imagining how
foolish such an undertaking would be. “Remember the protocol I
taught you. Remain quiet unless my mates or the elders speak to you
directly… and Shorty?” the deceptively average looking man peeled
his wide eyes off all the beautiful women running along the dock to
reach the beach before Daku. “No jokes, puns or innuendos for the
time being. Until Brooke decides to accept you or not, keep certain
thoughts from spilling out. She still has trouble trusting men and
one wrong word will be liable to lose an arm or worse. And whatever
you do, don’t even casually go for your weapons or you will find
yourselves a pincushion for arrows… unless you are asked, in which
case you better move slowly.” Cage then pointed to shore where a
dozen hunters had arrows notched and aimed in their direction.

“Noted.” Shorty replied and also swallowed a
growing lump in his throat. The other men instantly followed his
example and held their hands clutched in front of themselves.
Seeing this show of cooperation, the hunters on shore took tension
off their bowstrings.

By the time Daku reached shore Cage put a
spell on each man and himself to jump onto the water, but instead
of falling in, everyone stood on surface and walked towards the
bulk of the tribe. When Daku found himself passenger free he raised
himself out of the water and while walking he began to shrink down
to the size of a horse. When he reached land he walked side by side
with his partner while their guards followed behind the humans.

Standing alone with seven other humans, a
warrior female stepped forward with two tomahawks on her thighs and
raised a single hand up high in traditional greeting. “Welcome to
our home, Great Dragons. If my mate hasn’t already told you my
name, it is Priestess Brooke. You have our thanks for protecting
our chieftain. If ever you need anything during your stay with my
people, just ask. If you are hungry we will provide and should you
require shelter I’m afraid our accommodations are lacking.”

Ulon took a step forward and lowered his head
so they looked to each other as equals, noting she didn’t flinch
and liking her already. “Your gratitude isn’t necessary, but my
mate any I accept it. Your own mate has shown us a place we can use
to create shelter without harming your landscape. All we will
likely ask of you is if you approach, to raise your voice. To sneak
up on either of us will be foolish. And as we are so large, do not
stand near when we lift ourselves or walk. Our weight would
unfortunately flatten you two-legs.”

“About what distance would that be, Ulon?”
Brooke ventured.

The dragon lifted his head attached to a long
neck in consideration till the silver one blew a rope of silvery
magic from her partially open mouth and laid it around her mate by
laying it twenty yards around his legs and torso. “This would be
sufficient, Brooke Two-legs.” Poli rumbled while closely watching
the fearless humans standing around them in a half circle and
noticing that the only dangerous looks were reserved to the other
two-legs Cage had rescued.

Brooke looked to her people. “Remember this
boundary well and be sure the children later will not come near
them. One accidental shrug and any of us will die… Just to be safe,
make sure the young are far from them…”

“Not to fear.” Poli took a casual step closer
to get her tail out of the water and curled it around her mate’s.
“Hatchlings I will welcome to learn, but supervised by their sires,
of course. When I lay onto the ground, it would be permitted for
the young to get close to me. Ulon though won’t allow this. Only we
females allow hatchlings to learn. There is less danger.”

“What is this danger?” Silver eyes met an
older two-legged male, but with aged, long white hair. She cocked
her head questioningly. Interpreting it right he said “Forgive me,
Poli Silverscales, I’m Elder Metak.”

She smiled some and lowered herself to get a
closer look before answering. “Males as powerful as mine, if
asleep, coat themselves in flames without intention. Should Ulon
grow tired and sleep, time will be uncertain if his body combusts.
Females do not combust so safety is clearer upon me, yes?”

Metak rubbed his chin in consideration before
nodding. “We have an accord then, Dragon.” He looked up when he
noticed the pink one with his long snout in the air. “What is he
doing?”

Poli turned her supple neck and answered by
sniffing the air herself. She explained “This land is remarkably
untouched. It is rare we get to smell so rare a clean scent… We
must learn this island more closely, Ulon?”

The male looked down to his mate before
meeting both Daku’s and Cage’s gaze. “May we? It is your territory,
not ours.”

“We are truly safe here.” Daku squawked.
“These are my flock and are trusted implicitly. Do what you must
and create your nest before nightfall. The weather seems to be
worsening. We will return to our own nest when all is calm again.”
Not another word was needed as both dragons launched themselves
into the sky, leaving an entire tribe watching in absolute wonder
after they could see without covering their eyes from the sand
blown by those wings.

When the spectacle diminished, some over the
display from the dragons, Brooke found herself unable to restrain
her stoic expression the moment her eyes lowered onto Cage’s and a
seductive smile appeared all on its own. He stood ten feet ahead of
seven clearly dangerous men as Daku stayed by his side, with a
bundle of cloth clutched with care on a hip. He returned the
private smile and merely glanced away and her gaze followed to meet
Meeka’s as she stood with her tribal sisters, smiling brightly,
even on such a dreary day. Brooke and the seven elders then
approached the men while the tribe remained motionless. “Welcome
home, My Love. And Daku you look well.”

“It has been rather difficult of late,
Brooke, but we are far better than the last you saw of us.” The
proud griffin said while rubbing his cheek atop her head and got a
welcome pat on his wing.

Brooke stopped when she heard a gurgling coo
from the bundle in her mate’s possession, even over the breeze and
crashing surf. The priestess stepped closer to the man she loved
completely and pulled the cloth back to gasp when it was revealed
to be a baby with reddish blonde hair, bright blue-green eyes and
chubby cheeks. Unable to resist, she reached forward and pulled the
babe to her breast and smiled brightly. “Hello, Little One.” She
wiggled her finger and the child caught it. “Cage Love, who does
this child belong to? You said nothing of a baby coming.”

“For good reason.” The tone of his voice had
her look up with suspicion. “Meeka is going to need us when she
learns this is her actual niece, Ananna. Her brother, Nolan,
recently died and was a teammate to the very men standing behind
me.”

Brooke became speechless and Elder
Shania grimly acknowledged the reason for her chieftain’s secrecy.
“If it is as you say, she is now a Utala child, Chief. Meeka will
surely need to be consoled when we speak to her. If you would like,
I will hold the child until all settles. As a babe of our people,
she cannot be
here.”

“Agreed.” He said deeply. “Thank you, Shania.
Also have a large log made to burn with the three who accidently
passed on so to represent Nolan. It would help Meeka forge ahead
since I cannot summon his spirit so they can talk.”

The eldest matriarch carefully took the child
from Brooke’s care and walked away. Reaching the perimeter of
people, she spoke quietly with two members who shot off down the
trail leading to the three unnaturally large trees most everyone
resides in.

The grim priestess nodded mostly to herself
before taking her mate’s now free hand and they turned to the
outsiders. “Today will be a day of mourning. I assume my mate
explained how our people do things in a certain order. Above all
else the dead must be sent once prepared so their spirit is greatly
accepted into the bosom of our ancestors. Because this must be
completed immediately I must ask you outsiders to wait with our
finest warriors watching over you. When the bodies are no more the
tribe will return so that I may speak with each of you before
determining whether or not to be welcome here. Since Daku says the
storm will worsen then we must begin. Any acts of aggression will
be dealt with.”

Her intentional pause had Fredrick respond.
“We know what must be done, Lady Brooke. We are prepared to wait
until your time is free. If it will make you feel better then you
may confiscate our weapons and return them once you’ve reached a
decision. We are also aware of what will happen should you deny
us.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “You may
retain your weapons in the unlikely event you are forced to defend
yourself. Unless you provoke my people though…”

“Understood, Ma’am. Where would you prefer we
stay? Right here?”

“No, we are not so inconsiderate to a guest
my mate obviously believes is worthy. You must prove yourself to me
first. For the moment you may rest and warm yourselves by the fire.
I know just how cold it is when Daku flies.” Brooke whistled and
ten warriors approached with sharp spears. To the warriors she said
“Guide them to the family homes tree and see them comfortable till
the remainder of us return from the sending.”

The warriors gave a nod before Zatal said
“Grab your belongings, Outsiders, and follow us.” Fredrick and his
men bent over to hoist their bags, but Bryan stopped when Cage
touched him and held out a hand. The giant understood and removed
the book borrowed from Twilight and returned the heavy thing since
Bryan’s pack was the only one large enough to hold onto it. The ten
warriors surrounded the seven former soldiers and led them to the
largest modified tree that could be seen.

When the group disappeared, the tribe relaxed
and approached their chief and his Familiar, but none were so quick
as Meeka who ran and threw herself at him. With great skill he
balanced the book in one hand and caught Meeka with the other. It
caused all the witnesses to laugh. “Welcome home, Cage!”

“It certainly is. One moment...” He looked to
his book and created a black portal, threw the tome into the magic
and Jumped it directly onto his private desk back home. With both
hands now free he snaked his other around Brooke and pulled both
into his chest before giving both a quick kiss that brought a
brilliant smile to each when they looked up at him. “Now I’m truly
home.”

Off to the side, Daku was also being warmly
welcomed by the tribe.

Elder Metak soon raised his voice to gain
everyone’s attention. “We must begin walking to the pyre to send
our brothers and sister on to their next journey.” He caught Cage’s
eye and got a nod of thanks.

Daku followed along with the tribe and Meeka
went to pull away. Her sudden halt made her spin around. “Cage?
What is it? You look really serious…” Then she noticed Brooke’s
expression and felt her heart speed as fear shot down her spine.
“What is it, My Loves?”

“Meeka, I couldn’t speak of this through
magic, but the child you saw was Ananna, your niece.” He began.

The gears in her head came to a sudden
stop before speeding. “My niece?” she turned for a moment, looking
where Elder Shania went. “I have a niece? Then that means Nolan…” she stopped as
Cage withdrew a nearly identical dagger from his pocket and handed
it over. Immediately she noticed her family’s crest. Unable to
comprehend, she looked up at both her serious mates. “It’s his, but
why would he give it to you? This was the last gift Father gave him
before he left home. He promised to never give it away unless…”
then her blue sapphires widened as far as humanly possible and
began to hyperventilate when she realized exactly what the
underlying meaning meant. The knife fell blade first into the soft
sand, up to the hilt, moments before her legs buckled.

Reacting faster than a snake, Brooke and Cage
caught her and eased her down. The priestess and chief stared sadly
at one another as their woman suddenly screamed and tears spilled
like rivers.

Some of the tribe heard the scream and turned
to find the three huddled together. Those that did went to hurry
back over till Daku, also at the end, snapped his wings straight
out like a wall of feathers. “Do not proceed. Meeka just learned
the fate of her brother who gave his life willingly for another.
Cage will make sure they follow soon. Leave them for now while they
let their mate express her loss.” Not willing to dishonor the
griffin, the group pressed ahead, soon disappearing down a path
through the woods.

Meeka wailed for ten minutes before pulling
herself together, but still the tears flowed. Brooke murmured in
her ear while she felt the strong embrace of Cage keeping them all
together. Slowly she found the strength to grab the dagger’s hilt
and stare at it as she tried remembering her brother’s face when
she last saw him at the age of thirteen when he left home. Her lip
quivered as she finally looked up into her man’s black eyes to ask
“Hhh… How… How dddiiid he…?”

Cage explained all that he knew, even
explaining how Nolan’s spirit came when called and she demanded
everything, which he willingly gave. The more he spoke the calmer
she became. When she learned he was truly at peace the tears
stopped and the resolve took over. “We will raise Ananna…
right?”

“Of course.” Brooke stated while gently
cupping her beloved’s cheek. “She will be our new daughter and I’m
sure our sisters that are breastfeeding will be willing to feed
her…”

“Actually I trained her to use a bottle. I’ll
show you later.” Cage promised. “Meeka, tomorrow afternoon we’ll go
to your parents and tell them they have another granddaughter. For
now just know that Nolan is watching over us all the time. We are
going to honor him along with the three others today. The tribe
will have reached the final resting place by now. We must go since
the children are all there and I do not wish them to be any
colder.”

“May I keep this?” She asked while showing
the dagger.

“It was your brother’s. He’d probably like
that.” Cage said and helped his women out of the cold sand. Meeka
began widening the knife sheathe on her right thigh and managed to
carry both securely. He then created a black board which both women
understood immediately and climbed on. They felt their feet get
stuck to the magic a moment before rising and flying over the
trees.

In a minute they found the clearing Cage
frequently used to grow the tribe’s food, but in the center stood a
skilled and cared for wooden framework where three bodies wrapped
in brown leather sat atop and beside one corpse was a larger piece
of pine in a rough humanoid shape to represent Nolan. All around
the unlit pyre stood the tribe watching in complete silence. Around
a dozen burning torches were the children keeping somewhat warm.
But around Daku were the largest group of children staying close
and holding onto his comforting heated body. Among them, sitting
atop his back was Sean and Rena, but Rena somehow managed to
already take Ananna into her personal care.

They landed, but only the Elders approached.
The youngest elder laid her hand over Meeka’s shoulder and say
“Come, Child. I will stand with you and the families of the
three.”

“I appreciate that, Elder.” The older woman
smiled and together they made way forward to stand with fifteen
other men, women and children who lost one they loved dearly. Meeka
was grateful the elder held her hand.

Across from the grieving families who all
began to tear up was the chieftain, priestess and elders. Knowing
the ritual and his place, Cage held out his hands and easily
conjured two large orange fireballs in his palms. As it is his
magic under complete control the flames, they didn’t harm him. He
held still with his hands engulfed while Brooke stepped forward and
touched the three coverings and the representation before her voice
rang out. “We all have lost this week through accident or
sacrifice. I will let Cage and the outsiders explain Meeka Sister’s
brother, but today he will be honored with the sending of Zalq, Ril
and Venam. Their spirits no longer inhabit mortal bodies, but
without honoring their bodies they will not know true piece. We all
chose this place for nothing of the Utala people is wasted, not
even our bodies. Even in death we shall continue to support the
tribe so it will never fade. Their time in the living will be with
us forever and through us they still live and guide. The great
spirits are always with us and now we honor them so to never truly
forget each other.” She stepped back.

The chief took her place. “Rest now, Brothers
and Sister. You will be missed, but we will one day see each other
again.” He held his blazing hands out and slowly pushed the balls
of bright orange fire into the heart of the pyre and circled the
base till the wood caught and blazed on its own. The fire took
quickly and in moments the flames roared over twenty feet high.
Cage then stepped back.

Elder Metak ten took his place and began
saying “I remember all three from the moment their mothers were
swollen with pregnancy and watched how they grew. My first
impression of Ril is…” The elder then told stories of all three he
knew so well. The heat from the fire eventually warmed the area to
the point where all were comfortable. During that time Sean was
kind enough to dismount Daku and hold his crying mother’s hand,
offering support since neither Brooke or Cage could move from the
elders’ side.

The bodies burned quickly and the wood burned
down for the next hour, but in that time the weather worsened. Cage
was forced to create a barrier to surround the area till nightfall,
when all the elders spoke on each of the dead, eliciting a laugh
now and then as some remembered what they spoke of.

When it was quiet Brooke had Meeka speak for
her brother since few knew even his name. It started slow, but the
more she revealed the easier it was to speak. She did so for a
quarter hour till she said her last goodbye.

 


“We must now return to speak to the
outsiders. The sending is over now that the final flame has left.”
Brooke said after staring at the coals. “Children will, as usual,
reside in their tree till all is settled.”

The tribe began immediately walking towards
the wide trail and through the night.

“Welcome home, Dad!” Came Rena’s voice
as she continued to ride on Daku’s back. “Elder Shania said this is
my new sister, Ananna. She is
beautiful.” She crooned while caring for the precious
child.

“May I hold my niece, Rena?” Meeka asked in a
choked voice.

“Here, Meeka Mother! But she needs changing
and by how she sucked on my finger I guess she is hungry too.” The
eight year old Utala child gently transferred Ananna.

Meeka cried anew as she looked down upon the
child in her arms and blinked as Cage snapped his fingers and the
ripe smell vanished. She reached in and felt beneath the cloth to
find all dry. She didn’t question, even as he somehow produced a
container with what looked much like a woman’s soft nipple. He
looked at it for a moment before pressing the nipple to his wrist
and both Brooke and Meeka saw a bead of milk deposited. He repeated
this process four more times in ten seconds before he handed it
over. Meeka reluctantly took it before Ananna got excited and
reached forward and cooed for it. She immediately began sucking and
her newly acquainted aunt turned to her mate questioningly.

“I had a little trial and error with certain
spells to clean her on the ride from Castle Emroc, but she took
quickly to the bottle… and before you ask, its cow milk. I got
three gallons before leaving and yes, I warmed it. She is good with
some solid food and prefers when I mash peas, but only Fredrick can
seem to feed her the solid foods. She seems to look at him like a
grandfather… Let’s talk along the way. I cannot keep the spell I’m
using to keep the storm at bay for much longer. I’m still training,
even passively while I’m here.”

They agreed, but Rena got her dad’s attention
before jumping over to ride on his shoulders. Daku though shrank
and let loose when Sean started being playful. The excitement drew
other children and soon Daku was playing with the horde of many
cubs. All the seriousness of the past two weeks shed from his body
as his trickster side reared its devious head. All along the way he
was either tackled by the children or shoving clumps of snow down
their clothes, just to see them squirm and curse colorfully.
Parents laughed at the antics.

“Sean?!” Cage called out as the tribe
eventually reached the three primary tree homes and the former
thief ran back to his dad’s side while Rena climbed down. “You and
your sister need to take Ananna, but try and see if you can make
her eat and take a nap… Here.” He handed his son a small bag of
fresh peas and berries.

“Yes, Dad. How long must we wait?” Sean asked
while peeking inside for what was within.

“Until I determine if the outsiders are
worthy. I will be sure that the children come before mating
challenges are issued.” Brooke answered seriously.

“Come children!” Zanza, the warrior huntress
said. Being pregnant herself, she could not be present, but like
all of the pregnant women she would watch over the young till the
priestess came to a decision. Sean, Rena and Ananna hurried to walk
to a safe place with Zanza and the others.

“Meeka Love, are you prepared?” Brooke asked,
noticing her woman’s red and puffy eyes. “I can prolong questioning
till you are…”

“Thank you, but I’m better than before. The
sending and talking of my brother’s childhood helped. After you
decide, may I sit with you to hear what they need to say about
Nolan?”

“Of course you can.” Brooke received a gentle
kiss for the consideration and smiled adoringly at Meeka.

Daku fluttered over and landed on Cage’s
shoulder before they all went inside the communal tree and said “I
missed the cubs. I’m still tired from the season, but they are
revitalizing. Wake me when the cubs return and challenges are
issued.”

“Will do.” Cage said and watched as Daku shot
inside and found an empty ledge on which to roost and curled
up.

Like all the others, Brooke, Meeka and
Cage shed all their clothes
and laid them on wall hooks surrounding the expansive main room.
Upstairs were the bedrooms while below it was either to cook or
congregate. In the center was a blazing hearth keeping the room
warm and lit. Though clothing was hung up and shoes removed,
weapons remained. Cage was one of the last to hang his robe and
sauntered to Brooke’s and the elders’ side.

The loud chatter died nearly instantly when
Brooke lifted a hand. “Bring the outsiders.” One ran up the stairs
to find the nearest bedroom where the warriors stood readily.
“Priestess Brooke is ready.” They nodded and Zatal knocked on the
door. “She is ready!”

“Good, almost went to sleep thinking of all
those women!”

“Shorty, remember Cage’s warning.” Fredrick
said while adjusting his sword.

“Sir, I don’t feel right about this.” Cody
said while they approached the door.

Fredrick looked at his men all standing
as they were born, but still carried their weapons. “That Zatal
fellow said it was a good idea we be naked like the rest of them. I
don’t feel right about this either, but we need a new home and few
ever get the chance to join a tribe, especially this one.”

“True.” Zatal stated and used his spear to
point them in the right direction.

Downstairs all eyes were locked on the seven,
but none sat as they expected. Cage was easiest to spot for he was
a head taller than any other, but he was the only unarmed one
there. The way he stood among the others told the soldiers he
needed no weapon. Fredrick led his men and they lined up behind
him. The fierce naked woman by Cage stepped forward a single step
and every man fell under her critical gaze. She then walked slowly
around the soldiers like they were cattle to be going to be
slaughtered. Brooke said “You are all well fit without obvious
malady other than many scars of battle, but my chieftain lover has
told me none of you have children. Is there a reason or can you not
have children?”

Before Fredrick could respond when her
powerful gaze fell on him Cage said “Give me a moment.” Each former
soldier blanched as the warlock looked towards their testicles to
say “No, all of them have a high chance of making a child.”

She accepted his statement without
question and looked to the seven “So why haven’t you any children.
You are all old enough to have no less than six children,
and you could be a
grandfather.” She singled out Fredrick.

The former captain spoke for his men while
they has sense enough to remain at attention. “Being of the Emrocan
royal guard is nearly impossible to have a family, Lady Brooke. And
few wish to have us since it was known me and my men would only
remain home for two months out of the year.”

The priestess nodded. “Understandable. It
would be hard on a mate to be alone so long without the warmth
shared between bodies… My chieftain told me of your plight and
should you answer all my questions you should know my sisters,
mainly the unmated will want babies this night. Are you willing to
give them babies should you win their challenge… I see your eyes
all say you’re willing to put your lives on the line, correct?”

“Yes, Ma’am!” Fredrick said and the others
nodded sharply.

“Then we shall begin. You will each prove to
me your worth and how you may benefit the tribe. We will not
tolerate laziness as all work together. I will start with you,
Giant. Step before me and announce your name.”

“My name is, Bryan!” he spoke normally, but
still his deep voice encircled the group. He stared down at the
woman, but he could see clearly she wasn’t impressed with his
physical stature and would end him with one mistake from those two
axes she lazily touched and were a moment from being unleashed.
Bryan knew now just how serious Cage was when explaining just how
dangerous his woman is. Bryan told her a brief view of his
life.

“We always have need for a horse
tamer.” Brooke said after listening to him speak for a half hour.
“Lean down so my sisters know that I accept you into the tribe.” He
was uncertain why until her lips met his and he jerked back,
getting a laugh from the tribe. When he noticed Cage nod and
gesture to stand at his side Bryan figured he wasn’t in danger for
receiving a kiss from his
woman. “I assume your name is Shorty? Come forth.”

“Relax Bryan, as priestess, Brooke is
responsible for Utala laws and health. The kiss is a sign of
acceptance. If she was angered a tomahawk would have found a home
in your skull.” Cage whispered. He got a grunt in response since
Bryan couldn’t risk whispering with a voice like his.

Each man went before Brooke, spoke from the
heart, got a quick kiss and stood beside Cage. The men were nervous
since not one man or woman revealed any form of emotion. They were
prepared, but in practice it was unnerving.

Fredrick was saved for last and when he
finished he swallowed dryly as Brooke stared at him harder than he
noticed than any other before. The room was silent, even the fire
seemed more subdued, all eyes were on him until eventually Brooke
stepped forth and smiled before quickly kissing him.

Immediately the room erupted in cheers.

The abrupt change of demeanor startled the
seven and Luke was the only one who reacted by grabbing for his
blade, but then a firmer hand held it still. The hand was a black
as a new moon which acted more as an armguard and the line funneled
the knight’s gaze up to the warlock’s who shook his head and
released the bone crushing grip. Then through the cheers, Luke
blinked and Cage vanished and was soon found patting Fredrick’s
shoulder.

And just as suddenly the tribe cheered it
went deathly still as Elder Metak loudly slammed the butt of his
lance on the hard wood and then raised a hand. All eyes turned to
him. “Seven have become new brothers. Before the unmated proclaim
their challenge to our new brothers, one must retrieve the
young.”

Two left out the front door in such a hurry
they left naked only to return immediately as the storm outside had
worsened and the darkness was difficult to travel through. They
were quick and many laughed at their haste.

“So what do we call you now? Brooke or
priestess?” Shorty asked while adjusting the now revealed throwing
daggers encircling the entirety of each arm much like Cage’s.

“You may call me Brooke unless an outsider
comes. Then I will only allow you to call me by Priestess.” She
answered while turning to the man. “But I get the feeling that
wasn’t your actual question.”

“Perceptive.” He smiled broadly back.
“Truthfully the boys and I were wondering if we would even have
been allowed here without Cage’s intervention. Did his bringing us
here reflect your personal decision?” His question silenced the
entire room and Shorty and the others shifted uneasily.

It ended as Brooke laughed and laid a
delicate touch upon his shoulder. “No, my mate’s observation holds
no sway when it comes to whom I allow live and become family. His
observations merely voiced what I heard and learned from each of
you.” Her chocolate eyes turned to all seven. “Through your words
and my questions I found what Cage Love saw in all of you. You are
all men too honest to lie or my questions would have trapped you in
a lie and you would have need to leave immediately. None of you
hesitated and I know how hard you all tried impressing me by making
yourselves uncomfortable by being naked to the rest of us. We all
understand how your former tribe were comforted by hiding
themselves by cloth. And beyond being warriors, you all have
another skill which will continue to make the tribe flourish.”

“Boys, before our kids show up I’d like to
introduce you to Meeka.” The men turned towards Cage as he held
onto her hand and needed it for support.

“Tell me of my brother!” Meeka blurted out
before any could offer condolences.

Brooke hurried to take her other hand while
Fredrick bowed before her to say “As much as I would like to, Cage
ordered us to refrain till your return from your parents.” Her blue
eyes darkened before scowling up at Cage, but Fredrick continued in
his defense “So much has happened and there aren’t enough hours in
the day to tell you, especially since he explained we do not have a
choice to refuse a woman’s first mating challenge.”

“He is correct.” Brooke added. “They must
have sex with a sister tonight, should they win. After the feast
they must do their duty to those they make submit…”

“But Cage didn’t fuck us that first night!”
Meeka growled loud enough for their group to hear and it was
obvious she was livid to not get immediate answers.

Surprised at the hostility, Brooke firmly
reminded “He is chieftain and when he beat me, none may order him
to do anything! If he chose not to mate, he is the only one with
that right, until another beat him for chieftain… if he decided to
order our new brothers to hold their tongue temporarily, he must
have a reason. Our mate isn’t the frivolous sort. You know this as
well as I.”

“But I want to know!” She forced herself to
look up. “Why?”

“Because it’s been nearly two weeks since
I’ve had my mates and know they are safe.” Cage hinted and Meeka
watched as his lance jerked meaningfully for a moment and she
flushed brighter. “After the Tiaxm I need to know you are both safe
and tonight I’ll make up for lost ground. When we return in two
days, Fredrick and the others really wish to tell you everything of
your brother, especially when they tell me he spoke fondly of his
beautiful little sister.”

Meeka turned to see the large men all
nodding, but not leering as they tried to hide for all the other
women about. She could tell they were under Cage’s orders as he had
become their savior and commander. “Oh… Well… Oh! Why don’t they
come with us tomorrow?”

Her idea faltered as Brooke shook her head.
“At sunrise they will be shown our ways and how to help… Eoin is in
desperate need for skilled hands since he returned and Cody’s
arrival will ease his burden…”

“Eoin’s returned?” Cage asked at the same
time Cody asked “Who’s Eoin?”

“Sorry, you first.” Cody said quickly.

Brooke answered. “Yes, he and Lanna
finally returned. Eoin was the one who found the bodies while
walking with Lanna when they walked out of their little cave to
fish with a spear. He got scraped up pulling them over the slick
ground that killed the three. Since they returned and stayed, Meeka
believes Lanna is pregnant for they seem much more in control. Eoin
has also had help creating a new area he uses to make new metal and
has worked hard for two days, but the skill is difficult on one man
who needs to supply for all his people… Ah, there they are.” Brooke waved.

Lanna caught the signal first and grabbed her
mate’s hand. Eoin stopped talking with another man and followed
when he understood. They quickly made their way over. Eoin’s
massive body was knotted in muscles only a blacksmith could carry
and Cody wasn’t a slouch either. The large scar that marred Eoin’s
face did little to show how pleased he was to look upon a familiar
face. “Cage, good to see you returned!” They shook hands
firmly.

“Glad to be back. You look well.” His eyes
shifted and he used a weak amount of magic when looking at the womb
of the man’s spirit mate. “And Lanna, I guess congratulations are
in order. Meeka is right, you are carrying a child, but you won’t
start showing for about another two months I’d guess.”

Lanna beamed and took her mate’s hand and
Cage could swear he had never seen the easily temperamental woman
so joyous that if she smiled any more her face would split apart.
“Eoin Love, I knew it. You’ve done well for me… and I’ve made you a
father!”

“Me, a father?” Eoin looked at her
questioningly for a moment before reality sunk in that his new
superior used magic to determine the truth. His smile was slow to
show itself, but it grew and then he scooped her up and yelled “I’M
GOING TO BE A FATHER!!!” His declaration had the effect of the room
turning and cheering for them.

When he set her down, they kissed and Lanna
began to cry happily. Then Cage noticed the front door open and the
children were being led inside and he reacted by grasping Eoin’s
shoulder. “Sorry to spoil your time in the spotlight, but I won’t
get a chance to talk to you for awhile. This is Cody and is also a
blacksmith. Tomorrow he will help you out.”

“Look forward to it.” Eoin said and stepped
forth to shake Cody’s hand and noticed the burns associated all
along the man’s arms which proved he knew the trade well. “If you
win rights and still have the stamina, meet me at sunrise. Everyone
know where I’ve made shop. It is temporary, but our people need
properly worked metal with all haste.”

“Our people?... Oh right.” Cody said
awkwardly. “Any hints on getting a woman?”

Eoin broke into another grin. “Get
them before they get
you.”

“Dad!” Sean shouted over the crowds noise as
he found them. Behind followed Rena and her new baby sister. When
they got closer he proudly said “Ananna ate some berries from me,
but Rena got her to swallow six cooked peas.”

Cage whistled and patted his son and daughter
on the heads and turned them around. “Introductions are in order.
Guys, these are our kids Sean and Rena.” Hellos were exchanged and
then he had them go sit with Meeka who wanted to hold her niece
again.

A piercing whistle overwhelmed all
conversations and Daku woke with a start to look down as everyone
turned to Cage. He raised his voice “We have new brothers among us
and what better way to bring them closer than to see them bleed.”
Laughter erupted for a moment. “We are still a war tribe, even
against each other we fight. But tonight will be full of sex and
orgasms, should they win. Unmated sisters, please come forth and
everyone else step back. Girls, you know your order and will offer
challenge if you want them. If not, say pass. Knives only will be
allowed and choose your potential mate carefully.” Daku smiled when
he woke right when he wanted and flew over to his partner’s
shoulder for a better look.

A group of nearly twenty females sauntered
forward with wry smiles as they approached together. In their hand,
all but three, gleefully gripped a knife and made it clear nearly
all wished for a challenge. Most were in their late teens to early
twenties with a few in their early thirties. The room became
excited, but stayed remarkably quiet and watched.

One of the smaller females of the group
stepped forth to declare “Bryan the giant, I challenge you for
mating rights. Prove you can defeat me.”

Bryan laughed almost condescendingly before
he heard Cage’s serious statement. “Better wipe that smile away.
She is the seventh most lethal person of the tribe, Bryan. Don’t
let her petite looks fool you. She has high standards and has yet
to be mated… Yes, she is still a virgin to any man and to my
knowledge she has been challenged to mate two hundred and fourteen
times.”

“Two hundred and sixteen, Chief.” She
corrected in a pixie-like way. “The only men were you and my
brother to have ever beaten me in combat.

“Oh.” Bryan’s smile vanished. “Luke, may I
borrow your dagger?” Luke handed it over after his friend removed
his sword and hammer. The rest shed their weapons and shields.

An area opened for the two to approach and in
terms of size, weight and strength it was completely one sided, but
the girl’s enthusiasm and confidence gave a deception that Bryan
just began to realize. He barely heard Cage shout “Begin!” before
the girl jumped forward and leapt between his legs like a rabbit
through the brush. His experiences against Shorty is all that saved
him as he deftly jumped to the side as the girl attempted to pounce
on his back and press her knife against his throat. As she landed
on the ground she blinked when her attack failed. Bryan roared when
he saw an opening, but she rolled backwards, kicking him in the
groin and opening a wound on the forearm he tried grabbing her
with.

Blood and pain made Bryan and all of the
other men realize from then on that even if the woman fancied them
enough to give a challenge, they wouldn’t withhold much without
killing their perspective mate. They had to prove themselves their
better if they were ever to be together.

Bryan managed to trip the dangerous young
woman as she tried standing and saw only one opening as her knife
came upwards for his liver. He stabbed her precisely between the
bones in her wrist and forced the arm down and his great strength
stabbed the knife into the wooden floor and pinned her down.

Tears of pain spilled down he cheeks as she
looked at her injury, unable to move and yelled “I submit!”

The victor though yelled “Bandage!” as he
quickly pulled the dagger smoothly from the ground. His own wound
was minor to hers and his large hands surrounded her wrist in
attempt to stop the bleeding.

Smaller hands touched his and his eyes looked
into those of a boy’s. Bryan recognized Cage’s son Sean who said “I
will tend to her. You must stand with your brothers.” Bryan’s hands
pulled back and Sean’s were quick to wrap cloth treated with a
prepared poultice he and his mother made specifically for this and
wrapped the wound tight.

“But…” Bryan began and stopped as the woman’s
other hand tenderly touched his beard with affection while Sean
tended her other wrist. “You did well. I look forward to finally
having a worthy mate. I will make you proud as you’ve made me. Go,
prove yourself again if another sister challenges.” She turned to
the other women watching. “Don’t all of you challenge him. We
cannot all fit in my room.”

The other women laughed.

“I decline!” one of the women announced who
didn’t grip her knife, but did approach Bryan as he stood. She used
a cloth and wrapped it around the wound tightly.

“I want you, Fredrick!” Another stepped forth
when Bryan stepped back.

“But, you could be half my age, a daughter.”
Fredrick said as he was startled to be called out by a voluptuous
young woman, artfully tattooed like most of the tribe. Bryan wiped
the dagger and passed it over since they usually kept a knife in a
boot, but being barefoot made it unable to carry the smaller
blade.

The woman was undeterred. “I prefer more
experienced men. And I like the length of your lance. It could give
great pleasure. And I will give you the best chance to give me more
babies. I have four already. Defeat me and I will give you great
pleasure. Do you accept my challenge?”

Before that he asked “Are all of you women so
bold?” The answer was quick as every woman in the room laughed as
if it was the best joke a man could ever make.

“I warned you they were promiscuous.” Cage
grinned at the man’s discomfort.

“Well I can’t say no to such a beautiful
woman.” Fredrick decided.

The woman smiled and the match was quick.
Experience as a captain of the royal guard and regular physical
training made him quick to pull the woman into submission, but she
was fierce as she broke his nose and cut him open in three areas on
his wide chest. When she submitted she kissed him on the cheek and
grabbed his lance. She whispered naughty words in his ear and all
the pain he felt vanished at the promises she offered.

Unable to hold her niece as long as she
wished, her responsibility as a healer drew her away from the fire
and over to Fredrick’s aid. Sean still worked on stopping the
bleeding of the first woman and couldn’t leave her side. Meeka, as
the tribe’s best, non-magical, healer found needle and thread and
quickly sewed the wounds. As she worked she heard him ask “Why
doesn’t the mage heal us? His power, as we were told, could heal us
in moments?”

“Oh he could, but Brooke wouldn’t allow it.
Wounds from mating challenges must heal naturally and all scars are
to remind you of what it cost to be with those you will soon fall
in love with. Now stop distracting me so I can finish. You will
likely need to fight again soon and I don’t wish to re-sew ripped
stitches.”

“Sorry, Ma’am.”

Daku watched as Luke was next to be
challenged and lost painfully as the woman dislocated his shoulder,
making Cage step in and pop it back in place, but before he could
return to his team, he was called out again, but now that he knew
it wasn’t a game and these women didn’t tolerate weakness, he won
through submission by painfully locking the woman’s arms behind and
lifting till the pain made her scream while her front was pressed
to the floor.

Then the tensest moment arrived as the one of
the tallest and largest muscled woman of the whole tribe looked
upon Shorty, only Meeka and Brooke at six feet could boast to be
taller, and said “I call for a Mating Death match on you.” and it
made many gasp. She was heavily muscled, five foot eleven and a
deadly warrior, eleventh in the whole of the tribe, but she added
“If you cannot beat me you die here.”

“Sister, are…” Brooke began and stopped.

Shorty grinned and he jumped forward,
choosing not a knife, but one half of his quarterstaff. “Oh, I like
you! You can try to kill me, but tonight this whole island will
hear your screams of pleasure when I make you mine.” She was five inches taller than he and
heavier, but for a moment she seemed impressed of his reaction and
confidence.

When Cage called “Begin!” she leapt
forward with full intent to kill as the knife shot forth, the blade
turned just enough to slip between the ribs and pierce the heart.
But just as she was about to take Shorty’s life, he sidestepped,
the longer handle of the metal bar smacked her in the back of the
head. Immediately rendered unconscious, the warrior began to fall
forward, but Shorty grabbed his new woman and threw her over his
shoulder with a bright smile. He then smacked her backside and the
sound echoed in the silent room and was so strong her cheek turned
bright red and startled her back into consciousness. The tribe
laughed as he walked her over, sat her down and kissed her on the
lips while she was stunned. “You are a fine woman. Bring that
feistiness to bed tonight. You’ll need it.”

She looked up at him in disbelief at how
easily she was beaten to nod. When she was rendered unconscious she
lost and gained a deceptive mate. She seemed quite surprised she
was alright with it.

 


In the end Bryan won four new mates, losing
one challenge. Luke defeated two after his initial failure. After
Shorty’s match he was challenged five more times after his
masterful display which aroused the unmated greatly, but declined,
saying he wanted his new woman to be all his for now so he could
prove he was worthy of the Utala and the honorable words were
proud. Fredrick though got challenged three more times by the
older, early thirties unmated women, and won so he got four woman
who were all proven fertile mothers. Bern was challenged four
times, but managed only to win twice. Cody won all three of his
challenges and Gregory got a busty pair for himself.

Only Shorty avoided any wounds and Bryan had
the worst wounds of all, requiring fifty nine stitches as all the
most lethal of the unmated had chosen him. The fights gave the men
new respect for the tribe since no woman they knew in the whole of
their lives ever chose a man in such a way. They had proven
themselves worthy through blood, sweat and pain.

Pleasure would be the final result, lots of
it.

While Meeka, Sean and the other apprentice
healers tended to all the clean wounds and stopped bleeding, Elder
Metak said “Begin the feast and bring our new brothers their
beads!”

And so began the next four hours of
entertainment. The new mates sat together, learning of one another
more intimately than their first encounter. Meeka gave all of them
herbs to dull the pain, but not to sleep since they would need all
the strength they could hold for the remainder of the night. Soon
every man had an assortment of beads threaded into their hair over
their left temple, but all at least displayed the bright orange of
a warrior. Food was cooked and many came to welcome the new
members, but not take up too much of their time. Daku played with
the children off to the side, enjoying himself till they were worn
out and surrendered himself as their pillow. Much of the atmosphere
was jovial, but many still consoled those who lost a loved one.
Meeka especially since her inner emotional wounds were still
fresh.

Many questions arose, mostly to have events
retold about the Tiaxm incident and his time in Twilight.

When parents started collecting their
children, Cage got up and held out his hands. “Let’s go home.”
Brooke and Meeka agreed, took it and stood. “Enjoy your night,
Boys!” Cage shouted over to the surrounded men getting pawed at by
their new mates. “Sean, Rena, we’re going home!”

His kids came over, but Rena brought two
girls with her. “Dad, can they come too? They want sex with me and
to see Ananna, my new sister.”

“Of course, Kiddo.” Cage said. When he first
learned that all girls were bisexual and started having sex with
each other at the age of seven he thought it awkward, but he’s
become desensitized. There are only three bisexual men in the
tribe, but so far he hadn’t seen the boys playing like the girls.
It was meant to make boys so frustrated that they trained hard so
that when the day comes they will be fearsome lovers to their mate.
Girls couldn’t challenge or be challenged for full mating rights
till she had her first period. And Rena was a little minx from all
the little girls who she brings to her bed. Cage knew whoever won
her would be a proud man one day.

Sean though shook his head. “Dad, I’ll remain
should one of the men start bleeding again.” He then hugged his
dad’s waist.

“Alright, we’ll see you in the morning. If
something happens beyond your healing skills don’t hesitate to call
for me.” Cage gave his surrogate son a pat, feeling proud he was
mature enough to know where he was most needed.

Daku woke at Rena’s pat. “Dad says we’re
leaving. Are you ready?”

“Rena, inform Cage I’ll not be coming to
roost this night. When the other cubs go to rest I need to speak
with Ulon and Poli.”

“Oh, okay. Good night then Daku. I’m glad you
came home.” She hugged his thick neck and kissed his beak, making
him purr.

Rena and her girlfriends dressed in their
warm leathers with her mothers while she told her dad Daku’s words.
He simply nodded all was right. Before the chief left he noticed
Fredrick and the others getting happily drug by their new mates
upstairs.

The storm had finally eased, but it was still
cold outside. Cage made the black board large enough for everyone
to stand comfortably as his five passengers climbed up. He decided
to fly slowly and by the time he cleared the snowy canopy of
leafless trees Rena asked “Dad, one of the older girls told us
about Ulon and Poli. Is it true Ulon’s body is covered in flames
when asleep.”

“Sure does and it scared the hell out of me
the first time I witnessed it. During my week of training I was
usually so exhausted I couldn’t be near since my wards were down,
but one night I needed to hit the head and found all of the
sleeping males coated from snout to tail in hot flames. Each time I
thought they were dead and someone managed to somehow burn a
dragon, but the first time I saw it Poli was resting and wrapped up
with Ulon like it was common, which as it turns out, is. Apparently
it is a defense mechanism in males. On the dragon home world,
Valagax, they have wyrms too and their favorite snacks are baby
dragons and unborn eggs. Wyrms fear large fires so males evolved to
cover themselves in flames and sleep at the entrance of their
caves… If any wyrm was stupid enough to venture into a dragon
colony in the first place.

“Their flames get so hot that the
ground of the caves has a glossy shine when they wake up, almost
like glass that had been melted. So take my advice girls, only
approach Poli, she is far less dangerous since she cannot use her
flames unintentionally like Ulon. And whatever you do, do not climb on her without
permission. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Dad.” “Yes, Chief.” The three girls
said together.

Light ahead drew them in. Cage flew towards
it and even in the darkness he could see his oak house. He once
though it large, but now that he spent time in Twilight, the tree
was more like a blade of grass to that of a redwood. Most of the
house’s magical light was off, but one remained lit so it could be
seen.

Landing just outside the front door, Cage
could sense the spells sealing the tree and knew one of his direct
family did it so none could enter without knowing the password.
Meeka still cradled the slumbering Ananna to her breast and
carefully stepped off the board after the others, Cage being last
as he made the magic disappear. Brooke placed her hand on an
invisible barrier and whispered the password to unlock the house
and immediately the tingle of magic diminished.

Inside was cold, telling Cage no one has been
home for the past two days at least and heard Brooke use the keyed
words of the house to start the living room’s fire in the hearth.
In seconds it roared with warmth. “Cage, go make this crib you
spoke of in Rena’s bedroom. We will make love down here
tonight.”

“Sex in front of an open fire, I like the
idea, My Love!” Meeka said as she passed her niece over to Cage and
started shedding layers by pulling at the front strings of her top
to loosen it.

“I’ll be back soon.” He said as he peeked
into his undisturbed office to find the adventure book laying atop
the desk. He had to verify it went to its intended destination.
Seeing it did, he followed the excited girls upstairs and into
Rena’s bedroom. As her dad began using magic, Rena added a log and
a few sticks before commanding her room to start a fire.

By the time the room warmed enough to remove
clothes, Ananna was laid into a bowl shaped recess grown from the
ground, right beside Rena’s bed. “Go Dad and please my mothers. We
are well for the night.”

“’Night, kids!” he said and left the
room.

Meeka silently stalked up behind Brooke as
she tended the fire and stoked it with an iron poker and reached
around to grab her well endowed breasts and start kissing the side
of her neck just the way she likes and got Brooke to moan while
dropping the rod. Brooke tilted her head, exposing more of her
silky neck and Meeka slowly and sensually kept kissing her happily.
Unable to keep her back on Meeka’s front, Brooke turned around and
claimed Meeka’s mouth with her own while feeling waves of pleasure
as she felt her nipples beading under her woman’s skilled hands.
When Meeka pinched both hard nipples, Brooke gasped and arched them
up the way Meeka intended and began to lick both, graze her teeth
slowly over the sensitive flesh and suck on them. Brooke moaned and
gasped as Meeka slid three fingers into her flower, feeling her
stroke the inside while her soft thumb flicked the bud. In moments
Brooke shuddered as down in her lower belly there came a tightness
that kept winding tighter and tighter till her insides exploded.
“Great Spirits!” But, Meeka only stroked harder and faster, making
another body convulsing orgasm rocket through her longer and
longer.

Before she could allow her own body to
surrender, Brooke pushed Meeka back onto the very fur they first
shared together. Brooke claimed her woman’s mouth and teasingly
slow, began to kiss her neck, ministered to each perky breast and
down to her lower body before parting Meeka’s legs to kiss and lick
her already swollen flower. By the sounds Meeka made and the
arching of her back, Brooke was a few skillful strokes away from
returning the wonderful sensation.

Just as she felt Meeka’s flower tighten,
Brooke felt her own flower parting wide as a huge lance slid into
her fully, stretching her completely and causing her to scream out
in the pleasure of orgasm at the same time as Meeka. The pain of
his lance was fleeting, but would have been harder if not for
Meeka’s earlier service.

A powerful thrust threw her forward till she
was breast to breast with Meeka, but before she knew what he was up
to she felt him slide out. She looked down just in time to see
Meek’s eyes widen and knew he now filled her. Then just as quickly,
he slid back into her so fast that each thrust skillfully
alternated between them both and they held each other tightly,
unable to separate as they climaxed together again.

Cage was satisfied to see his skills on them
just as strong as the first time. He enjoyed their cries of
pleasure in his new ears, liked how their hearts beat and how they
panted for air, knowing this was where he belonged. He fully
released in Brooke as she milked him for all he had.

Still rigid, Brooke and Meeka untangled
themselves to throw him back and take turns impaling themselves.
Their nails grazed his chest as they straddled his chest and
shattered time and time again. Sweat on silky skin was his undoing
with these two beautiful creatures who were his yet he too belonged
to them without question.

 


Morning arrived as Cage sat on the sofa in
front of the fire with both women curled up happily to either side,
fully satisfied. Many times they sighed contently now that their
muscles were like jelly after the whole night of bliss. They didn’t
get a wink of sleep all night and didn’t care. The soft crackle
from the fire was comforting as Cage said when he saw the first
evidence of a new sunrise “Brooke, Meeka was right about sex in
front of the fire. When we come home tomorrow we’ll spend the whole
day in front of it.”

“My flower is already quivering in
anticipation.” She purred.

Then there was a soft cry that had their
three heads turn up towards the floor above. “Ananna’s awake.” They
all said simultaneously and laughed together.

“I’ll go start breakfast.” Meeka sighed and
then she groaned after leaving her mate’s embrace.

“I’ll tend the girls.” Brooke added, making
the same noise.

“Then I better go check in on Daku, Ulon and
Poli.” Cage grunted.

“Been awhile since we were at it like last
night.” Brooke admitted as she walked off the soreness of the
night’s exercise, getting a grin from both of her mates. “Too bad
we just have a week.” She mumbled while walking upstairs.

Upstairs Brooke laid her hand over the slight
bulge in the center to the door to the right of her bedroom and it
magically slid open as it recognized her. Inside she immediately
noticed the empty room, blinked in confusion till she heard the
sounds of the shower running and opened the warming room to find
three young girls helping one another to bathe Ananna. “Rena, your
mother.” One of the girls said as Rena’s back was to the door.

Brooke entered and knelt beside the bathtub,
getting pelted by sprinkling warm water. “Did you girls enjoy your
night?”

Two of them nodded with warm smiles and
giggles to the priestess while Rena said “Yes, we did, Mother.
Ananna slept all night long, but she needed a bath desperately
after she pooped in her cloth by accident. I had to leave it
outside till I could clean it later.”

The priestess smiled as she realized
just how nurturing and mature her eight year old is and she could
see just how wonderfully Rena would grow into a lovely woman and
give many grandchildren in the future. Brooke then reached into the
water to brush the newest addition’s reddish blonde curls. “Your
new sister is very beautiful,
no?”

“She is very pretty.” Rena nodded as she
turned the half submerged, wide awake child. “I’m sad I never got
to meet Meeka Mother’s brother, but he did make a beautiful baby...
Mother, how is Meeka Mother?”

“Distraught. Your dad and I helped her feel
better... a distraction is what she most needed.” Brooke replied
truthfully since children of the Utala aren’t sheltered from the
truth. “She will still need us greatly for quite some time, as will
your grandparents and new little sister. It isn’t easy to recover
in a day after losing someone of your blood, even if it’s been
nearly twelve years since they last saw each other.” She then
looked to all the girls. “Meeka is starting breakfast for us all
and will be ready in ten to fifteen minutes. You girls need to
finish bathing. You’ve done well to clean your new sister, girls. I
will take her so you may hurry. I’ve yet to bond with her as all of
you have.” Rena warmly passed the new member of the family to her
mother’s embrace. She held Ananna too close to her exposed nipples
and felt her latch on. “Sorry, Little One, but you’ll not find milk
there. I’m dry.” She murmured and remembered just how intimate it
is to hold a suckling babe and felt tears coming since she knew
another child she’d birthed would ever come from the man she loved.
Quickly she recovered, but allowed the false feeding to continue
since the child was so content.

She walked out of the room and closed the
door.

Brooke didn’t realize just how long she had
stared at Ananna for as she returned to the living area she noticed
Cage had returned with Daku on his shoulder while dishes were being
laid out and the table wiped. At the open front door was a large,
silvery eye belonging to Poli. “Well that was quick.”

“Not really.” Cage replied. “We met together
near the top of the mountain. Poli was up by Hammit’s. I didn’t get
a chance to check out their new dragon cave, out on the southern
mountain face yet, but Daku says they made it where that old
landslide tore an opening in the mountainside. You all will see it
tomorrow when Ulon is done making it for the two of them. It’ll be
their home while away from the colony and serve as a den for any
future dragons who come for a visit.”

“Is it safe? I do not know much of
landslides, but stories say the ground is what is the word…
Unstable? Yes, that’s it.”

Poli’s voice reverberated from the opening.
“My mate and I made the area denser, more fortified. The snow has
made it more difficult for my mate to widen it and make it
habitable, but it will make a wonderful den. No longer will there
be fear of loose rocks rolling because of gravity or chance of
collapse for many hundreds of cycles to come.”

Brooke turned to her mate for clarification.
“She means centuries, Babe. Rotations are days while cycles are
years to them. And star usually means our sun, unless they specify
otherwise. They completely reinforced the ground in and around
their new cave. It will stand for centuries without maintenance… I
did a similar task when I grew this house for us. This tree is
harder than natural because I made it that way. Same with the
ground holding it all together. Ulon and Poli did the same, but
he’s going to stay behind and finish up while she’s accompanying us
today…” Then he tilted his head while listening to a suckling sound
to realize what Ananna was trying to do. “Oh, she must be hungry.
Let me go to the fridge and take out some milk I just put
away.”

 


Breakfast flew by in a rush and afterwards
Daku kindly flew everyone to the beach where many of the tribe
stood out in the open, staring proudly over the ocean or watching
some of the men out on the dock throwing spears and periodically
capturing fresh fish. The Spear and Dagger floated with their sails
furled while docked to either side at the end. The bright morning
sun slowly reduced the chill and so long as the sun was directly on
them, the ambient temperature wasn’t so bad as long as clothing
remained on. The wind also seemed calmer after the storm
passed.

Their grand arrival didn’t go unnoticed as
the tribe hurried over for the allotted hour he promised before
leaving to meet with Cillian and Tiffa to tell the grim news of
their son’s last heroic act.

Main topics of discussion was of the new
tribal members and how highly they are being spoken of. Mostly it
was their new mates who all were grateful and giddy as they openly
expressed how wonderful their night went. Shorty’s new mate in
particular was still flushed and she openly admitted that he kept
his promise and she had never had such profound sex and was looking
forward to a repeat after his teaching students about his
quarterstaff.

Other newly mated women were likewise highly
satisfied though their mates and they themselves were in great pain
from mating rights’ injuries.

The only ones who were gone were Bryan and
his four new loves as they had already left by canoe to visit the
second manmade island on the west side to see to the horses and
livestock.

Sean though took great care of everyone as
the healer in training and needed to only fix a single stitch on
Bryan’s chest that had ripped before they all had left. The other
new young healers taught by Meeka helped apply more healing
ointment to the many wounds, but so far, not a single wound was
infected.

Eion had already come to take Cody to the new
forge and get started as Cage could already hear construction of
metal ring out as each hammering loudly pierced throughout the
area. ‘Cling, clang, clang, cling.’ The repetitive sounds from both
men working together was a good sign.

The other new additions had spread out and
were learning of their new home while getting pawed by their new
women. It seemed each man had their wish fulfilled in just one day.
That all got a woman and were working on something they enjoy.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


“That’s all the time we can spare for now!”
Cage hastily said to the gathered while Daku grew back to a twenty
foot tall monster. “I’ll return in a few hours to get started. And
Shorty” The staff wielder stopped showing off his skills to the
children and inquisitive young warriors. “since you are from the
Emrocan Scholar’s Guild as a weapons instructor I’d like you to
consider doing that here, but we’ll need to spar first before I can
trust you to continue the trade here. Think on it and consider that
your occupation.”

The man grinned brightly. “No need to think I
always say! Better to be spontaneous. Life is more fun that way.
I’ll do it! These people are indeed good, but they need more than
daggers and spears. I can teach all manner of weapons. I’ll be
ready when you return and really want to impart my skills.”

“Good. While I’m gone then you better make
some weapons our tribe hasn’t been taught to use.” Cage said while
watching his family climbing his Familiar who laid down.

“Sure!” Shorty looked to his new woman. “Care
to see what else I can do?”

“I am!” The large young woman grinned and
together they headed for the forest while hearing the others
giggling.

Cage deftly climbed as if it were effortless
while Daku stood proudly. His white wings spread while saying
“Remember, Poli, you can fly out from any direction of the island,
but to enter we must pass through those pillars.” The female dragon
dipped her head in a nod. They then leapt together in the air and
shot over the water, passing the island’s wards moments later.

“Dad,” Cage looked down at Sean who continued
an idea that’s been nagging for awhile. “maybe you should extend
the dock out beyond the pillars for a place to land. It would keep
Daku from needing being forced to swim if he doesn’t want and if
you have visitors we might not need to use the Spear or Dagger to
go out.”

Already the gears in Cage’s had were
spinning. “Good idea, Son. I could make it a floating bridge
anchored by roots. Make a bridge with sealed air pockets all along
the underside that would make it rise and fall with the surf. It
would indeed be more practical and would offer fishing to deeper
areas. I would need to add ladders down to the water and need to
figure a way to keep the dock from sinking below water should a
being more than twenty tons land and need to use it rather than
walk on water. Any visitors could dock and not need to transfer to
our boats… and if both the Spear and Dagger were gone it would be
more defensible than our canoes. Also the gateway between the
pillars would still retain full effectiveness... probably.”

“A bridge that floats?” Meeka asked with
heavy skepticism, never hearing something like that before.

“Yeah, it gets too deep further out.
That was the main reason I stopped growing the bridge in the first
place. The struggle to modify sturdy trunks that deep down was the main issue that stopped
me. Too deep for a fixed root system. I’ll probably be able to
instead spin off dozens of smaller roots so deep and have them hold
the dock in place while it rises and falls and maybe attack some to
the reef… give me a few minutes on how I could figure a solutions
to bring it into a feasible idea.”

His family went silent, instead looked over
to watch Poli’s majestic flight. Her great wings were immense and
made the sunlight play off her scales. Her ivory horns were deadly
sharp, but beautiful. In the air her kind had but one equal, the
white king griffin. Her long neck was indeed powerful and when she
caught the group of humans admiring her she winked and offered a
toothy grin.

Suddenly she vanished.

Moril clutched her spear and was the first to
say “Chief, she’s gone!”

“Hardly!” He chuckled as he sensed her use of
magic. Poli heard and pulled back her light altering spell to
reveal her head to show she hadn’t left, merely went invisible to
the naked eye. “She is simply hiding herself so as to not draw too
much attention. Her scales alone are so reflective she could be
spotted all the way to Kote at this altitude. She will watch over
you and Daku after I leave later. I have a lot of things to do
today and he wants to stay with you all. She will stay with him.”
Daku rumbled his acknowledgement. “And no, I didn’t order her. Poli
volunteered. She is very curious about humans.”

“Why?” Zatal asked as he kept looking for the
dragon he could no longer see or hear.

“Because she was born on the dragon home
world Valagax. She and Ulon came here two centuries ago and have
studied we humans and like how you all live and how you’ve
developed.”

“Primitive and inspiring.” Came her deep
voice. “Short lived races do much in their time. It is how you say,
fascinating. Rarely will our laws permit open dialogue, something I
enjoy fully... And Cage Two-legs, remember your promise to my
mate.”

“And we are honored to converse.” Brooke
interrupted brightly and snuggled closer to Meeka and Ananna for
warmth. “I would think we can be friends one day soon.”

“Time will tell.” The female dragon
responded, feeling deeply touched.

“I don’t break my promises.” Cage simply said
and went back to pondering a solution to his son’s idea.

 


Tiffa pulled her leather gloves back tightly
before grasping the edge of the snow covered cloth draped over her
winter resistant herbs and jerked quickly top uncover them. “Need
help?” Came a young voice and the healer of Kote looked over her
shoulder to smile beautifully. “I won’t turn it down, Kim. You’re
up early this morning.”

The new young apprentice yawned as she
crunched snow in her approach and kept her coat bundled tightly
around her heavy winter dress. “Mayor Cillian’s snores can wake the
slumbering gods.”

Tiffa threw her head back in a laugh. “Sure
does. Keeps bears and wolves at bay. I let him rest since he got
home a few hours before dawn. Old Lilliea lost some cattle and he
and a few men hunted a cougar down, who was responsible. Said he
used the new bow Cage made for him and took only one shot... right
in the eye.” Kim helped fold the sheet while worrying her lower
lip. “Something the matter, Child?”

“Just thinking about the letters you had me
looking over, the medicines the mage Meeka is married to is strange
to me.”

“Ah.” Tiffa nodded as she moved over a little
more and uncovered a second pile. “I too found some to be
outlandish, but not once has his methods been proven wrong. He
might not know all the herbs and how to mix them properly, but he
knows the human body better than I likely ever will. Already I
saved three this winter alone who would have died had he not given
me a method to treat them properly.”

Overhead there came a large shadow under a
cloudless morning. Both heads turned up and the recognizable snowy
form put a smile on Tiffa’s face. “Speak and they will come. Kim,
run along inside and fetch my husband and make sure Sassy is tied
up to the dining table. Every time she saw Daku she’d try finding
the smallest hole in the cellar to hide.”

Kim ran back inside with haste, climbed the
stairs after wiping her wet feet and knocked on the mayor’s bedroom
door loudly and said visitor were coming. Lastly she found the
leather leash for the fearsome guard dog who was already shaking
frightfully beneath the table. As she tethered the hound Cillian
was there and opening the back door where he heard Tiffa calling
greetings.

Daku landed lightly in an open area as the
owners of the property started their approach. The riders easily
managed to climb down safely. Tiffa and Cillian’s eyes went
straight to their daughter’s arm where she gently sat a bundle
straddling her round hip. The mother smiled and asked “And just who
do we have here?”

Brooke, sensing her woman’s fear, slid closer
and wrapped an arm around Meeka’s waist for support. The loving
touch gave just enough support to say “Her name is Ananna. She is
Nolan’s daughter, my niece and your newest grandchild.”

“Ananna? That was my grandmother’s name!”
Cillian announced. “Nolan always said he liked the name and if he
had a daughter he’d name her such…” and then he was broken from his
reverie when he heard his child’s heartbroken tone and how
miserably she looked. “Meeka, what’s wrong?”

Those words were her undoing as she burst
into tears and turned her back to bury her face into Brooke’s
neck.

Somberly Cage stepped forth with Daku now
riding on his shoulder like a feline eagle perched on a branch.
Tiffa stared wide eyed whereas Cillian’s fists were balled as he
asked “My boy is dead, isn’t he?”

“K.I.A.” Cillian needed no further
translation. Letters had the same meaning.

“No!” Tiffa shrieked and dropped to her
knees, her husband unable to get to her in time.

Meeka passed Ananna to Brooke and joined her
mother in the snow, crying and mourning the loss of Nolan.
Cillian’s knuckles were white as tears flowed freely, barely
keeping it together.

Rena approached the girl about her own age
with snow white skin, light brown hair and blue-green eyes.
“Greetings, Sister, let’s go make hot tea for everyone. It will be
needed.”

“Good idea.” Cillian managed. “But I think
something much stronger will be in order. Rena, remember where my
brew is?”

“Yes, Cillian Grandfather.” Rena, Sean and
Kim were the first to go inside after Zatal gave a cursory look
inside to find no other outsiders in the area.

The mayor scooped his wife in his thickly
muscled arms while the warlock did the same for his woman. Together
they all moved inside where it was warm. As they all settled beside
the rekindled fireplace already were the children pouring generous
amounts of heated ale for all the adults.

“Tell me.” Cillian asked with Tiffa curled in
his lap, but Meeka recovered enough to sit on her own and cradle
the child. Daku though was trying to be kinder to Sassy and his
smaller size seemed to make her less weary, but she never got
closer than to sniff him. Instead he curled up under the table and
fell fast asleep.

Cage took his mug from Sean and had a sip
before saying “First let me ask if you’ve heard what happened in
Vin’re a week and a half ago?”

The mayor nodded. “We were worried greatly.
It was said it occurred in your match with my king. One of the
king’s courier mages appeared in town a week prior to warn the land
of an attack during the Winter Tournament. All towns and outlying
people were being warned. Said demons from another world attacked
and if not for you and Daku, the city would have been destroyed and
more would have been slain. She said other mages erected an immense
spike from ice and you skewered them by flying the lot one behind
another. And Daku was badly injured, when I asked, and you were
last seen a bloody mess, but then you disappear on his back. The
only thing that kept us here in Kote was the mage’s knowledge that
my girls and your tribe all made it out safely. That’s as far as we
know.”

“Tiffa, you don’t need to cry so hard.”

Her puffy eyes turned to daggers at the mage
in her room. “I just learned my son’s dead. I’m entitled.”

Cage smirked. “But he is not.” The room
silenced. “I talked to his spirit a week after he died. He isn’t
sad at all except for the fact Ananna will never get the
opportunity to know him as her real father. Nolan said he’s with
his wife now, and your family ancestors. Trust me when I say your
tears aren’t doing any good other than make you feel worse. I
killed those who killed him so stop blubbering and listen.” He
lifted his hand and said “Playback recording of Nolan’s last
words.” The diamonds in his hands sparkled and a lifelike illusion
of Nolan’s spirit appeared before them all. The fire of the room
behind gave an eerie, transparent backdrop to the spirit. Before
the sequence began Cage added “I learned a few new tricks in my
time with dragons. I recorded this secretly for all of you so you
will know I’m not lying. Play!” he commanded and the final
conversation of Nolan began the very moment he called for the
departed spirit.

The room grew ever more silent as Nolan
spoke. His ghostly form moved and looked without difference from
the first time. It was short, but Nolan’s family stared at it.

When it faded Cillian gulped from his drink
to say “That was our boy.” Tiffa could only nod. Suddenly Cage was
slapped in the arm and Meeka demanded “Why didn’t you show that to
me before!”

“One shot deal.” He said with a shrug,
her smack stung, but not too much. “My gems can only do it once
before getting shed from their memory. It isn’t like my other
spells that last indefinitely. It is a magical limitation even
dragon elders have yet to overcome. I saved it for this moment so
you and your parents would realize his death didn’t leave you all
behind. He’s still here.” He
laughed when everyone glanced around the room to find nothing out
of place. “It was a onetime gift and I know you wouldn’t have
wanted to watch it without your parents, if it could be seen only
once. I kept it a secret for a reason. What you all just saw was
the final words you’ll likely ever hear from him till rejoining in
death.” She gave him a grateful smile, as did his in-laws. “And
here is what happened after I left Twilight.” He began explaining
everything thereafter.

A half hour later Tiffa looked up at the
ceiling to ask “And you say this silver dragon, Poli, is circling
above us right now?”

“She is.” Brooke confirmed and smiled as
Tiffa claimed her newfound granddaughter she never knew of till
this morning. “And she will stay near till tonight when we depart
for home.”

“Won’t she be bored up there all day?”
Cillian asked.

Cage chuckled and shook his head. “Don’t
worry about her. Dragons have more patience than even I can fathom.
When I was resting after some blissful fighting, one of the elders
stared at a blue star for hours without so much as blinking before
I asked him what he was doing. I learned for the past ninety two
years he had been watching this single sun burn, just to see how it
could potentially affect a blade of grass exposed on its surface
from a spell he had created, to see if his spell blocked a certain
kind of harmless radiation. So far nothing’s changed and he said
it’ll be another sixteen years before he’ll focus on another idea.
And he says he’ll never run out. So trust me when I say that Poli
could be up there for a week and not find herself needing to do
anything… even if she didn’t prefer to fly all day long. I’ve never
met such a free spirit. Still, they are patient unless angered.
They have all the time in the universe.” He stood up and sat his
empty mug on the table. “Unlike me who has a thousand and one
things to do today. I’ve got to return to training with them in six
days, meaning I have only three to finish up.” He smiled “But I
come bearing gifts.” And stuck an arm down his pocket, whispered
and pulled out a wood bound journal with pages created from
modified leaves grown from the tree back in the Blind Mountains
mountain he trained in. He handed it to Tiffa who passed Ananna to
her grandfather.

She opened the front to see detailed drawings
no hand could make and before she could ask he said “Part of my
training was to write and draw without my hands. It was difficult,
but I changed the paper’s pigment to accurately recreate the human
body, its organs, circulatory system and even nerves. Use it to
further your knowledge and halfway through I came up with a few
natural ingredients you can use to make potent medicines and can do
proper surgery. My ultimate goal is to make a portable hospital
where you can use your talents to their full potential. Meeka is
helping me to figure it all out, but till I can do it, that book
has quite a few medical ideas from my world you can use here. And
just incase we have different words for herbs, I made them my words
and had help from Leon, my aide, to tell the common name. And the
illustrations are the last resort.”

Tiffa surprised him with a hug, tightly
enough to squeeze the air from him. “Thank you for everything.”

“Well I’m not done yet.” He chuckled and she
drew away. Cage then pulled out an uncut piece of crystal about two
inches long and completely asymmetrical from any angle.

He handed it to her to which she replied
“It’s pretty, but does it do something?”

“It’ll allow you and Meeka to talk every day
for about fifteen minutes, any time and anywhere.” The woman’s jaw
dropped. “Thought you’d like that. It is one of two that are
connected. It uses less mana than what she uses from the house on
the island. And so long as you have it it’ll keep the two of you in
contact from anywhere in the world. When it flashes black it means
you have one minute before it’ll automatically disconnect so it can
charge back up. Since I’m going to be overly busy till spring I
won’t be able to answer all your questions, but at least now you
have a way to contact us at any time.”

“Dad,” Sean asked. “will it only work for
Meeka Mother? What if I need…”

“It will work for whoever wants to talk. You
won’t be able to see each other, but you can talk at any hour of
the day once the crystal charges on mana.” Black eyes returned to
Tiffa’s vibrant blue. “All anyone has to say is ‘Phone call.’” And
as he did the crystal glowed a soft blue and grew warm in her
hand.

Seconds later there came a voice “That you,
Chieftain?”

“Hello Bern, glad to hear you got the
crystal. And I see you’ve adopted to how our people refer to
me…”

The ranger said “This is strange…” there came
a quieter voice from an indeterminable distance and a round of
giggles became the result. Cage’s heightened hearing made him
smirk. “Oh don’t make me come over there!”

“You said you wanted to learn our ways, Bern
Love!” Came a feminine teasing voice from one of his newest mates.
More giggling arose.

“Uh, Cage, how do you turn this off
again?”

“Say ‘Hang up.’” And as he said it the
crystal on both ends canceled their spell and became ordinary
looking.

“Wondrous.” Tiffa marveled at the now cooled
gemstone.

“And that is my cue to leave.” He said and
laid a hand on Tiffa’s shoulder. “Again, I’m sorry about Nolan, but
just remember he’s watching and doesn’t want you sad. And write
down any and all questions you come up with in the book.”

“Thank you for doing what you did.” Cillian
said as he stood. “You are too kind…”

“Repay me in a brawl one day. I’m expecting
one soon, but one day.”

“I look forward to it.” The mayor felt his
blood stir, remembering their last encounter during the Fall
Harvest.

“See you all tonight.” The three Utala tribal
warriors nodded, Daku snored deeply, his women quickly kissed his
cheek while his kids offered a quick hug.

An inky black portal opened on the room and
he stepped through.

With a soft pop of displaced air he
disappeared.

He then came out just outside the island,
conjured a flight board beneath his feet and found the giant white
skull asking for the password. Once it was given he was released
and he took off straight for the primary part of the village.

Flying was short lived as he landed on the
beach and found Shorty and several people entering the main tree
with arms heavily loaded and Cage knew immediately that the man had
a plan for all of it and asked for help. An aroma so delicious
breezed past among the wood smoke and remembered Luke was a baker
for the tribe had never cooked anything with this particular scent.
The first to call out and gain his attention was Elder Metak and
three out of his six mates. The elders’ aged hair whipped around in
the sea breeze while the rest of their bodies were wrapped in furs
to resist the bitter cold. Cage waved and proceeded to get started
on the list his people needed and the four elders merely went on
their way.

It was all too easy for Cage to follow his
hearing as he crossed the beach to take a trail behind the main
tree where most of the adults lived and gathered when not using the
Elders’ large home. The constant repetitive sounds of metal on
metal drew him towards what was once a small clearing where he
first began to grow copious amounts of food for his tribe and was
barely recognizable after only a month since he last laid eyes upon
the piece of land. Cords of wood and a small pile of scrap metal
were stacked in neat piles beside a half finished structure where a
forge roared with flames. Two men were inside working together as
if they had done so all their lives. Without a word or misstep they
hammered a single piece of iron into a round bowl shape. Eoin,
being by far larger and more muscular than Cody due to living and
breathing his craft while the other man was no slouch, but seconded
as a former knight. Eoin proved to be ambidextrous for in both
hands was a hammer while Cody held one and his other hand grasped a
clamp which held the cherry red bowl. Now it made sense how three
distinct blows could ring out when there were two blacksmiths.
Above them was a temporary shelter while outside were three young
boys along with four women and two older men who helped work around
and ready what was needed. Three of the women had a glazed look as
they watched their new mate Cody work shirtless, but did little as
all four of them still sported wounds from the night before. The
fourth woman was Lanna as she now smiled happily, more than Cage
had ever seen from the easily angered warrior. She kept rubbing her
taut belly whenever she got the chance, happy to be pregnant again
with her spirit mate’s child.

Lanna was the first to notice the chieftain’s
approach for his dark green robe clashed with the snow covered
landscape. He came over and she said “Hello, Chief, how did it go
with Meeka Sister’s parents?”

“Better than expected.” He didn’t need to say
anything more as he took in the sight. “Lanna, can you please
explain to me why this place was chosen for the forge?”

Her smile dimmed slightly, but she didn’t
hear any anger in his tone. “Eoin wanted to see where you grew our
crops with magic and decided this place would be ideal to work.
Said the ground would be firm long after winter and is close to the
village where if trouble arose and fire broke out, our people would
be near to kill the flames. The stream off to the side will be
beneficial and already there is space open enough to work. Is there
a problem? The Elders said it would be alright.”

Cage smirked. “I’m not mad if that is what
you are getting at. Eoin chose well and I can grow food anywhere.
The problem I’ve encountered are from the hunters who said all of
the game in the area are all gone from all the hammering.”

“Oh, well my mate and I have already been
approached about it since he began working after we returned. He
says it cannot be helped.”

Black eyes scanned the whole area before he
said “That is why I’m here. Go tell everyone to take a break and
stand over at the mouth of the trail. I’ll go get the boys out so I
can get started.”

As he walked to the forge Lanna claimed
everyone else’s attention and gestured for them to follow. Cage
entered the much warmer area and was thankful for his modified
ears. Not only could they pick up distant sounds than naturally
could be possible, but the eardrums thickened automatically and
instantly to dull the immense noise. Unlike the stuffed leather
earplugs both men wore, his hearing remained unaffected and
wouldn’t be scarred from years of loud noise. Both men were naked
from the waist up and were soaked with sweat from hard work and
nearby fire, but Cage grabbed their thick wintery shirts and put
fingers to his lips and whistled loud enough between hammering to
gain their attention.

One hammer fell before both large men jerked
their attention away from the bowl. Eoin was the first to pull his
ear plug out while Cody sat the metal back inside the forge to
reheat. “Cage? What can I do for you?”

“How’s it going, Boys?” The warlock asked
after throwing the shirts to the confused pair.

“Cody has great skill in this trade.” Eoin
declared with a wipe of his brow.

“And Eoin has been taught by a master smith
for sure.” Cody likewise said.

“No need to kiss each other’s ass.” Cage
joked and the two men laughed. “I’ve got work to do to help out
around here. But before I get started I need to talk with you and
your mates.” He spun and left.

“What do you suppose he wants?” Cody
asked.

Eoin shrugged. “You probably know him better
than I. We’ve not spent much time around each other. All I do know
is what Lanna’s told me and that he saved her from slavery in the
Laqura Empire.”

“Good at saving people isn’t he? Not bad for
a mage, especially all I’ve met.”

“Quit yackin’ and get out here!” Cage called
out and the pair quickly put on their shirts and hurried out. Lanna
instantly took control of Eoin’s hand the moment he was close
enough while Cody’s three moved closer and took hold of his person
as best possible. The two older men and three prepubescent boys all
looked to the leader of the Utala tribe. “Before I get started I
need to ask if anyone will be living here?”

“Chief?” one of the women with a deep cut to
her forearm asked.

“I’ve seen enough to know someone always
lives at the forge, always keeping the fire going. I know you’ve
not been to Vok’s, Eoin’s father’s forge, but he and his family
work and live there…”

“Actually my mate and I already decided to
live here as soon as we could make a place.” Lanna said. “It is not
so far away from the tribe that we will feel isolated.” Eoin
nodded.

“Then so shall we, Lanna Sister. We will keep
company.” Cody’s strongest woman decided. Her two tribal sisters
agreed. “Our mates will get much more done if they work more
closely and you need us should your pregnancy have a complication.
I’m not Meeka Sister, but next to her I’m the best healer in the
tribe.”

“Good idea.” Cage allowed. “Alright I’ll
create two bedrooms for you all. Stand back and let me focus.” The
group went silent as he began plotting what was needed as he fully
took in the landscape. When the idea was solidly fixed in his mind,
both hands lifted and had palms facing outward. He didn’t need to
do it, but it felt natural and aided his focus.

Magic flowed and all the snow covering the
ground began to rise without the wind till all that lay underneath
was dead grass and packed earth. Those behind were still at awe to
see magic so close. The snow began to part as he separated his
hands and sent it all into the woods. With the land now barren his
hands fisted and all the work that went into the shelter was
dismantled, the wood sticks snapped to manageable pieces and were
laid on the wood pile while all the mud and straw was tossed to the
ground before it began to shake.

The ground began to tremble before sections
began to rise. At first it seemed a wall more than a foot thick,
but was made of stone as Cage applied so much force that the dirt
was crushed and became solid stone. The open space began to sink,
to feed the rising ground, but Cage made sure it wouldn’t have
trouble as dirt from the surrounding trees traveled below what the
eye could see and made the land rise into a small hill which
continued shrinking as the original circle grew three more half
circles, two to the north and south while the third faced west.
Then the walls began to grow and curve inwards till they
touched.

In three minutes Cage erected a building over
sixteen feet high around the forge, with the three additional areas
about eight feet. Not finished yet, he created a hole in the roof
and used the stone that made it into a curved chimney where it bent
like a crook so that if it rained it wouldn’t leak. Completely
sealed and a foot higher than it once was, Cage came up to the wall
so the magic didn’t need to use so much over distance and used a
finger to trace and arched doorway and with a kick, he dropped it
inside with a resounding boom that fractured the stone. Those
watching were unable to look away.

“Did he just…” Cody started to say and
couldn’t finish the thought.

One of the middle aged men said “The Chief
doesn’t always rely on being a magic-man. If he can do something
physically, he will. Do not let his lean appearance fool you. His
body is a powerful weapon and just so you know, he fought every
adult in the village at the same time and beat us all. He is the
most dangerous chieftain in Utala history and we are proud.” Inside
there came another heavy thump from another wall falling.

“Most of the pretty men I’ve met are not like
him.” Eoin stated.

“No one is like the Chief.” Lanna said and
kissed her spirit mate’s jagged scar from a horse’s kick to the
face.

After the forth ‘thump’ of stone Cage sent a
blast of power to them pieces and ground and with an impact that
knocked everyone to their backside, the floor was instantly leveled
flat and smooth, but retained just enough roughness to not be slick
and be dangerous. The shoddy forge was also altered to not only
have more space, but now had a metal shutter he modified from a
piece of steel in the nearby pile. With another thought he grew a
stone trough to hold the wood, added a drain that led underground
so any snow or moisture would thaw away. The third, western room,
was divided in half to use as a fully operational bathroom and the
other was made into a kitchen, all made of dark brown stone.

As he exited he found everyone gawking at the
interior so he said “This will have to do for now. I added a pair
of hooks over all the openings so you can drape cloth or leather
over the front for privacy or to keep the heat in. If you want
doors you’ll need to make them. Now let me know next time I’m free
from training with dragons should I need to fix something I’ve
missed. Sorry it can’t be more lavish or have windows, but I’ve got
a lot to do. I’m going to add a wall around this place so the
sounds won’t be so bad. Again, I’ll leave an opening on the path to
the village and a door will be up to you to make.”

“You’ve done more than anything I’ve ever
had!” Cody chuckled. “This is by far the best building for the
craft I’ve ever seen. My family would have paid any price to have
such a sturdy home to work.”

“As would mine.” Eoin said to his fast
growing friendship.

One of the women peeked into a room and
grinned “Sisters, Cody, we will take this place. Tonight we will
have another night of sex and singing to the spirits.”

Lanna smirked as Cody was baffled at those
words. So she said “Eoin Love, perhaps you and Cody Brother could
make those doors today. If I hear them making love I will likely
ask you to challenge another sister to be our mate so we won’t need
to compete.”

“You’re serious?” the huge blacksmith smiled
and watched her closely.

“Just because we are mated doesn’t mean I do
not want a sister anymore and you will find several have techniques
that are superior to mine and I like the pleasures of a woman as
much as you do… Better yet, I won’t give you a choice. You and Cody
will make these doors and I will find an interested sister who
wants to mate with us.”

Completely flabbergasted, Eoin sought aid
from Cody who smirked and tried not to laugh with his new women and
then to Cage who didn’t have any such restraint. “One thing I
learned about Lanna is once she gets something in her head, you’re
screwed.” Cody didn’t completely understand the metaphor, but knew
enough that he burst out laughing. “Lanna, I’m busy the rest of the
day. When Daku and Poli return, have Brooke be witness to the
challenge. And Eoin, just so you know” Cage’s grin grew when the
hazel eyed smith was speechless. “last night when the tribe heard
me tell Lanna she in fact was pregnant and she yelled it, all the
women who denied mating challenged with the new blood, I heard all
five want to mate with you, but were being considerate for Lanna.
They know you will be a great lover from Lanna’s conversations
about the cave you two holed up in for a month. Each one want to
proudly bear your child… and don’t look like that. Your scar
actually impresses them, much like Lanna. To Utala women, scars are
proof you’ve survived great pain. I would heal you if you wanted,
but Lanna would attack me. She loves scars, if you already didn’t
notice her previous mate.”

Lanna nodded while looking her man eye to
eye. “It is true, I love your scar.” She touched his gruesome jaw.
“Get started, I’ll go find these unmated five sisters who want you.
Chief, who…” before she could finish he shot off all their names.
“Perfect! All of them would make wonderful lovers.” Before Eoin
could stop her, Lanna sprinted for the opening and was gone in a
flash.

“You have my deepest sympathies.” Cage
said.

“Then why are you smiling so hard?” The man
sighed and then chuckled for the expression was infectious. “I’m
not sure I’ll be confident having more than one woman.”

“It’ll change tonight when you have all six
together at the same time.” Cage promised. “Trust me when I say
your reservations will fly out the window when it comes to having
sex with a group of insatiable women. Just do like you did to Lanna
and you’ll be alright. Besides, once they get started you will
never think yourself as a one woman man.”

“And yet you make it sound as if you’re
familiar yet you have only two women.” Eoin pointed out.

“Ah, well the entire tribe knows full well I
could take every woman as my own in less than an hour. Brooke and
Meeka would be all for it, but it would not do me any good.” Eoin
cocked his head questioningly. “I can’t have kids and neither
Brooke or Meeka wouldn’t risk a sister from such a fate.”

The older man leaning against the wall added
“Do not disbelieve when I said he fought the tribe. If he had
called mating rights at the time, all women of age would be his
mate and there would be nothing in our laws to deny him the
right.”

Cody looked to his girls. “Would you
have…”

The three nodded in complete seriousness. One
said “Chieftain Cage is our mightiest warrior. If he challenged me
right now I would be honored to fight, even knowing I have no
chance of victory, even on his worst day. His inability to make
babies are all that have kept all who were unmated from seeking him
out. Females seek strong males and none in all our history have
come close to the reigning chief.”

“Way to make a man’s pride take a blow.” Cody
mumbled.

She held his gaze. “Would you rather I lied?
Utala do not lie, especially to their new mate.”

“Guess not.” Cody scratched the back of his
head and turned. “Where did he go?” None noticed Cage slipping out
other than a young and inquisitive boy in a deerskin outfit.

They all looked out as a foot thick wall
began rising about two feet a minute and completely encircled the
clearing, leaving two open spaces, one to the trail and the other
to the frozen stream. Before any further praise could be given and
the wall reached twenty feet in the air he conjured his trusty
black board and took off into the sky. Cody then said “Not much of
a talker is he?”

“Not when he’s busy and has little time to
waste.” His youngest, twenty two year old, woman said aloud.
“Sisters, let us go to our room and retrieve our furs and supplies
for our first night together here.” They agreed and walked
away.

“And here I thought women were timid
creatures and only one’s mother was dangerous.” Cody commented and
the other three men laughed.

“We’ve still got a lot to learn about being
Utala.” Eoin said as he grabbed his hammers off a ledge Cage made
into the side of the forge. “And I learned long ago women might be
the fairer sex, but they are also the fiercest.”

“You learn well.” The middle aged man joked.
“I’ve been mated to my three women for more than twenty years and
have more than a dozen children, but they frighten me daily. It is
the female way. No matter what a man thinks, a woman is our
superior in all things except raw physical strength… not that it
matters.”

“Enough prattling.” Eoin said. “Cody and I
could use some help making doors. Grab the axes and begin slitting
the thickest logs. I’ll get started making straps to hammer nails
into the wood. Children,” Three alert heads were eager to help.
“locate rough round stones we can use to rub on wood so no one gets
splinters.” The three went off like a shot from a bow.

 


“Ulon!” Cage’s voice yelled from the mouth of
the newest gaping hole in the mountain. For over two hundred feet
was magically created stone from sand and rock, much as he did for
the new forge building, only on a much larger scale. An overhang
stood over fifteen stories high, well enough to easily accommodate
a half dozen elder dragons. But all around the opening, Ulon left
much of the dormant trees be by using the sight of an old
landslide. Cage’s skin tingled with the sensation of magic and
being around it so much had finally allowed him to no longer feel
as if he needed to scratch every inch of his flesh. Even without
the ability to sense magic, deep inside a dark tunnel came
trembling ground and the sound of a great rumble he knew to be a
dragon fiery breath. The trembling of air and ground diminished
completely as his echo reach an inner chamber and the dragon inside
responded “Enter, Cage Two legs, but the humans who have been
watching from outside the den must remain. Temperature too high for
humans without wards.”

“Told you he knew you were out here.” Cage
smirked as he looked at two young huntresses who have yet to
menstruate and be seen as a woman in full, ready to truly take on
all adult responsibilities and benefits.

One of the girls poked her head out from
behind a tree, camouflaged with white and gray fabric to break up
her body. “But how? We’ve not said a word.”

“Haven’t you wondered why there is so much
heat coming from the tunnel?” He asked. “Ulon, even without magic,
could smell you. He knew you were out and curious and wouldn’t
start a fire to keep warm so he intentionally let the excess heat
out so you two wouldn’t freeze by stubbornly standing outside. The
both of you better hurry home before it gets too dark out
here.”

“Yes, Chieftain.” The other exited from a
nearby tree too. He knew they were there and could hear their slow
and controlled breathing, knowing Ulon could as well. The pair
hurried into the snowy forest, obeying their leader’s order.

Cage meanwhile checked to make sure all his
wards were reestablished. Found them working and stepped into the
tunnel. Ulon returned to work as well.

The tunnel wasn’t straight as after three
hundred yards, it split to two more tunnels of equal size. He took
the more noisy route. The tunnel curved slightly before opening
into a huge domed area. As dangerous heat began to grow, his wards
activated automatically, blocking the more dangerous, higher
temperatures.

Ulon stood on his hind legs while keeping
perfect balance with his long tail and half extended wings. His
gigantic hands gripped a section of wall that looked more of a
panel sheet while his maw was partially open and fire spewed,
melting the seams together better than any glue, especially when
the slab he held weighed no less than six tons. Cage watched in
fascination as Ulon guided the bright orange flames with his
tongue, using minimal magic for a personal touch. Sometimes ones
work feels a better accomplishment when done by physical labor than
magic. At the rosy dragon’s side were five more sixty foot by sixty
square panels that remained. Already Cage could see where they’ll
be placed as everywhere else was artfully decorated to a dragon’s
eye for subterranean home decor. Towards the rear was an upraised
oval section with enough room to fit the pair. It was a dragon’s
bed, if Ulon decided to not occupy the front as his instincts
dictated, to protect his mate and future young. Off to the side
opposite being worked was a pool of water being fed from a hole
above, making it appear as a miniature waterfall.

Curiosity beckoned to investigate so he
allowed his senses to expand with magic. He found the gathering
pool hid a gemstone the size of a grapefruit more than a hundred
feet down, right beside a small drainage hole. But as he examined
the waterfall he followed an unnatural trail into the mountain
where Ulon had found the primary mountain stream that fuels the
brooks and rivers. He could sense the water’s trapped pressure, but
was negated by the dragon’s ingenuity. Then he wondered where the
water below the deep pool went and found that it simply re-fed into
another reservoir which was blocked by ice at a second brook
opening.

Lastly he looked at the spells in the quartz
ball and found it very basic. Gather all impurities from going down
the drain and once a certain size is collected to then be Jumped
back into the island’s soil to feed local plant life. And it also
created constant light in the current room as well as maintained
structure integrity. With the amount of mana contained, it would
last a century or two before diminishing by half.

“Fear not, Cage Two Legs, I have not impeded
on your property’s wards. My gems pull only from my people.” Ulon
said as the slab held secure and he dropped to all fours. “From all
the magic I have sensed, aside from my own, much has been
accomplished, yes?”

“Sure did. And I already know you didn’t
tamper with my defensive network. I checked and added a few new
spells you and the elders taught me.” Ulon smiled slightly. “Before
the fight against the Tiaxm I would have been exceptionally
drained, but I’m still good to go. Already in that week I can see a
difference now. All the training has done tremendous improvements
to my mana’s stamina.” He took in the room and the dragon laying on
his belly, neck arched and looking down on him. “You guys are like
me, never do anything small unless required. But I’m curious, with
all the space, what did you do with the excess for there wasn’t a
single sign of excavation outside.”

Ulon laid a lone claw on the stone slabs.
“Ten percent went into the creation of stone from sand. The
remainder made the ceiling above and around the dens more dense.
Without an impact greater or by magic, this area shall withstand
for no less than ten millennia without upkeep. This section of land
will remain strong.”

“Did you complete the second den?”

“Indeed.” Ulon’s head dropped in a nod. “With
my mate’s aid, we completed tunneling and fortifying by first solar
light, were she left to view the land from the peak, as such is her
favorite time.”

“You should both be here during the height of
spring then. That is when the island is most beautiful.”

“We would be honored.”

“Ulon, mind if I ask you a personal question
as it’s only the two of us?”

“You may.” The dragon became highly
inquisitive for Cage rarely asks of a person’s opinion.

“When my chain combines and I reach my peak,
will Gralla have you and Poli reassigned?”

“Likely, but that is in no less than seventy
rotations.”

“Well you know me enough, as I’ve
intentionally allowed, to realize I have mistrusts, well deserved
mind you, against others. The only pair I do completely are my
mates Meeka and Brooke. What I want to extend to you and Poli is a
home here, should you wish it. It can even be a home away from
yours in the Blind Mountain’s colony. I still know so little of
dragons, but if you do choose to stay my only request is to study
you and one day become genuine friends, not bodyguard and client.
After all, we are both immortal and barring a bodily death, I will
need company through the millennia. And my loves will also share in
the longevity and need a friend as Poli is easy to love.”

“That she is. Poli has privately wished for
me to ask much the same.” Ulon openly admitted, which was rare.
“The moment we arrived we could never remember such a clean
smelling piece of land where other two-legs occupy. It reminded us
of winter in Valagax. We cannot neglect our duties to our Rex, but
your logic is irrefutable. You too will not die a natural cellular
decaying death and there can be no worse fate than being alone,
much like the white king has been for more than a thousand cycles.”
The pink reptile crossed his arms. “Before my mate and I make a
decision on this proposal, Cage Two-legs, you must be aware that
neither of us can be used to interfere in your peoples affairs if
danger comes and we are here, unless in clear defense of
ourselves.”

“Understood, but by now, my enemies
know enough now that I don’t show mercy or am a weakling. In terms
of power, even you know that only twelve or so humans could
singularly pose a challenge anymore and six are loyal to Twilight.
As an added defense the ocean won’t allow an army to secretly
surround us. Only those who can use magic to walk on water or fly
can do any harm. And in risk versus reward, I’m proven to be not
worth it as twelve first class sorcerers fell in less than a minute
here and I’ve not retaliated. Even you cannot deny I can take care
of myself and my people.” Then he held up one finger. “But if in
the event I should be
overwhelmed I ask you to simply hide my people till the enemy gives
up and inform Tate, Skylar and Grandpa of how it happened. It won’t
infringe on your laws because you wouldn’t directly be defending my
people. I know it can be done as another of your kind did something
similar and when Rex Nattan demanded an explanation she said she
was hiding native animals from extension. As it stands, none in my
tribe can intentionally do magic aside from me. Meeka and Brooke
are passive users. Therefore my people are legally helpless animals
in your laws. The female who did this wasn’t punished as she used a
loophole in the Draconian laws to an advantage without being
imprisoned or sent into isolation with her power
diminished.”

Impressed beyond all reason, Ulon smiled and
showed his teeth. “Poli and I will discuss the matter, but where
did you come by this information? None of my kind would have
willingly spoken of it if asked or by accident. News of this
reached our home world many millennia before I hatched and all were
taught to keep it secret.”

“The adventure book collection I was loaned
from the library. I asked a keeper who knew of the passage I
stumbled upon, for it had a unique reference few would have
realized. Using a few investigative qualities of mine, during my
brief free times to go out, with Poli as my protector, I located a
thin book and found the details the fiction story was actually
based off of.”

“Then it is to be stated that you wouldn’t
have offered a permanent den for my mate and myself here if you did
not have that ‘loophohe’ as you say?”

“Yes.” Cage said bluntly.

Ulon chuckled, making the ground shake and
the sound vibrated his breast. “Again you prove to be a cunning
predator, Cage Two-legs.”

“For a vegetarian or a human?”

Ulon laughed all the harder, revealing all
his teeth and a few puffs of smoke rolled between them. “Human.
Like me, you cannot choose what you can only survive on.” A scaly
knuckle wiped a lone tear from the enormous slit eye. “Poli and I
will discuss your entire proposal.”

“To which we both know she’ll undoubtedly say
yes.”

“Likely, but still, I must ask as our laws
demand. May I ask if you knew that speaking to me of this first was
in our ways.”

“Yes. It was fictional another story in the
same book. It said that to propose an idea to a dragon concerning
friendship or to meet somewhere, you must conference with the elder
one that will affect more than the one in question.”

“I must read this book.” Ulon joked.

He got it in reality as Cage Jumped it from
his office to his upraised hand. “Be my guest. I left a leaf
between pages in reference to dragons and twigs for unique ideas in
new spells. Just do not remove the last bookmark as that is where I
left off. And sorry, but I do not have a magnifying glass that will
enlarge the print like the library offers your people. You can
figure the rest.”

“Not to worry, I still have much to
accomplish here. I will borrow the book at a later date, on my own
time. I must finish so that I may return to my duties.”

“Suit yourself.” With a ‘pop’ the book was
returned instantly to his office.

“If you give aid I should be accomplished in
an hour.”

“Sounds good. What do you need?”

Ulon stood and lifted another large square
from the dwindling stack. “Use flame to melt a half inch of wall
while I do same for this. I will place the piece and we can weld
the seams.”

“Got it.” Cage moved to the wall and focused.
A bright orange fireball appeared on the raw wall and was
manipulated into a slightly smaller square. The intensity of the
flames rapidly heated the rock while behind, Ulon blew fire from
his mouth, effectively halving the draining work. The dragon
finished first, but the warlock wasn’t far behind. When his gut
feeling said it was just right he held still while Ulon lifted the
section and pressed the piece like a semi-molten sandwich. As the
piece was firmly held in place Ulon breathed fire on two lines
while Cage used his board to fly and conjured an intense red
fireball in his palm to weld the seam properly.

The last four pieces went up without further
issue or injury. It also took three quarters of an hour, saving one
in the original estimate.

“Our den’s basic functions are complete.”
Ulon spoke as he landed on all fours again. “Stability is assured.
What is it you must do at this time?”

“I have one last appointment to attend to
before I need to head home to work out a few private issues.”

“Then I will accompany you.”

 


Heavy sounds alerted the tribe to a dragon’s
wing beating before the ground shook slightly. Two hours remained
before nightfall as Ulon and Cage appeared on the beach. A fire
made in a ring lay on the beach where four dozen sat out in the
freezing sea breeze. The Spear had returned to dock and he last saw
it in his flight after making Eoin and Cody’s home and forge. The
boat’s return showed Bryan and his four beauties returned from the
western island. The rest of the men, aside from Cody who seemed to
still be busy, and their newly won mates along with several elders
and curious people brave enough to stand the weather listened to
stories of the former Emrocan citizens.

Conversations were put on hold and all stood.
Cage said “How is everyone?”

“Sore.” Fredrick chuckled. All except Shorty
agreed. Even most of the wounded women couldn’t hide
discomfort.

“No pain no gain” The warlock quipped.

The saying made them silent and work out
before Luke said “True. A little pain for two wives is more gain
than I ever dreamed.” His two new lovers kissed either cheek at the
same time.

Cage popped his knuckles and rolled his
shoulders to say “Shorty, you ready?”

“I am.” The man took rocks off a cloth that
covered a small pile of objects. The weapon’s master from the
Scholar’s Guild in Emroc and his new woman began lifting items.
“This here is a…”

“Trident and net.” Cage said as the five and
a half foot tall man lifted them. “Use the net to tangle around a
person’s legs to trip them and the three prongs of the trident stab
down to finish off the enemy. I see you modified the net with rocks
for added weight to swing around with more force, enough to break a
man’s shin if lucky. That” He pointed to what she held. “is a bola,
a throwing weapon. The two rocks act as a centrifugal force to
tighten the line connecting the pieces together. You used leather
and round rocks, but if you use wire the bindings cannot be cut by
knife and if you spiked the ends with the head of a Morningstar,
the damage would be lethal. Neither man or horse will remain
standing with tangled legs. And if you’re really good you can throw
it around a person’s neck to potentially break it… And that can
only be an armlet blade, used for close quarters combat. If any of
those were metal, you’d have some effective weapons.”

“All you say is correct. I had help making
all this.” Shorty admitted as his large woman stepped beside him.
“So what now?”

“Now” Cage’s smile grew to a madman’s grin.
“you’re going to prove your worth to me before I allow you to teach
my tribe new weapons and tactics. You’re going to use those weapons
and try to take me down.”

The new men were the only ones who laughed
and stopped when everyone else simply looked at them. “Is he
serious?” Bern asked his two women.

Elder Metak instead answered. “When it comes
to fighting, my successor is relentless. And I agree. Cage has
great respect and honor as a warrior and though he has been among
us for a short time, he alone has made our warriors more deadly
than in Utala history. If you are inferior and boast to be a
weapons master, you will not teach us your arts.” He looked at
Shorty, but spoke to the other five men.

To their added surprise, Cage disrobed.

“What are you doing?” Bryan’s deep voice
asked as he tapped the hilt of the war hammer at his left hip.

His first mate and seventh strongest fighter,
who is no longer a virgin after their night, used her undamaged
hand to brush his arm. “Bryan Love, all fights are done without
deception. Because it is cold does not matter.”

Shorty’s woman took the trident and net so he
could take off his clothes as well. In a minute he and Cage were
bare to the elements. The short man linked his quarterstaff before
jamming an end into the ground so it could stand on its own. He
slipped off the leather sleeves that hold his thin throwing knives
and replaced them with the bladed armlets that slid up.

“Let’s make things interesting.” Cage said as
he walked straight up to his opponent and looked at the six inch
wooden blades that extended three inches past the elbow and Shorty
watched as the knife marks smoothed out and firmly fitted to him,
the dull blade straightened and sharpened before he watched alchemy
in process as the wood took on a metallic sheen. He and others
watched as wood was transformed to metal. Cage began to sweat with
exertion, but showed no other sign of exhaustion. The two were done
in five minutes before he made the head of the trident metal as
well.

Shorty touched the sharp point and pulled
back a bloody finger. “They are real now! What did you just
do?”

“Turned pine into titanium. It is the
strongest metal I could make with the substance made by the wood.
Iron or steel would need more mass to transform. Titanium is light
and durable. Now you won’t pull punches. Are you use to fighting in
sugar sand like this?”

“Of course. All weapon masters of the guild
are trained in every natural environment. Even water.”

“Good to know. Remember, Shorty, impress me.
Attack with the intention of killing. Ulon here will observe and
intervene should you prove to be the best.” The large dragon did
indeed take everything in.

“No question.” Bryan said. “Shorty might not
look it, but he’s our best fighter. If he doesn’t hold back, he’s
even more deadly. Just because we bicker doesn’t mean he doesn’t
have my respect.”

Shorty looked over his shoulder and giggled
his bare posterior. “My ass is warm enough from the kiss Bryan. No
need to add more impressions.”

“What is with you and asses?” The giant
groaned.

“It’s my finest ass-set!” The short man quipped.

“One that’s about to be kicked.” Came the
retort from his friend’s women.

Shorty turned in time to see a giddiness
overcome Cage. Shorty reciprocated by grinning too. “A kindred
spirit!” Cage nodded and said “You can hide it, but you live to
fight too don’t you?”

“Until the day I die.” Shorty promised.

Cage realized back during their first battle
that Shorty was the deadliest little man of the group. He used a
nonlethal weapon so he didn’t kill his enemies and was a martial
artist by his lean physique. Cage knew appearances meant nothing
and action did, but Shorty couldn’t see the depths of the man
facing him as he grabbed the net and trident in one hand and the
bola in the other.

Holding one rock, Shorty began spinning the
weapon ever faster as he circled Cage who didn’t even move or take
a stance. Twinkling black eyes showed immense excitement as the
rock began to hum from the generated speed.

“HA!!!” Shorty yelled as he threw the bola.
He expected Cage to Jump or be helpless as the line and weights
would wrap around the legs.

Instead, Cage folded in on himself at the
last possible second, lifted his right leg straight up in a split
while bending over. Before the ends could wrap around, his large
hand palmed one stone and pulled enough to continue spinning as he
changed direction, twisted his ankle and body in a spin while he
brought his leg down in a complete spin and redirected the bola
with more speed and spin than Shorty ever knew possible. Never had
he seen a bola sent back as a counterattack. Most failures were an
inexperienced miss, intentional, a skillful dodge or simple luck.
None of that applied to the instantaneous move this man used.

Not to be outdone, Shorty judged the attack’s
trajectory in a split-second, dropped the trident and net and
barely managed to grab the center leather of the bola and duck
before losing his head. As his arm was jerked back by momentum, and
before the ends could keep going, he tightened his back and spun as
well. He then released as he knew Cage would be standing.

Cage laughed and used both hands to catch the
stones right in front of his chest. “Well done! Let’s see how good
you are at midrange combat.” Again he laughed as he ran without any
additional warning. Shorty barely managed to kick the ground to
send the weapons up with a bunch of white sand. Cage leapt and drew
his fist back.

Shorty launched the trident forward and was
certain Cage would be unable to block from the air till he watched
the thee prongs get elbowed aside before getting pierced in the
throat and right lung, the third prong would have missed
anyway.

Before he could react Cage’s fist slammed
dead center of his sternum so powerfully it was audible that the
bone and several ribs broke. Thrown back a half dozen feet, Shorty
dropped to his knees in pain and of loss of air. Then there was a
second crack as his chest glowed blue and the pain vanished.

“Resume.” Ulon commanded. “I healed you. If
not, you would have died. Cage broke a rib which punctured a
lung.”

Realizing the dragon saved his life and Cage
didn’t hold back. “The stories weren’t exaggerated.” He admitted
and raised himself and his weapons. He’d been warned, but now did
he realize it wasn’t a game. The warlock didn’t lie. He charged and
swung the net.

Cage skipped back to avoid it and lunged only
to be met by the three pronged spear. He deflected with a snap from
his left wrist and got in close range and grasped both wrists.
Shorty didn’t scream out in pain from the bone crushing pressure,
but he couldn’t hold either weapon anymore. Cage was impressed, for
Shorty’s muddy brown eyes were squinted in pain, but he fought it
to bring his knees up for a groin kick, since Cage was greatly
endowed, hoping it would allow his release. Cage didn’t stop the
attack and accepted the pain. He pushed it aside and watched
Shorty’s eyes widen in surprise. “Most of the time that would work…
not on me.” Ever so intentionally slow, Cage released his hold and
Shorty leapt back. More blue magic repaired damage in the
wrists.

“Do you not feel pain?”

“Yes, but my tolerance is high. I spent three
years in constant agony after torture and being paralyzed. You’ve
also been trained to endure pain, but have yet to master it like
me. Come, now we do close range.”

Shorty this time initiated the attack by
throwing a roundhouse kick followed by an elbow strike to utilize
the blades on the back of his arms. The attack was swift, intending
to stab the heart, but pierced only air. Being small meant speed,
but Cage dedicated to be even faster and no matter how fierce
Shorty was, he couldn’t land a punch. After a minute, Shorty heard
“Catch!” as Bern threw the quarterstaff over.

He caught it and spun, attempting a leg
sweep.

Cage jumped backwards, arched his back and
extended his arms. He watched as the sweep tuned into an overhead
drop. With a snap kick, Cage clipped his opponent’s jaw and sent
the staff flying. The flip continued and he landed deftly on his
feet while Shorty landed on his ass-set.

Then they watched as Cage blindly caught the
staff and began to twirl it around so fast that it whistled and
became a blur the eye could not easily follow. Then it stopped as
it was thrown like a spear not an inch from Shorty’s manhood.

The former quarterstaff weapon’s master of
Emroc held his throbbing jaw while his eye were wide before he
whispered “What god made you!?”

“Gods do not exist. Not bad for a warm-up.”
He still grinned as he rolled his shoulder.

Shorty looked to his speechless comrades to
ask “Did you use any magic.”

“He did not.” Ulon declared. “I used magic to
heal you, Shorty Two-leg’s, as a training partner for the warlock.
He didn’t even us a tendril to see beyond himself. He fought as any
non-magical two-legs.”

“So I guess I didn’t get the job?” Shorty
managed to stand and jerked his staff out of the sand.

Instead of answering Cage asked “What’s your
opinion, Metak?”

The seven elders came over and the eldest of
the tribe said “His skills are clearly on Brooke’s and Meeka’s
level for certain. Little movement was wasted and showed he has
been training since childhood. We are more surprised he lasted as
long as he did in a first fight where he has not seen your
abilities whereas we are. This trident and bola are not known to
us, but that demonstration was well done. He is certainly an
Emrocan weapon’s master.”

“But I just lost.”

His new mate laid a hand on his shoulder.
“Few can claim to have defeated the chief. I can attest to know
that Daku is his equal, if not superior. You’ve done me proud
again, Shorty Love. I’m aroused. Let’s go have sex again.” She
grabbed his hand and led him straight for the tree most adults
share.

Before they got too far Cage said “Be ready
by morning to teach! And you better not wear him out.”

“I cannot promise, Chief!” She joked and the
women laughed. Shorty barely managed to gather his clothes before
eagerly expecting his reward.

“Well I’m done for the day. Bern, the
crystal?”

“Oh, right.” The ranger fished out the
crystal he was given and tossed it back.

It was caught midair and held in a closed
fist. “Thanks, but I’m magically drained and still need to do a few
things. I’ll see you all in the morning.”

“I shall wait here on my mate.” Ulon decided
and laid down while Cage took off for home.

“Will we be able to visit your home, Ulon
pinkscales?” Elder Shania risked asking.

“The second rotation of this one will be
safe, but you must call from the mouth before approaching for your
own safety.” Is all Cage heard before going out of range.

 


Just a moment before he set foot into his
home the crystal began ringing like a telephone and glowing blue.
He answered “Hello?”

“Cage?”

“Good evening, Tiffa.”

“I wish I could say so, but Meeka and the
others just left. We had a large supper here so my daughters said
you do not need to make it for their return… and thank you for all
the gifts and for letting me hear Nolan’s voice once again. I am
most grateful you let me see my granddaughter I never knew I had.
She is so beautiful.”

“You’re welcome.” He closed the door and
rekindled the fire in the living room and sat the crystal on the
mantle to start stretching again. “We can talk later when you and
Cillian wish to meet Nolan’s team and learn more of your son’s
exploits.”

“We would greatly appreciate it.” Cillian’s
voice entered. “Good night.”

“You too.” And then came Tiffa’s command of
‘hang up.’ and the conversation ended.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


With a gentle landing, Daku’s six uncertain
passengers climbed off. Only one being too young to comprehend the
situation. His piercing blue eyes blinked as the pink and silver
dragons waved their hands in farewell before flying over the
mountain for their new den. He then used griffin magic to shrink to
a more appropriate size and flew to land on Sean’s shoulder. Rena
cared for her new little sister while her mothers’ whispered to a
third woman who was understandably anxious and hesitant. All he
could do was smile at what is to come.

Sean led the way, kicking some snow off the
dark path, but glad to be able to see from the lights coming from
the giant oak tree.

The first sight to be seen inside was
completely irrational and those that followed were likewise
uncertain.

Cage balanced precariously on the palm of his
hand, on the back of a wooden chair that sat at the dining table.
Only it wasn’t on all fours or even the back two legs. He balanced
on one chair leg, hand-standing completely straight and not moving
a muscle. He displayed perfect balance as his heels barely missed
the ceiling. His hair was straight from gravity and his golden
tanned, bare body’s backside faced the front door.

“How does he not fall?” the young woman asked
between Brooke and Meeka.

Brooke shrugged and Meeka answered. “He is
exceedingly careful, moving so slightly so that he doesn’t tumble
and hurt himself. He still scares me too. He is fixated on balance,
speed and endurance, which you will learn soon enough.”

“Does he do this often?”

“Never in this room before, but yes.” Brooke
said with a smile of admiration in her mate’s physique. “Usually he
does it on the balcony ramp or out back with his training gear. He
is a sight to behold.”

“Utter perfection in any man I’ve ever met.”
Meeka licked her lips, forgetting all the tears she shed with her
parents today.

“So what can I do for you, Tohka?” Came
Cage’s deep voiced request. Without wobbling even fractionally he
twisted his arm till he turned to face them. Three sets of eyes
roved him sexually while the other four were curious. “Rena, I see
you don’t have any girlfriends tonight. Something the matter,
Kiddo?”

The eight year old little warrior offered a
half smile at her dad’s oddity. “I just want some sleep, Dad. I’m
tired and Ananna needs to as well.”

With a surprising display of agility, Cage
bent his elbow and pushed off in such a way that the chair landed
on all four legs while he rotated and landed in the seat as it was
meant to be. His black eyes were penetrating, but all he said was
“Alright. I already added a few logs to your room and the chill
should be knocked off by now. Go ahead and get some sleep.”

“Thank you, Dad.” Rena came over to give a
hug and Ananna grasped for one as well, which she got and smiled as
only a one year old could. Without another word they disappeared
upstairs.

“She have a hard day?” He asked when she was
out of earshot.

Meeka said “Just really embarrassed. She was
cooking with Kim and Zatal when Sassy suddenly snuck up behind her
while she carried Father’s ale and the drinks went flying right
into the fireplace and nearly burnt my parents’ house down. The
fire spread quickly and between Zatal, Daku and Brooke they managed
to get it under control. By the time I, the children, Moril and
Chala came back with buckets of water it was controlled. Rena took
it hard.”

“She tries to be perfect.” Brooke smiled
towards the ceiling, almost as if she could see her darling
daughter ready for bed. “None were upset and Cillian had a good
laugh, but she takes her accidents hard. She would have been worse
off if she had been alone, but she is surrounded by love and that
helped I think.”

Cage nodded and turned to the quiet woman
worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. Tohka, like most Utala,
had creamy copper skin and black hair, but only one other native
could claim longer hair. Tohka had hair that tumbled like a silky
curtain that reached her lower back in a single braided rope only
the most skillful hands could manage. She wasn’t as tall as Brooke
or as muscled. Nor was she as well endowed as Meeka. She stood
between the pair with large and shy chocolate brown eyes and full
lips which highlighted high cheekbones and her heart shaped face.
She had a pixie-like nose and was unblemished. Tohka stood an inch
shorter than both Meeka and Brooke and fuller of breast than the
priestess and where she stood between them acted much like a
gradual transfer of feminine assets and perfection. And Tohka’s
complexion wasn’t as coppery dark as Brooke either. Cage knew she
was twenty two, also between Brooke and Meeka’s ages. At her hip
was the standard dagger all wore except him and Brooke. In her hair
was a single bead, one that meant she didn’t have much of a place,
but the gray bead meant a great deal more than most realized.
“Tohka, you look like you need to get something off your chest. You
don’t need to be shy of me.”

Tohka’s large eyes pleaded for Brooke’s aid,
which she gladly gave. Sean pulled out three chairs for the women
to sit by his dad and moved over to the fire to warm up and pet
Daku, who watched the other adults with an expression of mirth.

The trio faced him and Cage took in their
actions like a hawk who spotted a squirrel away from its tree.

Brooke said “Cage Love, when we arrived I
witnessed Eoin’s mating challenges when learning you said I would,
which I did not mind. So that you know, all five remaining unmated
females are now likely making passionate love. He forced all five
to submit, receiving a minor cut on his cheek, by using his
overwhelming strength.” She then pat Tohka on the thigh. “It is
rare to have so many mating challenges in a pair of days. More than
twenty. It was bound to have consequences, the good kind I might
add.” She smiled as she held his gaze as a fellow warrior. “So much
love making will make our people prosper, as will this family. Cage
Love, what do you think of Tohka?”

Now I get it.
He thought, but didn’t reveal anything in expression. “I know she
loves you desperately, Brooke. When I defeated you on the plains
she screamed ‘No!’ and took it the hardest.” All three women stared
openly. Tohka’s coppery coloring reddened in embarrassment. “Tohka,
I’ve seen you and that can be said for more than your man, did you
win the right to be unmated?”

“Cannot pull anything over our mate can we?”
Meeka joked.

Tohka though asked quietly “What do you know
of me? And what do you mean you see me where my own man
hadn’t?”

He leaned back in the cold seat.
“Though we’ve never spoken, doesn’t mean you’re invisible to
me. You’re the kind of person
I especially take an interest
in. You blend in the background, keep your distance. You are timid
compared to every other Utala woman. You never say anything without
thinking it through.

“The day after I slept with Brooke and Meeka
I saw you were both jealous and scared of me… and a bit pissed. You
out of the whole tribe I knew would stab me in the back if I hurt
Brooke, like the former Chief who raped her as soon as she became a
woman…”

“Do not exaggerate, Love.” Brooke warned.

“He’s not.” Tohka admitted quietly. “For you,
I would have dishonored myself to kill him, knowing I too would
have died.”

The priestess and healer both were
thunderstruck at this. Before they could dwell he said “And before
Meeka and I came to the tribe I know you were Brooke’s secret
girlfriend.” Bothe women weren’t denying that fact. “But because I
won her, you suffered. I say
that because with me as chief, you could no longer be together
often with the woman you love so long as you weren’t also my mate.
You also had a bit of a spat as soon as we were leaving the
mountains, before the wyvern attack. I know Brooke tried to leave
one night two months back, likely to see if she could sleep with
you, but I do not know what happened.”

“I couldn’t be aroused by her like I was.”
Brooke admitted bashfully.

He inclined his head for the information.
“All I know is after that day, Tohka, I saw less and less of you
watching Brooke from a distance, obsessing over her. I was starting
to wonder if the two of us needed to have a chat anyway before one
of us did something… regretful.” The woman could see the dark
promise in his neutral gaze. “And with my new hearing and eyes I
learned what it was you were doing instead of following us and
feeling miserable. I found you were training with Zanza since her
normal duties have slacked with pregnancy and pieced together that
you were preparing for a challenge to be unmated, knowing full well
you needed help to get out. For out of all women, you are weakest
in combat beside the elders. You are not a natural born fighter,
especially since your bead is that of a nurturer.” Tohka touched
the gray wooden bead hanging off her left temple. “You studied my
lessons from afar and took aid where you could, all so that you
could be unmated to therefore honorably challenge me, to be with
Brooke in every way again, but your mate isn’t a pushover, having
won eight women to himself. So am I wrong?”

“It is all true.” She barely choked out and
wiped a few tears away.

Meeka this time said “Brooke came to me a few
weeks ago with an idea and I was eager to try so we snuck off with
Tohka and learned why Brooke couldn’t be aroused. When I was there,
the three of us were able to make love. It was proof Tohka could
become another lover, even though she isn’t a spirit mate.
Daku?”

The white griffin, still in Sean’s lap,
said “Those with unbreakable spirit mates rarely take on another
partner once found, but like Zatal and his five mates, love
can grow to where unbreakables can
become spirit mated to another. I know I would have had two
females, but in my kind, unbreakables brought in others to the nest
till they found their genuine spirit mate.” Those intense blue eyes
narrowed before he said “Unfortunately, Tohka’s color isn’t there
as most mortals have one. It means her one true mate has died
without ever meeting her. She is blank, able to bond with anyone.
Given time and effort of reciprocated love, she can become spirit
mated to anyone. It is why she is so timid for a female. She is
starving for love, not knowing why she feels so lonely.”

Heavy silence resulted after that till Cage
said “Tohka, answer this one question honestly. You had a strong
man who has many mates. To Utala, that is a great honor. Why did
you leave him and your sisters? Beyond your love for Brooke.”

Her eyes glued themselves to the floor before
saying quietly “I’m tired. I’ve yet to have a baby from the man who
won me six years ago while my sisters all have had five by this
time. He has not touched me in close to a year, not that I
encouraged him. My sisters also ignore me greatly. But Brooke was
attentive and Meeka was kind enough to allow us to be together. It
gave me hope I might be able to be with less yet have more. I do
not think I can bore a child if I have not by now. I do not like
being away from others and forced to watch over the children
without respect since all my sisters are huntresses and my former
man was the third strongest male warrior. I fear you, but seeing
how you treat the tribe, children and Brooke… it made me want to
apologize. A nurturer shouldn’t have dark thoughts, especially
towards a good chieftain who does more than any other. I wish to
rectify my mistakes and be your mate.”

He sat silently for a few moments before
looking to Brooke. “What are your thoughts?”

Brooke claimed Tohka’s hand. “She is a
wonderful woman few truly know as well as I. And although you and
Meeka are my world, I still love her very much. She was there for
me all the time. Gave me love and was almost a mother to Rena all
her life. As a benefit to you, Cage love, she has a skillful
tongue.”

Tohka’s head lifted instantly, saw Brooke
wink and she couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the enormous
lance looking at her from the seat.

“Meeka?”

The cursed healer took the nurturer’s other
hand and said huskily “How can I say no to having another beautiful
person in my bed. We will be a quartet, which will make us only
stronger. Though Tohka and I have been together once, I too can
attest she has a wicked tongue. She made my flower quiver quite
strongly. I too can imagine easily falling in love with her. But
that mean’s I’ll need to keep wearing this, even to bed.” She
lifted her leather bracelet with the triangular crystal imbedded
within that protects her lips from coming in contact with any
living thing that will be frozen to death. “And as a healer, I need
to be sure if she is sterile, as you say you are, My Love.”

He tilted his head before saying “It’s harder
to find if a woman’s infertile. I’ll need to ask Granny. She might
know or can send me to someone who can.” Cage then stood. “Tohka,”
hesitantly she looked up into his overly handsome face. “if this is
what you want, I will challenge you, but you must prove it.”

In answer she unsheathed her bone handled,
six and a half inch dagger, laid it in the table and began to take
off her clothes. As she was about to take her shoes off he said “No
leave them on.” She obeyed and grabbed the dagger. “Let’s go
outside so nothing will be disturbed.” Tohka agreed with a nod.

A dozen small glowing orbs appeared out in
the darkness as they stepped out, offering plenty of light. Brooke
and Meeka eagerly held hands, giddy that they were going to have
another new love while Sean and Daku moved to the other side to
watch.

Cage noticed the cold really affecting Tohka
as her nipples had hardened enough to cut glass, but she had a
timid and fierce determination to succeed. She grabbed the dagger
and took a stance much like he’d taught the tribe, but she held her
knife a little low intentionally, which he could see would become a
thrust mixed with an uppercut the moment the match would start.

Brooke raised a hand “Begin!”

Just as predicted, she lunged, trying to use
her shorter stature to an advantage. Cage noticed immediately how
she had won her earlier match to be unmated. She would have
surprised her man of six years and his knowledge of her would have
been underestimated. Nevertheless, Cage never underestimated,
simply fed off the opponent’s capabilities. His porous feet gripped
the snow, better than her shoes, but she had fierce determination
to win. She yelled as she struck, cutting only air as he
sidestepped. Tohka twisted and kicked out, but he grabbed her leg
and lifted, sending her back and landing in snow. She struggled and
realized he was toying with her, like he does to everyone. A cat to
a mouse. She knew she had to do better to gain his approval and
threw the blade at his face.

He caught it before getting stabbed in the
eye and then she surprised him some by throwing a fistful of snow
as a distraction. He could hear her run and decided to say “You
pass.” As he held the tip of her dagger to a breast, but then she
snapped the knife from his grasp and spun.

Mild pain over his left pectoral had him look
down to see a horizontal line of blood seep from a new just above
his manly nipple. Two more scars were above her cut and he
whistled. Impressed.

Meeka and Brooke jumped for joy and laughter
before the priestess said “Welcome as a new mate, Tohka!”

Tohka’s hands shook with the dagger until a
pair of large black ones wrapped around them to steady. “That was
an amazing disarming move. I can tell you’ve practiced it thousands
of times.”

She nodded as both Brooke and Meeka came over
to give a warm hug and big smiles. “I knew you didn’t mate my new
sister mates till they cut you and I wouldn’t be able to get close
otherwise. Zanza helped me perfect the move so I could prove myself
a true mate. I want to experience what my sisters have… since we
each just won each other.”

“Let’s get you inside and warmed up before
you catch a cold.” He said with a calm smile.

All of them returned to the warmth of the
house. Brooke kissed Sean’s brow and said “Good night, Son. You as
well, Daku.”

“Enjoy yourselves.” Daku added.

“Plan to.” Cage joked.

Meeka took up Tohka’s clothes and said “Cage,
I think we ought to have Tohka’s first time with you in the
tub.”

“Good idea.” He said, understanding.

“Why?” None answered her as the four went
upstairs.

The warlock got the hot water started while
the priestess and healer undressed. Tohka crossed her arms beneath
her full breasts while her large eyes took in the room with
uncertainty. She had seen it once before with the other tribe
members, but now it meant more. Meeka took both of her new sister’s
hands and said “Take it slow, he is more to take into yourself than
you believe. The water will help penetration easier, trust me.”

The three entered to find Cage sitting in a
tub almost half full of blissfully warm water with rising steam.
All groaned in relief as they stepped inside and let the water’s
heat soak into their cold bodies. Before the three could say
anything he began. “Tohka, you know Meeka’s curse and realize one
mistake will kill you. You also know you are beautiful, but will
age whereas we will not. As my mate I would like to ask if you
would like to become a magician able to resist Meeka’s curse and
share in our longevity.”

“Whaaat?” Meeka’s hands went to her mouth.
“You can do that?”

“Yes, I learned much from the dragons. You
and Brooke would have been first class sorceress’ if not for the
Great Prophet’s interference and all that enormous mana goes into
your blessing and curse and extends your life, but it will be
different for Tohka since she has not the power the two of you
do.”

“How so?” Brooke eagerly asked.

“In Twilight are keepers. They age extremely
slowly, but they require something you two do not. They must be
near highly magical people for the remainder of their life to keep
from aging naturally.” His eyes laid on Tohka. “This does not leave
the room, but if you want to be with me, Meeka and Brooke and take
this offer, you must be near me as I will be your anchor. My magic
will feed this gift. So long as you are on the island or near me
you can safely be with Meeka, but if you leave us, no other magical
being will allow you to slow aging. My magic is far too different,
incompatible. Would you like to think about it?”

“No, I plan to be here forever. I love Brooke
too much to see her watch me age and die while she stays young and
so beautiful. I always said I’d love her forever. I would like the
chance to prove it. If you offer, I accept.”

“But Daku said he wouldn’t allow you to spell
another for many years.” Brooke pointed out.

“That was until I showed him I could do the
spells in front of dragon elders and strip the spells without a
single ill effect.” Cage promised.

“What must I do?” Tohka asked.

“This magic leaves a mark on the body, just
like Brooke’s backside. It is a side effect that imprints on the
soul and therefore the body. It will look just like the tattoos on
your arms and back. Because Meeka’s curse is so strong your mark
must resemble Brooke’s in size. I know how her curse works unlike
any other living being so I can counteract it effectively. There
are no words that can make this spell and only I can make it. I
cannot add another blessing without the strain affecting your
health like Brooke’s scentlessness or Meeka’s freezing, but you
will survive Meeka’s kiss and live for many… many centuries.”

Tohka looked at herself and stood, touching
her lower belly. “I wouldn’t mind being marked here.”

“Come sit on my lap and hold still then.”

Water slurped in her wake as she did so,
taking a chance by throwing a leg over and sitting on his rock
solid thighs, enjoying the look he gave her floating breasts. Then
she felt his hands take hers to wrap around his neck and she knew
to hold on. His eyes closed as she felt both manly hands press to
her belly and gasped.

“What is it?” Meeka said with concern and
came closer.

“I feel a painful tingle.” Tohka announced
quietly, forcing herself to hold absolutely still. “What is
this?”

“The feeling of magic.” Meeka announced.
“Bare with it. The sensation will diminish once he stops. I feel it
every time I kiss something alive. If it can do as I hope, I won’t
need to worry about accidently kissing you.”

“Nor I you.” Tohka promised through tight
eyes, trying not to cry.

“Look at yourself.” Brooke said from the
other side.

From Cage’s hand, Tohka’s belly faintly
glowed, but black lines began forming bold, striking yet sensual
lines much like what was imprinted on Brooke’s lower backside and
buttocks, only different and unique. The curving, twisting lines
flared to her small waist, flared hips and arched downward to
accentuate her firm thighs.

“Done.” He said as his eyes reopened and
pulled his hands away. She stood and marveled at the artistry then
swayed before he laid a steadying hand. “Take it easy for a few
minutes. Your body isn’t done readjusting to the permanent
spell.”

She sat back in his lap with a smile. “So
pretty.” Her own fingers traced the lines that were her flesh, glad
the marking wasn’t as painful as a real tattoo. “Can we see if it
works?” she asked with hesitation while orienting to the new
sensations flooding her.

Meeka’s blue eyes appraised her confident man
and trusted he knew what he was doing before un-strapping the
bracelet and left it on the tub’s main steps before half swimming
over till their breasts caressed each other. In all the world, only
he survived the curse unaided. Still feeling fearful of killing a
person she could love, Meeka looked deep in Tohka’s trusting gaze
and swallowed before leaning in and brushed her lips to the new
mate. Magic surged, Tohka’s eyes widened, but the explosive release
of the freezing spell was blocked. Meeka pulled back with a bright
smile, offered to her amazing man.

“Incredible. My whole body feel like it was
caught in a thunderstorm, one I actually enjoy.” She commented as
she touched her lips

“I wish I had one as well. You and Brooke
have such beautiful markings.”

“I can give you a tattoo without infringing
on the curse.”

“Do it to your breasts!” Brooke eagerly
voiced. “Mine accentuates my ass, Tohka’s her belly and legs and
your breasts would be even more wondrous. We can all be alike and
easily recognizable as mated to Cage.”

“Agreed.” Tohka said with a small smile.
“Your breasts are the finest in the tribe. Weight defying and
lustful.”

“Please Cage?” Meeka pleaded with those
bright blue eyes he could not say no to. All he could do was smile
and place a hand between the breasts in question, directly on the
sternum. Magic began to flow and all of them watched as the golden
tanned pigment of her flawless skin began changing to tattoo black.
Swirls and curves began growing from where he touched, heightening
the already feminine swell of her pristine breasts, cleavage and
chest.

“There you go.” He smiled in satisfaction as
she looked down with a bright grin.

“My Love, you have undoubtedly became more
beautiful.” Brooke spoke in a sultry way as she came around her new
mate and took in the sight before leaning in and kissing her.

Tohka gasped as lips gently brushed the curve
of her neck. “Feel better?”

She spun around and straddled his thighs,
rewrapping her soft arms around his manly neck. “I am. Chief, I
wish to have you.”

“It’s Cage, Tohka. And I too want you to feel
love and true pleasures. I will give what has been neglected.”

She gasped as she felt his lance stiffen
beneath her flower and smiled shyly. Her hands pulled away and she
slid back to firmly grasp him, gaining a groan she felt glad to
give, took a breath and sunk beneath the water to take him with her
mouth. He jerked and could hear him say “You didn’t exaggerate.”
And then came laughing from the other women. She was surprised by
how immense he truly was in her hands and felt both excitement and
fear, almost like an untried virgin. But she resurfaced with a
smile. “You sure can hold your breath.”

“Glad you noticed. Next to Moril, I’m best as
swimmer.” She then came closer for a kiss which surprised her for
none had ever kissed her back so amazingly before. It wasn’t enough
for his taste was sweeter than any she ever tasted and brought back
childhood memories of her first taste of honey. Now she knew what
her new sister mates spoke so highly of. She swooned as he was an
amazing kisser. She pulled back for breath and chewed on her lower
lip as she stood on the seat of the tub and looked down at him
before sliding her body down.

Then her foot slipped and she cried out “Ah!”
as he entered her in one immense go, but she barely fit half
inside. Blood colored the water as he moved quick and pulled out.
Meeka and Brooke stopped and were at her side as her flower bled
from not being ready for his size. Then the pain suddenly
diminished and she looked at the three worried faces and at herself
to realize what just happened. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s my fault.” Cage said as his
still rigid lance taunted her. “Usually I would hold your ankles so
it wouldn’t happen. I’m so sorry Tohka. I was just too afraid to do
too much for the first time, letting you work your way, at your own
pace. And I was distracted by your beauty…”

“I would like to try again.” She hastily said
as the pain vanished, but she reacted as any woman when faced with
such maleness eager to have her. “We should not let this be a bad
experience, but I think the water made it too easy for me to take
you… and thank you for healing me.”

“Are you sure?” Brooke asked, tenderly
touching her face as she had for years when they were alone. “Meeka
or I could…”

“No, he won me tonight. I will have him and
then you.” She gave Brooke a kiss before standing as Cage sat down.
This time he held her ankles as she squatted down and felt his
lance eager for her flower. She grimaced as she remembered the pain
and this time she carefully let him in and gasped as she slid down
to the base, sheathing his entirety again. “Great Spirits! I did
it!” she shook and forced his face between her breasts as she shook
from instant orgasm and quivered. He held her ankles so she didn’t
hurt herself while she panted for breath and said “You reach so
deep, Cage Love.”

“How are you?” Meeka asked. “Your flower
bleeds again.”

“Perhaps this wasn’t a good idea.” Brooke
added in concern.

“No,” Tohka relaxed some and wrapped her legs
around Cage’s waist when he felt she was adapting to him. “I will
not lie, it does hurt, but without the water I do not believe I
could have fit him in tonight without much preparation. But it does
feel good. Never had my last man filled me so completely. I will
still need time before I get only pleasure from my new man.” Her
hips began moving and sliding him in and out. “Cage Love, make me
sing to the spirits.”

“With pleasure, but afterwards I’m healing
you again.”

She didn’t get a chance to respond as she
gasped as he skillfully tended to her long, unsatisfied needs. In
seconds she cried out and pain turned into the most exquisite
pleasure of her life. To heighten it both Brooke and Meeka began
kissing and caressing her, easing and heightening the
experience.

Then she felt his need grow and a grunt
preceded the total release she happily took it all. Her lazy smile
grew concerned as she said “Why have you not softened after
release?”

Meeka and Brooke looked across at each other,
remembering the same issue their first night and laughed. Tohka
glanced between them as they both said “He doesn’t.” to prove it he
made her sing six more times without leaving her flower before
Meeka said “Let us have a turn! Beloved, go ahead, I’ll help
her.”

Cage extracted and enjoyed Tohka’s expression
as she was more like melted butter before Brooke impaled herself
and kissed him. In his ear she said “You did wonderful, My Love.
You made me a happy woman again. I get Tohka back and you make her
feel loved all in one night. Let me make it up to you.” Her wet
hands threaded behind his neck as she leaned as far back as she
could go and worked him the way they both liked, hard and fast.
They climaxed several more times.

Meanwhile Meeka was more gentle to the raw
new mate. Her kisses were soft and her fingers gentle, making the
next orgasms simple and relaxing. She remembered how Brooke had
helped her do exactly the same and knew it would help. Then Tohka
turned on Meeka so she sat on the seat and took a breath before
skillfully bringing her to ecstasy.

Thereafter Meeka got her wild time on her
man.

Brooke held Tohka’s back to her breasts and
together they watched Cage standing with Meeka around his middle,
locked tightly and crying out with wild abandon as he did his other
kind of magic. Then she heard “Brooke Love, never have I felt like
this. I hurt greatly, but want more. I think I finally like
him.”

“He is easy to love, especially with that
magic lance. He is good with our children and better with us. He
will never strike us so long as we do not attack, or if he wants to
fight. I’m glad you’ve fallen in love with him. I did truly miss
you and I’m so glad you won tonight by cutting him. It always felt
right, just the three of us, but now that you are mine again in
every way, it is immensely better.” She kissed Tohka’s neck and
earned a groan on enjoyment.

“I’m looking forward to more for
certain.”

Meeka clenched and cried out just as Cage
gave a mighty thrust and together they sunk back into the water.
Tohka leaned forward and asked “Can we take this to the bed?”

“I need to refuel.” Cage barely seemed
winded. “If I’m going to have three insatiable women for the rest
of our lives I’m going to need to keep my strength up.”

Her nurturer’s instinct awakened and she said
“I’ll go do it. You better rest for I want you in me again. What do
you need?”

“Orange juice and tarts. It will give us all
an added boost.”

Brooke knew Meeka was in no condition to walk
at the moment as she still jerked from diminishing tremors so she
took Tohka’s hand and said “I’ll show you, Love.” They went to the
closet and dried off with a towel before rushing out.

They soon returned with a pitcher and platter
to all share a quick meal before Cage pinned Tohka beneath himself
and she happily took him again and again.

To Cage, he felt relieved. Now with four of
them, everyone had a partner and could change depending on their
needs. He could give all the attention and desire they all
required. But as he gave another release and Tohka cried out to the
spirits he whispered in her hear “I think I like you too.” Her eyes
widened before tearing up, so happy to hear those thoughts from an
appreciative man who had never made her feel so special. She kissed
him gratefully for those words.

 


Cage awoke with Meeka on his left, Tohka on
his right and Brooke laying beside her old love, arm draped over,
all of them pressed together under the sheets.

His moment of wakefulness seemed to wake his
stunning women. He did have to admit Meeka’s new marking heightened
her beauty, at least what he could see. “How is everyone
feeling?”

“Loved.” They crooned in unison, realized
this and looked to one another before laughing.

“Coincidence or planned?” he asked and it was
a unanimous coincidence.

“My new love, do you think you can heal my
flower some. I can barely move, but I want to enjoy it. It is proof
my mates made me so wonderful.”

Covers were pulled down as Tohka’s belly and
sex glowed blue to heal the wounds his manhood caused. When she
sighed he stopped and was given a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you… I
will go make us the morning meal.” And went to crawl out of
bed.

“Remember, I do not eat meat.”

She raised an eyebrow. “After
what you did to
me? I thought I was good with my
mouth. You certainly know how to work a woman.” Tohka then winked
before sauntering towards the door, still moving awkward from the
night she’ll never forget. She touched the door’s knot and it
opened now that she was keyed passage.

“Seems you created another sex monster.”
Brooke quipped.

“Complaining?” He too raised an eyebrow.

“Not at all. Not. At. All.” She sighed
contently.

Meeka grabbed her leather bracelet and
secured it while also standing. “I’ll give her a hand. Our family
keeps getting larger.”

“No more!” Cage joked. “I already have three
women who push my limits. Another will cause problems.”

“I don’t want another for some time.” Brooke
laid back and looked at the glowing ball of light hanging just
below the still fan.

“Same here.” Meeka rolled her neck. “Two
women and a man is more than enough for my needs. If the children
remain asleep I’ll give her a surprise.” With a smile on her face
she walked naked out the door.

“While they are gone, want to share more
pleasure?”

All Brooke needed to see was that pearly
white grin and she acted.

 


“Meeka Mother, your breasts!” Rena yelped as
she came downstairs, holding her baby sister’s hand while openly
gawking.

Meeka touched her bare chest and asked “How
does it look?” Rena simply sputtered as she looked to find her dad
sitting at the table with her mother and Tohka sitting on his lap,
all smiling at her. “I’m happy you approve.”

“See what happens when you go to bed early,
Kiddo?” Cage quipped. “You missed learning you have a new
mother.”

Rena shrugged as she sat at the table and put
Ananna in her lap. “I knew she would. I always wanted to call you
Tohka Mother.”

Tohka’s eyes widened. “You did?”

The priestess in training grabbed a plate of
eggs Meeka made and apple slices on the side and said “Yes… you
always made Mother smile when you were with her out of all the
other adult sisters. I’m happy Dad won you. Are you well? His lance
hurt my mothers.”

No Utala will lie or hide the truth from even
the youngest child. “It did hurt, but I will gladly learn to manage
him.”

Rena then asked the most obvious question
“Tohka Mother, Meeka Mother, what are the markings? They resemble
Mother’s gift from the far-seer, but are different.”

Instead her dad answered. “This remains
tribal matters, but I made Tohka long lived like your other mothers
and able to resist Meeka’s curse?”

“At least you didn’t prove my assumption
wrong.” Daku said as he climbed down into the room the size of an
adult lion.

“I was within my rights.” Cage calmly
defended himself.

“And I wasn’t denying your right.” The
griffin said as he curled around his bed by the fireplace. His head
though remained up and staring at the timid woman. “But did he
explain that he cannot make another magician like you for
another?”

“I didn’t go into those details as other
things were on my mind.” Cage admitted while stroking Tohka’s soft
and silky back that jerked as she was being directly being spoken
to by the griffin.

“Well I’ll explain it right now so your
mating instincts do not allow the knowledge to pass.” His long tail
with a tuff curled and whipped and thumped the floor out of sheer
boredom. “There are laws he must abide by from pacts all mages must
endure so long as the war between Twilight and Laqura Castle
remains. He cannot offer an extended life to anyone other than a
true mate. Meaning he will be unable to offer it to any others of
this flock. There are strict regulations and so long as you remain
mate to my partner, you may keep near.”

“I do not plan to leave.” Tohka spoke
quietly, unable to hold such a fierce gaze. “I love Brooke
completely and am falling fast for Cage and Meeka Sister.”

“For that you have my thanks. More love is
always needed, but I warn you not to boast of your new gifts or I
will have Cage strip you of them. I believe you will not, but I
felt your hate towards him. No other in the flock held those
feelings they way you did. I doubt you’ll ever act, but my trust in
you is questionable at best.”

“And I will do whatever it takes to rectify
my actions, but after last night I know my anger was misplaced.”
She promised.

Brooke teasingly flicked Tohka’s still hard
nipple and saw her gasp and slap a hand over it. “One real orgasm
on this lance will make you forget even your own name.” She stroked
it as it sat between them.

“That wasn’t nice, but I certainly forgot my
name multiple times.” The nurturer admitted and flicked Brooke
back.

Sean appeared while fighting a yawn he lost
against, took in the room and sat down to get caught up.

Afterwards Cage sat with the children while
Tohka gathered the dishes and tasked herself by washing them. As
she was she asked “Meeka Sister, why did Cage Love glare at the
food we made together before Brooke Sister and I fed him?”

Meeka snorted. “He thinks we’ll poison him.
Every meal he doesn’t prepare himself gets tested by his magic. Not
once does he waver in the task. He trusts us, but his habit is
earned. You are Utala born, but from where I grew up and on Cage’s
world, women especially, use poisons to kill men by slipping it in
food or drink. We are after all who are more domestic and enjoy
making our family food. A little oleander or berry of belladonna in
a salad or cooked into food is easy to kill, even over a period of
months.”

Tohka stared aghast at this knowledge. “But
that is inconceivable. Why would a sister not use a blade on a
stupid man?”

“Less mess.” Meeka said, miming washing her
hands as if soaked in blood. “And not all women are strong enough
to stab another. Poison is easy. Stupid people prefer easy.”

“Do you hate me? I mean, about realizing how
I harbored ill intent against our mate?”

Meeka grinned as she sat on the freezer top.
“Not at all. I likely would have done the same if our places were
different. If I was Brooke’s love and watched some man and another
woman take her away I would likely have done similar. And after
last night I’m not letting you go. I do not know how your sisters
and man could have resisted what you can do. It was better sex than
usual.”

Taking a chance she felt her cheeks warm “I
wanted to prove my worth, but on a typical coupling I’m wondering
if that was as good as it gets.”

This made Meeka grin widely. “That was tame
to be truthful. Cage was going easy on all of us to not frighten
you. Wait until you’ve experienced him on a good night. I wondering
if he can make all three of us cry out at the same time.”

“You’ll find out!” Came his voice from the
other room.

“He can hear that well?” Tohka whispered as
her cheeks somehow got even hotter.

“From here he can hear our heart beating.”
Meeka promised. “And if he didn’t, he has ways of figuring out
secrets and conversations. The only time we can ever surprise him
is when he’s not on the island or over two miles away and we
whisper.”

Realizing this she said “So he’s leaving in
two days? Tonight will be our last for a month?”

“Unfortunate timing isn’t it?” Meeka huffed
and looked out the door to the living room where she watched Brooke
leaning over the back of the sofa, watching Cage and the children
adoringly.

“Truly it is. Now I see why you and the
priestess are the way you are with him.” She shivered in delight.
“It was difficult to get out of bed and not mount him.”

“He certainly deserves his boundless
reputation as a lover. You can’t fake what he does to you…” She
smiled as Rena walked in. “Well hello. What do you have there?”

“A gift from Dad.” She held up her fist as
Cage was seen hurrying to his office. Dangling from a silver string
was a flat, diamond shaped piece of Topaz a half inch long. It was
delicate and yet beautiful. “Here, Tohka Mother.” Then they saw
Cage reappear, leaning his shoulder against the doorframe with
Brooke wrapping a hand around his hip. Even Daku walked in to
watch.

“A gift? What for?” Tohka said, her brown
eyes twinkling at the beauty in it.

“Piece of mind.” He responded.

“I do not understand.” She really didn’t.

Meeka instead answered. “Our man has many
enemies who would do us harm to get to him. Most likely that
beautiful stone is enchanted with a spell to stop arrows and magic
and likely few will be able to break it.”

“True, but unlike yours, the kids and
Brooke’s, Tohka’s can be extended to protect a small group up to
fifty feet from wherever she stands with a few simple words keyed
to her vocal patterns.” Black eyes trained back on the speechless
woman. “Only yours, as a nurturer, can be used to safeguard the
children as I know you and two others are the last line of defense
to the children and pregnant women unable to fight anymore, when
they are away when visitors are near. It can also contact Meeka’s
bracelet, Brooke’s emeralds and the kids’ crystals at any
time.”

“You carry magic too?” She asked Rena and
Sean, who held his new sister.

Rena unsheathed her four inch dagger from her
thigh and unscrewed a new metal cap to show off a pea sized
glistening crystal before screwing it back. “Dad makes sure his
family is well protected while he is away. As my new mother, you
are also allowed to carry magic.”

Caught beyond words, Tohka’s legs buckled and
she slid to the ground, never knowing such kindness. Tears began
blurring her vision as she cried, happy all worked out and
disbelieving how much more she received. All she had harbored
changed into something she never experienced.

Suddenly Cage, Meeka and Brooke rushed breath
as if punched in the gut and doubled over some before gasping for
needed oxygen. They all felt something change in them, it was
slight yet immense at the same time as they looked to each other
before looking at Tohka in a new light.

With it being too much to understand it
became clear when Daku shoved his beak in the room with narrowed
eyes. “Never in all my long life have I seen this!”

“What?” Cage asked, noticing the complete
surprise in his Familiar’s tone. Daku’s fur stood completely on end
while his wings slapped his sleek, lion-like form.

“Just now, before you gave her the trinket,
she was still blank in color for a mate, but suddenly she just
became an unbreakable spirit mate and her colors are now
irrevocably bound to you three.” His blue eyes lit with wonder. “I
must go speak with Ulon and Poli immediately of this, never to my
knowledge of history has this happened. She would have become a
spirit mate eventually, but never an unbreakable. She is now
forever bound to the three of you.” Daku suddenly bolted for the
front door, touched the knot with his hand and left in a hurry.

“Is this true, Cage Love?” Brooke asked as
she and Meeka knelt beside the crying and completely petrified
beauty.

“Have you ever seen Daku act so surprised
before?” He countered.

“Once,” Meeka admitted. “right when you were
clawed by the Tiaxm, before he got mad and attacked them. But this…
is different.”

“What does this mean?” Tohka continued to
cry.

Rena giddily danced and landed in front of
her mothers. “You will never leave Dad, silly. You will only truly
love him as your man forever. You’re lucky, Daku said I’m not
unbreakable as a spirit mate. I’ll have to grow to love another.
Sean is an unbreakable… And it is likely you’ll never do Dad harm,
much as he would you.”

“Truly?” Her brown eyes met black, crystal
clear water blue and dark chocolate.

“Daku, rarely bends the truth only when he
must, but I’ve never caught him in a lie.” Cage admitted. “We
better get dressed, company will be arriving soon.”

“Dragons?” Sean asked.

“Their curious minds won’t let this
phenomenon be passed if it has never happened before. One thing a
dragon never allows to pass by is something new. It is what they
truly live for, all of them.”

Still overwhelmed, Tohka stood and Brooke
clasped the necklace around her slender neck and watched as it fell
perfectly in her cleavage. All knew he made it specifically for
her, just as all gemstones were personal to the owner. The new mate
moved forward and wrapped her shaking arms around his solid chest
and cried happily before pushing to the ball of her feet for a much
needed kiss he delivered on. His sweetness made her head spin
harder.

 


Just as they re-gathered in the living
room, the ground shook several times, slightly. It was impossible
to not know the cause for
before the tremors there was the sound of great wings flapping and
tingle of magic. Sean jumped out the door first and Brooke, holding
Ananna, followed before the remainder departed.

All the snow had been whisked away as two
glorious dragon’s proudly stood in front of the largest tree home
on the island. Half their size was Daku as he stood over by
Megdline’s empty evergreen house. Poli looked absolutely giddy for
a dragon as her long silver tail twitched and she smiled almost
frighteningly. Ulon was more reserved, but instantly attentive.

“Before you ask” Cage said in his approach
with Tohka at his back, holding onto Meeka for dear life and the
dragons both gave her their full study. Her shyness grew greater as
she tried shrinking away. “any questions, I want to know if you’ve
decided on my offer from yesterday?”

Annoyed to not start as they intended didn’t
show even slightly as Ulon calmly stated “A decision has been
reached, Cage Two-legs. We agree to become friends when time
solidifies our companionship and welcome the den in our
reservation, under your rule as a valued gift. We also agree to the
matter concerning ‘animals.’” He said in private context only Cage
and Daku knew about. “As matters of hunting, we will do so off the
island to protect the native wildlife. And so long as your people
respect our den and persons’ we will keep to the arrangement.
Should unforeseen problems arise, we may discuss alterations openly
at an appropriate time. The only request is the two of us have a
phrase of our own choosing in the wards, to come and go as we
please.”

Cage considered it silently for a
moment before saying “Alright, but only in ancient Draconian on
your word and Poli’s. It will not be shared to anyone except Gralla
and that is only on the
condition of the event of my death.”

“We have an accord.” Ulon vowed.

Suddenly a massive green colored humanlike
hand came out of nowhere, well over ten feet long and hovered a
dozen feet before his pearly white chest. Ulon cocked his head in
confusion at the magical creation.

Poli supplied “It is a two-legs’ show of
agreement. His hand is much too small to properly clasp yours,
Shlesssakkar.”

Ulon firmly reached out, took it and through
the magic, Cage felt it was as if his real hand was squeezed. And
then the dragon let go and the magic vanished.

“What is, Shlesssakkar?” Rena tried to
pronounce and found it difficult.

“A number of things in two-legs language. It
means love, mate, link to my heart, sire of my future offspring,
husband and many other words this language fails to convey.” Poli
answered in a purr that felt more a rumble, but Ulon seemed to
enjoy it by slightly slapping his wings against his scaly side.

“With that out of the way…” Cage said and
deftly stepped behind Tohka who had been trying to hide
miserably.

The dragons stopped flirting and refocused on
the human woman. Ulon said “I remember you, Little two-leg’s. When
the warlock engaged in combat with Shorty Two-legs you were trying
to hide behind the wood den, trying to secretly watch the battle.
You departed as Cage Two-leg’s did, before my mate and the white
king returned. I remember clearly you had no spirit mate for your
color said they died before being met by you. Back away so we may
see White King Daku’s claim without interference of your mates.”
Cage and Meeka stepped aside till she whimpered, all alone in the
face of a giant reptile. Rosy eyes narrowed beside silver and
widened moments later before meeting. “It is true!”

“But how?” Poli’s tail swept faster and her
wings slapped her sides in sudden, excited energy. “All theories
state it is impossible. But if you said she was colorless, you will
not be questioned. She is now mated as deeply as we.”

Ulon’s massive head jerked up and down in
agreement for proof was now irrefutable by three who could see. “We
must bring them to Rex Gralla. It was her sire’s theory that must
be proven false.”

“Not today!” Cage announced, almost feeling
Tohka’s fear of being taken away. Heads turned to him. “What is
most important now is my training. I will not allow my new mate to
be taken to Twilight at this time. You mean to take all four of us
for study, but without a clear emergency Brooke cannot leave our
people. And furthermore, my danger is real for when I reach full
power, it will be beyond damaging to life. I will gladly speak with
Gralla and any dragons willing, but if she is scared, none will
come near her.”

“I concur.” Daku voiced. “Priority now must
remain on Cage till after his ascension. None of the four of us
will forget such a monumental encounter. And you three have sharp
minds able to magically recreate memories. And if it can be
duplicated to another species…”

“Then those who lost their original mate
before hatching can find love!” Poli eagerly stomped and restrained
herself when the little ones stumbled.

“Am I that important?” Tohka asked quietly,
realizing some of what was happening and had never seen a dragon so
alive and eager.

“Indeed you are.” Poli laid down and turned
her head some for a closer look. She tried keeping her voice down.
“In all of our kind, it is great sadness when a hatchling learns
that their true mate had died and they must grow without feeling
the deep down bond you now feel. If they once would have had a mate
that joined the spirits, what we could learn from you could save
their misery. You could be a hero to my kind.”

“Me?” she asked with trepidation and a
tremble in her shoulders Cage stilled by gently placing his hands
there. Poli rumbled in what was assumed a ‘yes.’ All eyes on her
she felt obligated to say “In our tribe it is a dishonor to not aid
the dragons. Will…” She gulped dryly. “anything hurt?”

Poli jerked back in surprise. “No harm or
damage will harm you. Your importance is too great! We would simply
learn by understanding the process’s that brought this about and
maybe scan your body and mana to learn how you instantly bound your
life force to your mates. No dragon under our Rex will harm a
two-leg’s unless provoked by danger. We would descend upon any who
did so with intent, all of us.”

Everyone saw a confidence take hold in Tohka.
It was slight, but she no longer stared at the ground. “So long as
I return to my people I cannot allow another suffer. I’m a
nurturer. When I see pain and suffering, I help in any way I’m
able.” She looked back at her sisters before locking eyes with her
new male lover she truly knew she would love, does love. The weight
of the necklace reminded her of his kindness to protect her. “I
will go, Cage Love, if you are by my side.” He simply smiled and
her heart skipped a beat. His smile broadened and she knew he heard
it. “Ulon Rosescales and Poli Silverscales, I will go.” The two
dragon’s looked to each other before grinning.

“We have till tomorrow evening to decide
anything.” Daku said as his long stride’s effortlessly stepped over
the frozen waterfall’s river. “Ulon, please carry Cage’s family to
the tribe at the beach. The two of us need to fly together for a
short time.”

“Very well, but may I ask the females
questions meanwhile, as to how it all began and came about?”

“We females are right here! Ask
us.” Brooke sounded
irritated.

Poli answered “We mean do discord, Brooke
Two-legs. Ulon is unfamiliar with your customs. In ours, when
asking permission, it must be done by the eldest member and none
here are as ancient as White King Daku.”

“Apologies.” Ulon offered as he realized his
offense, forgetting his place at the moment.

“Accepted.” Brooke allowed. “And yes you may
ask questions of our love, Tohka, and us.”

He laid down and allowed all the two-legs’ to
climb and hold onto his thick spikes along the spine. For added
protection he stuck them to his back magically. He wasn’t surprised
they all were silent, beside the new female who had never ridden
Daku before last night. He then dropped over the waterfall cliff
and used gravity’s momentum to take off.

Poli remained behind to eagerly watch Daku
and Cage flying around each other for sheer enjoyment and just to
fly for the fun of it. Then she felt need to join them and roared.
The two smiled before flying swiftly around each other almost in a
dance that required the swiftest reflexes otherwise an aerial
collision would result.

 


A half hour later Daku landed the size of a
large lion with Cage’s legs draped around his neck and Poli landed
nearby. He chirped “That was great!”

Poli agreed with the ancient griffin as his
master dismounted. “The exercise was gratifying to be certain. You
and Cage Two-legs are expert flyers.”

“High praise coming from you.” Ulon said as
he spun his neck around. Sitting at the front of his feet were all
seven elders, Brooke, Meeka and Tohka.

“Did you witness?” She rumbled while stomping
her way to his side.

“No.” He rumbled back.

“When next they fly you must join us.” She
now purred. “They are swifter than sparrows and sharper than
hawks.”

Ulon simply grinned. It dimmed as he watched
Cage walking towards the trees. “What task concerns you?”

Catching the real reason for being stopped
Cage asked “What do you want to ask?”

Poli snickered in her way as her long tail
wrapped around her mate’s while the fanned end played in the water.
Ulon meanwhile asked “You’re mates do not know if you did magic the
moment your new mate bound herself?”

“Not at all.” Cage admitted. “At that time I
was enjoying her expression to the gift and what it’ll get me
tonight. There was no active magic upon her other than what you
sensed from the mark placed upon her. I need to go make some more
food for the livestock since they’ll run out in a month. The tribe
has plenty for the winter though.” With that he continued on.

After a quarter mile walk with Daku at his
side, Cage noticed Rena and Sean sparring together naked with
nearly all the other children. Daku pointed out Shorty, Fredrick,
Luke and their women all staring openmouthed at the kids and
silently they approached. “Like what you see, Boys?”

The group of adults jumped in surprise before
realizing who it was, his green mage’s robe easily recognizable.
Fredrick fingered his twin swords at his hip while his red nose and
cheeks spoke of him being out for some time. “I have seen how
dangerous the Tribal Peoples are, but these children scare me. My
four women all say you’ve been teaching these children how to fight
and my trained eye can see you’ve made a deadly force out of them.
If not for what you did to Shorty yesterday I would be skeptical,
but those two over there especially move more deadly than any man
I’ve fought in combat.”

“My kids sure train hard. Rena’s a natural
and learns almost as fast I did at her age while Sean hates being
left behind and trains with his brothers in secret for hours,
making sure the skills I teach are perfect. Here watch this.” Cage
put two fingers in his mouth before loosing a sharp whistle.

Instantly all partners stopped sparring,
looked to the chieftain and formed ranks as they knew. Behind him
he heard Shorty quip “Not even General Corbin could make me form
ranks so fast… or wear a smile” Nearly all the children smiled,
even two who were bleeding from minor cuts.

Cage took a stance and all children mirrored
him. He’d punch and they’d follow the routine, first it was slow
and measured before it was too fast for most children. Only Rena,
Sean and four others were able to keep speed. He stopped and smiled
“Well done, all of you!” even the children sucking air from their
knees listened and glowed with joy at his praise. “I can tell each
one of you have kept practicing each morning in my absence. And
you’ve all been stretching. Now it’s time to learn the new move I
promised.” A cheer rose among the children. “Settle down. Settle
down.” They did. “Watch closely.” He tossed his robe aside and bent
his knees. “If your opponent carries anything bigger than a knife
and is obviously larger, do the deflection like I taught, but this
time you spin on your left foot while leaning forward and hooking
your leg around to kick them in the back of the head as they pass.”
He did a slow movement as how it would be done, showing his lean
form had excellent flexibility. Then he did it again, only in real
time. “To show you how it works… Bryan, I know you’re behind me.
Step front.”

The giant warrior, now tallest of the tribe
did so, armed to the tooth with his hammer, sword and daggers. He
and his women arrived when the tribe gathered to watch their chief
teaching. “As you can all see, Bryan is taller and larger than me.
His sword and war hammer has a longer reach than my arms and he is
an experienced warrior used to overwhelming opponents since few men
can claim to be larger than himself. After I show you this I want
the small children to pair up with larger ones and to do what I’m
about to slowly.” Cage looked confidently into Bryan’s curious
green eyes. “Come at me slow so the children can see how you would
kill an enemy. The second time you must go for the kill.”

“Can do.” Bryan unsheathed his long sword and
war hammer, twirled them once and stood ready like a solid tree
with a deadly strength. Cage came close enough and Bryan first
slowly swung his hammer as if to knock off Cage’s head while coming
with a hacking motion with the sword, but watched as his hammer’s
head was punched up and the sword knocked aside and realized Cage
could have done so in a real situation. Bryan realized he could
have Cage in a bear hug till he twisted, bent down and brought his
leg up. Only now did everyone realize how deadly the move was for
it was a lulling trap for the hug would be the bait, avoided and
then Bryn felt Cage’s heel at the back of his neck and held still.
Cage held his left foot planted while in a split to say “Even if he
wore a helmet, a blow from this angle will send him off balance and
unable to react.” He pulled his leg back and returned to the same
position. “Real speed this time, Bryan.”

Next thing everyone sees is Bryan face down
in the sand after a mighty war cry, with Cage’s heel on the back of
his head. “And one good stomp will end his misery. Now pair up and
practice.”

As the children started Bryan was helped up
by a pair of strong hands and met Cage’s grin. “Thanks for helping
out. It is difficult to show moves when I was the tallest. You
okay?”

“No worries.” Bryan rubbed his neck and
lifted his weapons. “Anytime to teach children. I’m used to it.
Shorty often asked for my help when we were on leave.” They looked
over at the man who was busy concentrating while working out the
mechanics of the move by doing it alone. “Seems you’ve woken his
competitive nature. Does me pleasure to see someone kick his little
ass for once.”

“I’ve got work to do.” Cage said after
smiling and walked off with Daku, dressing as he went.

In a small clearing where he wouldn’t be
disturbed Cage began heating the frigid ground, allowing the snow
to melt to be used for the needed water. Once it was augmented to
summer temperature and the soil saturated, he began throwing oats
to grow wheat for the animals. Soon over a hundred sprouts began to
grow. While he worked, Daku curled himself around his partner,
keeping him warm and blocking much of the breeze. Together they
grew a pile of feed for the animals for over half a day and weren’t
bothered although Poli was seen once flying above to keep an eye on
them. Once the pile was established Cage wiped his sweaty brow and
focused one more time before creating a large portal beneath it and
watched it sink before Jumping it to the granary on the western
island to be sorted by the few who live there full time.

 


Daku and Cage returned to the common room of
the largest tree the bulk of the tribe called home just as lunch
was being served. Tension could be smelled in the air it was so
thick in the oppressive silence. Shrugging, they found the three
women huddled together with the elders and as he sat Meeka got up
an planted herself right in his lap. To his surprise Elder Shania
fixed her elderly yet still fearsome huntress’s gaze upon him to
announce “While you grew food for the animals, difficult decisions
were reached.”

“About Tohka?” He asked as the nurturer
looked down and scooted closer to Brooke.

“About all of you.” Shania said with more
seriousness than she ever used in his presence before and Brooke
also seemed resigned to a sore fate by how she grimaced. As the
elder spoke the room somehow silenced more heavily and his gaze
narrowed, but his senses spoke that nothing was being physically
threatened. Shania held his gaze while saying “It has been decided
that the dragons truly need you and your mates, Cage… and they
cannot give our people an accurate time for your absence or how
long it will be till they learn what they must.” He knew it was bad
when she didn’t bother calling him chief. “None deny you are the
best male warrior to happen to our people in our history, but your
position as chieftain cannot remain. Though tradition says fifty
years you may rule for being long lived, it must be overruled in
this instance.

“A new chief will be named tomorrow by
mass trial as will Rena’s promotion as Priestess. Brooke is to
continue teaching Rena, but no man will touch the child till the
bleed of womanhood comes. She will remain your daughters.” Elder
Shania promised the four parents. “But is now the Utala priestess
as of this day. Tomorrow, after the new chieftain is named, you
four will go and aid the dragons in their plight. Our two great
neighbors lead us to believe this is no deceit and we seven agree
on what must be done.” The
elders all certainly looked it. Cage noted.

Elder Metak then spoke. “Cage, this is not
easy for us, but you have too many obligations and Brooke cannot
always lead us. She knows this and willingly agreed it is time for
her blood to take her place, especially for the dragons’ needs.
Brooke will continue passing Rena all she will need to know as our
priestess and will be as she always has, but will lead us with the
new chieftain and learn wisdom and experience by us while you four
must be away for an undetermined time.” Then he half smiled. “All
you’ve done will not go unrewarded, My Boy. Utala you are and
forever will be. Both you and Meeka honor our ways more fiercely
than any outsider allowed to join us. But from today forth, you and
your mates will be Utala protectors and in times of great need you
may take command of us, if full consent is agreed by the current
chieftain, elders and priestess.”

“About damn time!” Cage sighed as his
forehead dropped on top of Meeka’s scalp. “It was too much truth be
told, but now I have one less issue to deal with.” His words had
brows raised, especially from Brooke and Meeka who were both
surprised at such a reaction. “Only one question, will we still
honor our commitment to host the wedding of Sek and Amy?”

“We shall.” Metak promised.

“Then I won’t need this anymore.” Cage leaned
back and removed his green chieftain’s bead. He handed it over
without question to the only male elder and hated watching Brooke’s
shaking hands as she tried removing her white. Tohka instead leaned
over to help and passed the priestess’ bead away.

Metak snapped his fingers and the bead maker
brought forth four black beads and held them up “You are now our
watchers and protectors. All the burdens you bore as chief and
priestess are no more, but now you are free to live your life and
do what must be done for the tribe, yourselves and any in great
need.”

The four took a bead and threaded it to their
left temple and then Cage said “Right now I must take my family
home. I can see none have an appetite.”

Metak simply inclined his head. Their group
stood, Brooke swayed as she was hit hardest, and moved to the door.
Rena cried as she took her mother’s hand as they stepped outside.
Sean closed the door as he was last out.

As soon as it did and no one was around,
Brooke fell to her knees and cried openly as she clutched her
daughter tightly and murmured incoherently. Cage then bent over and
scooped both in his arms as if they were weightless and created a
black board. Tohka always want a chance to ride, but hesitated till
Meeka offered a hand and was pulled up. Sean and Ananna climbed
next and then they lifted off the ground, soon gliding over the
trees. Daku flew at their side quietly as he knew nothing he could
say would make a difference.

But as Cage passed between the two large
trees his enhanced hearing picked up the tribe’s anger. They were
quiet for Brooke’s benefit, but now they can voice their
objections, but what was done had to be. It was only a matter of
time before one of them slipped up and hurt the tribe by negligence
at best. Still mother and daughter cried, even for the ideal way
things must be.

It wasn’t long before they landed and as they
slipped inside Tohka knelt before Sean and his new baby sister to
say “Go find a snack and be there for Rena. We must help Brooke
Love now.”

Sean’s muddy brown eyes looked to the room,
watching Daku climb the stairs and gave a brief look over a wing to
say he’ll be waiting upstairs for the three cubs. “I can do that.
Brooke Mother needs love right now.”

“And so will we give it. Don’t come down till
someone comes for supper.” Meeka said as she took off her shoes.
She then got up and pulled Rena from her mother and took her
upstairs to rest. Sean arrived, ready to help as she left.

She heard a muffled cry and entered the room
to find Brooke somehow was stripped and sheathing Cage’s mighty
lance, her back against the wall. Even Meeka knew Cage was helping
Brooke recover, unable to think straight with him stretching her
and making her sing. Tohka was pushing her pants down and aside
before helping Brooke relax in many kisses and caresses. Meeka knew
who needed sole attention and undressed before motioning Cage to
pull her off the wall for a moment before squeezing in and Brooke’s
back pressed into her blonde woman’s chest to get her neck kissed
and a hand reaching down to rub the bud while Cage stroked her
insides the way only a man could.

 


After two hours Brooke lay curled up in a
ball on the couch and napped for another before looking up and
found Tohka sitting on her man’s lance, bouncing with wild abandon
and knew right away she had amply prepared to sheathe him this time
so she got the most pleasure out of pain and her flower didn’t
bleed. “Thank you for that, My Loves.” Brooke stretched. “I needed
that.”

Tohka sat fully with a soft moan and half
turned, making it clear she wasn’t getting off any time soon. “We
love you, Brooke and we all know how painful this is for you.”

“My daughter rising to priestess before she
is ready or the lance your flower has consumed?” Brooke tried to
joke.

“Both.” Tohka admitted with a full bodily
shake. “But it would only be harder to let go later. At least we
get our wish, we can all go together. We won’t be separated from
each other because Cage must go while you cannot. It was the only
solution, even if I hate that I caused all this.” She looked down
in shame. “If I had stayed away you’d still be priestess.”

Brooke managed to lift Tohka’s legs and sit
on Cage’s lap too while wrapping her hand around her back. Cage
seemed amused at the arrangement. “No, do not blame yourself. If we
knew it was to happen, I wouldn’t change anything. I love you,
Tohka Sister. Yes, I’m sad I’ve been made protector over priestess,
but as you said ‘We can go together.’ and that outweighs being
priestess. You are my miracle, but now the dragons know what I
always have.” And then she leaned in to give a slow kiss which both
enjoyed. Brooke then leaned to the side. “I don’t even have to ask
how you feel. You’re glad you’re not chieftain anymore.”

“Damn straight!” he chuckled on the sofa with
two gorgeous women on his lap. “Now I don’t have to mediate or
oversee every petty issue and nor do you.”

“Haven’t thought of that.” Brooke suddenly
brightened and laughed genuinely. “We will be disturbed less and
have more time to ourselves.”

“Exactly!” he grinned.

Brooke’s shoulder length black hair swished
as her head turned. “Is Meeka relieving herself?”

“No.” He said while Tohka squirmed. “When you
fell asleep she realized we’d be all leaving together tomorrow
without the kids and is arranging for them to be watched after and
went to speak with Fredric to learn more of Nolan, as he had
promised. I’m to pick her up around midnight.”

Brooke said “That was kind of her.” Tohka
tilted her messy head of long hair questioningly. “She wants me to
be near Cage Love when I need him while also giving you room to
fulfill your desires in a real mate.” Brooke grinned. Tohka’s eyes
widened as Brooke began flicking her flower while getting a mighty
thrust from below. In seconds she held Brooke and clamped tightly
while she yelled “GREAT SPIRITS!!!”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


Councilor Raul of the First Council of
Twilight sat in a secret sanctuary outside the city’s ever watchful
eyes as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. Again he sighed and his
Familiar, a large silverback gorilla grunted “Enough already, Raul!
We have what we needed and procrastinating will get us in deeper
trouble when they learn what we’ve done behind their back. I for
one do not wish to be there when the empress learns we’ve been
sitting on information for two
days. Her wrath hasn’t diminished in the century we’ve been
spying for her.”

“I know!” Raul snapped as he took in the
underground bubble lined with glowing moss that supplied air for
him to breathe while stacks of copied books and supplies were
scattered haphazardly. It wasn’t as spacious anymore, but it was
the only truly safe place he could hide in. “But I’m more
frightened of him.” His Familiar simply grunted and stared with
boredom. “At least she’s predictible.”

Deciding his partner was right, Raul
reluctantly sent his magic on a special thread that would connect
him to Laqura Castle. The sight mirror before him swirled from a
dark grey to a clear vision of a large man of extreme power second
only to the empress herself.

General Adair’s hazel eyes narrowed as he
took in who contacted him and created a reverse finding to know it
was exactly who contacted and none were listening. “Report, Raul.
You’ve had near two weeks to find a solution to this situation.”
Beside him the huge bull known as Colm raised his head, showing it
wasn’t common cattle for it had a taste for meat, preferably slave.
Red blood dripped from its snout.

“I’ve found a solution to our problems. It has been two
years since I openly contacted my people. What news?” Adair’s
complexion darkened and Raul realized the general wasn’t in any
mood for explaining himself. “Very well, I know how to rid
ourselves of the warlock.”

For once, Raul caught the general by
genuine surprise. “So he is a warlock! The empress will be pleased
with the news. Is he an experiment your friends concocted as our reports said before we
lost twelve powerful
sorcerers?”

“Where are you getting information? I’ve sent
reports of the warlock for months, detailing all that happened in
the meetings with the fool Zikon. He is from Earth, but I’ve yet to
be told how it came about.”

“Ominous. If you’ve done this then someone
has learned your ways if not of your true alliance to us… After my
pets were killed by this man and his griffin. At least you’ve heard
the empress’s orders on how to find a way to kill him.”

“Easier said than done. He is an elite
warlock, bound to Daku, greatest griffin king to live in all of
history. I have seen and felt their powers and I doubt you can kill
him so easily as I tried to have done when Lady Megdline brought
his existence to the council’s attention. He has only grown
stronger so unless we attack with an assault of a hundred first
class sorcerers to send against him and his two dragon guardians,
there is but one alternative I’ve found to secretly get close
enough to end him.”

General Adair’s expression darkened. “That
great of commitment will have to be second should you fail.”

“Me!?” Raul was dumbfounded in realization
he’d have to dirty his hands.

“Whatever your plan is, you will see through
personally. If Twilight has learned of your spying, it is only a
matter of time till you are discovered. Your bloodline must
continue for we who glow must prosper over the unenlightened. When
you are caught and interrogated, you will be killed by the fools
who associate with the filth. After you kill the warlock you are to
return to the empire so we can finish the war and finally realize
our empress’s grand dream of unification. Now what is this plan?
For now we may speak, I’ve made sure it is the two of us, but how
long it’ll be this way will be troublesome to dally.”

Raul, first class sorcerer, spoke of the way
he found to end the threat of the warlock. General Adair listened
and decided “Then it must be done today, before he and the dragons
make their way back to the territory that would allow Rex Gralla to
stick her snout where it doesn’t belong. You will have one hour to
prepare and finish or risk angering me and our empress.”

“It will be done.” With that the sight mirror
ended. Both sorcerer and Familiar sighed.

“We must prove ourselves. Should all work, we
will finally have the empress’s ear. You may even be so rewarded to
have her bare you a son.” The gorilla mused.

“We must be cautious. This is an enemy we
cannot afford to underestimate. We can fancy children when we
succeed.”

Former third seat, first councilor Raul
leaned back in his chair and set his mind to the task of readying
for the encounter of the millennium.

 


“Winner, Moril!” Elder Metak shouted as he
and his six women watched close.

All peoples of the Utala were summoned to
witness the challenge to be chieftain and already five matches to
those fighting for the title had passed. Twenty two had stepped
forward to fill the one spot their chieftain was removed from.
Sixteen were women and all were great warriors. Without Brooke and
Cage interfering, people actually had a fighting chance.

Cage sat with Daku draped around his neck
with Meeka and Tohka occupying his lap, each sitting on a thigh
while he sat in the sand. By his side sat Brooke, Rena in her lap,
arms wrapped around for comfort and proximity. Cage could see
Brooke put on a good front though she was heartbroken. The balm was
her daughter while the matches were a welcome distraction.

But Rena was preoccupied in her own little
world as she fingered her left temple. Hanging from it was the
single white bead passed down to all priestesses. No other female
child wore beads till adulthood and if not for the situation, she
wouldn’t be wearing one, nor will another be strung to her hair
till her rise to womanhood.

Laying just outside the whole tribe were the
pink and silver dragons. The noon sun overhead made their scales
sparkle vibrantly. Some children crawled all over Poli when they
got bored of the matches.

Next to pair up was Hammit and Quitte in the
ring of elders where the beach sand was somewhat stained already
with blood. They were the only pair to escape after the tunnel
collapse and avoid capture like Meeka, Moril, Lanna and Zatal had.
Then they worked together to reunite with the tribe. Metak slammed
the butt of his spear into the sand to yell “Begin!” and the pair
fiercely sprang at each other with knives drawn. The exchange was
quick, but Hammit buried his knife almost to the hilt in Quitte’s
thigh. Meeka had to rise to offer her services.

Elder Metak called the victor and like before
with all serious injuries, Quitte’s injury glowed blue at Meeka’s
request, itched fiercely and healed enough to not risk death or
loss of mobility, but left enough flesh open to leave a scar in
time.

While the next match was underway Sean could
be seen playing in the sand with an eager Ananna, making mounds
near a fire to keep warm.

Right before Cage knew the match was coming
to an end everyone jumped almost out of their skin when a wail of
sound suddenly went off. Those not already on their feet were there
in an instant. Heads jerked to where it came from. At the top of
the mountain glowed a red and black giant ball of light with a beam
shooting to the north. The rising and fall of the siren proved this
wasn’t a warning, but an imminent threat.

Ulon roared “What is its meaning!?”

Cage immediately sent his magic to the
pillars to connect to the mana and ward network surrounding the
entire island. His presence and a thought dimmed the sound, but
didn’t make it vanish. The network, he could sense, began
redirecting nonessential power to the northern reef, preparing. He
flew up a quarter mile, Daku clutching his shoulders. Magically
raising his voice he yelled “Attack incoming!” as he narrowed his
eyes northward to see a far away disturbance. “Tidal wave! Will be
here in five minutes!” He said as he flew back down. “Children, go
to the shelter! Everyone else, get ready.”

His command wasn’t questioned as every child
calmly gathered together. Rena stood with uncertainty till Brooke
whispered in her ear to go with them. Zanza and the other heavily
pregnant women moved to the children’s tree. Tohka looked to her
loves before touching her breast where her topaz hung. She was
worried as she saw Meeka draw her pair of knives, one being
Nolan’s, and Brooke her tomahawks. She said “Be well loves.” And
quickly kissed her mates before rushing with the two other
nurturers, whispering the words she repeated over and over to
understand the magic her man gave her. All warriors gathered arms
with hunters at their back.

After the quick kiss, Cage stood between
Daku’s shoulders as the griffin grew over forty feet tall in
response to the threat, standing above most trees. Standing to
either side were the growling dragons. Cage said “Those colors over
the mountain, the red and black, signify that red is magic and
black a giant wave. It means the wave was made by magic.”

“Will your wards hold?” Poli asked. “From
here, the size of that wave must be great. Unnatural. It is more
than a quarter rotation’s flight across.”

“So long as the wave is made by water and
debris, yes it will hold.” Cage was confident. “But it is too far
to sense anything else. Since this is your new home, will you help
me determine what caused it?”

Daku took off in a run that shook trees
before any could answer. Ulon ran right behind while Poli took to
the air. Minutes later they gathered on a high ledge to be there
since they wouldn’t be able to reach the true north area before the
rapidly approaching wave hits.

Ulon rumbled “A group of sorcerers could only
have done this. No dragon would dare risk such devastation. Many
will die as a result, but we are too late to stop its path. It has
grown too far for the three of us. Cage Two-legs, we will do what
we can. Such a spell is illegal and when the culprits are found,
they will be killed for this!” Poli growled angrily to approve her
mate’s words.

The water surge continued to grow and now it
could be heard roaring in the distance louder than any wave Cage
ever seen or heard before. Back at the village he glanced to see
few still out as magic began tingling, explaining that the wards
were active, a final line of defense should the main fail. The
tidal surge then began growing taller as the deep water became
shallower. It began consuming hundreds of millions of gallons of
seawater, pulling it from the beach. The four of them watched as
the great reef that surrounds the entire island became visible. As
the wave rode up with unstoppable intent, it grew to true
skyscraper heights, slightly smaller than the island’s lone
mountain and carried enough to wash over it in one watery bite.

Ulon, Cage and Poli, without word or
practice, channeled their three vast resources into a cohesive
unit. With their combined efforts they crafted a massive shield
around themselves and the trees for over a mile around themselves
for a third line while sending their awareness into the turbulent
mass of water. By the time the island’s reef was fully exposed and
the wave got close enough the network of crystals, wards
automatically activated.

The impact shook the land violently. Cage and
the others watched as the sphere of magic wasn’t visible, but it
impacted the full brunt of the super, mountain high tidal wave. The
wards didn’t flex as water washed around it. The momentum of the
wave flowed till the cloudless sky darkened and the sun’s rays were
warped by the sea. Cage fed his extra mana into the network that
took a sharp blow, but from all it had gathered and stored over the
months, maybe ten percent was drained. Ulon meanwhile roared as a
giant pink ball of energy a quarter mile wide gathered before being
launched to the west, Poli’s silver ball of similar size shot east
and connected to the flowing path of water parting around the
island when they were sure no extra spells tasked to break the
island’s defenses were present.

Like a lightning strike, the wave was
attacked by the balls of dragon magic. As they connected Cage
noticed the super wave quiver and seemed to glow marginally. By the
time it reached the backside of the island and the main defenses
held strong, Ulon created a sight mirror and immediately the orange
coloring of Rex Gralla appeared. He immediately began speaking in
Draconian and the Rex narrowed her eyes before roaring. In the room
with her were dozens of elder dragons who lifted their heads to
roar before all Jumping out.

Only because of Cage’s new and powerful eyes
could he see an elder dragon of bright blue color Jump to the area
many miles away and immediately sent a massive blast of magic to
the super wave flowing below. A faint blast further to the west
told of another dragon working together to hold off the giant
wave.

“Was that magic you two fired off some form
of beacon the elder dragons used to teleport nearby?” Cage
asked.

“Yes.” Poli said as she pulled her magic out
of the union. Ulon was next, but followed Cage’s flowing of mana to
continue fortifying against the smaller tidal waves that followed
in the wake of the original. Manipulating a series of holes to
properly refill the lost water around the reef so as to limit a
rush to fill the gaps water would mindlessly fill, she continued.
“Rex Gralla needed it so our people could find it instantly and
stop the destruction. This crime will not go unpunished. Did you
sense the mana that created it?” She asked her mate.

“Three two-leg sorcerers of highest order,
made and sent it less than an hour ago, giving enough time to
spread through most of the ocean. They are gone, but I have them!”
Ulon growled, working a complex spell while conjuring another sight
mirror. It was hazy till he overwhelmed the puny power and showed
three people Jumping randomly, their staffs glowing with power.
“There!” he roared and just before the three managed to Jump again
they were enveloped in a pink sphere and disappeared. “Our Rex will
learn this plot.” He said in a much calmer tone.

Cage watched the tourmaline gem continuing to
twinkle with power after the male dragon stopped using magic and it
spoke volumes that the power expended to forcibly Jump three
sorcerers from a range unknown required tremendous power. Cage knew
for he knew the same spell and it taxed a great deal of power.

“Cage, let’s check the flock.” Daku
voiced.

“Poli, can you do it?” Cage asked as he
concentrated. “I’ve allowed holes all around the island and must
monitor them. I can’t let anything slip in while refilling the void
all around us.”

In answer she spun around and jumped off the
high ledge. Landing moments later by the village, letting her sixth
sense of magic to spread and search for any injured. To her side
she saw two boats slowly rising along the pier as water rose back
to proper levels again. In the water she grimaced as she sensed the
dead sea life but was heartened when all the people were well. She
locked eyes with the few human’s who stood outside the protected
trees and called “Danger has passed. You may come out.”

Slowly the trees were emptied, all talking at
once. Some ran to horses and charged away. For protection, many
children approached her and she wrapped her long tail around the
group, glad they saw her as someone who would defend them though
they were not her young.

It took minutes to refill water around the
island and fix the reef, but when water wouldn’t be so greatly
sucked away like the first time, Cage closed the holes and dropped
to his knees in soft fur. Ulon remained busy, relaying reports to
other dragons of what occurred. Daku also translated that not two
minutes after the dragons got involved the wave was stilled. The
island’s wards though kept flaring against the wave sets too large
to let pass.

Then suddenly the mountain’s light turned
yellow and beamed a light to the east. Cage and others snapped
their attention to find two hovering individuals outside the
pillars, high above the troubled waters. Through narrowed eyes to
focus on supernatural distance magic gifted, realized the
visitor.

“Well that was fast.” Cage sighed and drew on
his stores to replenish his depleted mana, but didn’t alter the
siphoning rate.

Daku and Ulon agreed as they leapt off the
ledge and flew down to Poli who spoke to the children who again
fled when someone unknown was near. The four of them recognized the
man and Familiar so Daku shrunk and landed on Cage’s shoulder
before a board was created to fly. Ulon and Poli walked on water
and followed the warlock outside the pillars. Cage was the first to
ask “Raul, what are you doing here?” he remembered this Raul
character as one of the five sorcerers on the Fist Council who
wanted him dead for just being a warlock. “We’re in the middle of a
crisis, make it quick. How did you get here so fast. It takes time
to leave Twilight yet you’re here in less than three minutes after
an attack.”

“We were out when Zikon called on us. Says
you must return…” He tried hiding a smile while lying through his
teeth.

Suddenly Cage’s instincts shot off for
a reason. He felt bloodlust from these two, but the Familiar hid it
better. The timing, the smoothness of Raul’s voice and their casual
body language as they levitated in the air was off.
No one could be so at ease unless…
“You’re the mastermind!” And Cage summoned his power to shoot
a massive fireball of black energy. With a sudden thrust that threw
Daku off his shoulder he shot forward to make a stronger
impact.

Before Cage could shoot it off, a dark gray
bubble of energy surrounded him.

With a pop being the only sound, Cage
vanished.

Ulon and Poli’s jaws dropped in disbelief as
Raul’s spell concealing his glowing skin revealed itself. None in
Twilight knew he too glowed with immense power. The only way he
could have Jumped Cage so fast was if he was already working a
spell from the moment of arrival.

Another gray sphere appeared as he
confidently sneered “Our problem is taken care of.” And went to
Jump away.

Just as the magic was about to sent him
instantly to safety, Daku released a primal shrill roar of rage as
he quadrupled in size and shot forward like a loosed arrow. The
rage and magic within the scream shredded all active magic. His
hand speared forth passed the destroyed portal of the sorcerer.
Daku’s griffin magic prevented Raul’s escape as his power was
pitiful next to the king’s and no barrier or magic slowed his
talons from tearing into flesh. The sorcerer screamed while the
gorilla fell since it was his master who cast the levitating spell.
Daku’s rage to rip the man apart was only halted by his worry for
his most valued friend and companion. His eagle’s head shrieked
“Where did you send him!?”

Below, Ulon struck like a snake, biting the
gorilla Familiar before it hit the water. It struggled, but no prey
fought a dragon once in those jaws. A few crushing chomps
temporarily killed it, but it wouldn’t die till Daku killed its
master.

Raul coughed up blood and tried struggling.
Using magic to free himself. Fire, lighting, force. Nothing worked
on the enraged griffin who grew larger than a house. His fingers
dug deeper as he prepared to throw the fool. As he did he yelled
“Bind him and don’t let him die till we get what we want!”

Poli and Ulon trapped the broken man in
powerful magic while healing him so he didn’t die straight away.
Daku flipped around and passed the wards of the island without
issue while behind he was followed.

Brooke, Meeka and Tohka knew something was
very wrong immediately as Daku roared and the dragon’s redoubled
their run and sat a man down on the beach who was soaked in blood.
They shrieked as one, thinking their man was broken till Daku
slammed a fist on the man and pulverized his lower half beyond
repair. Ulon spat out a dark mass of meat and the tribe backed far
away as none had ever seen a mad dragon.

Now there were two and they roared at the
screaming man under Daku’s bloody fist. “WHERE. IS. HE?!” Daku
yelled.

Tohka shook in great fear with every person
of the tribe. Not one of them dared approach the three giants or
their prey. She managed to ask “What happened?”

Brooke, who had been watching the whole time
realized the situation. “That magic man took our mate!” and charged
with murder on her mind.

Meeka felt rage of her own, gripped her
daggers and followed as fast as her athletic legs could carry.
Tohka’s own anger surfaced and she followed. Warriors of the Utala
were right behind when they overcame their fear.

Poli started using magic and an oval panel of
silver swirled. She poured all her strength into it and growled
“Ulon!” He immediately stopped growling and added his power atop
hers. “White King! We cannot locate him!”

Brooke quivered as she stopped and looked at
the man punched into the beach. All she could see was his head and
shoulders beneath Daku’s fist. “What did you do to my man!” she
shrieked, wanting to sink her tomahawks in his skull, but unable to
get close enough.

Daku’s growl was worse than any dragon as he
said “Where is he, Raul! You couldn’t have beaten him one on one
and I still live. That means so does he! Tell me and I’ll kill you
now!”

Ulon conjured another sight mirror to demand
aid in search of Cage. Rex Gralla stopped her interrogation on the
enemy humans and commanded the entire colony under her rule to do
so with a colony wide message. She asked no questions, she saw the
blood boiling anger of the guardian to know this was of greatest
priority.

Raul coughed more blood and Poli sent her
healing magic to clean the lungs, but not the pain. Knowing it was
over, he dropped the façade to boast “The warlock…” he coughed
blood and the pain made him almost delirious. “will die along with
the troublesome griffin. You will never be able to reach where I’ve
sent… him. No more will my empress’s plans… be foiled by one
man.”

“Where?” Daku growled and put more pressure
on his fist.

“The Deep!” Raul revealed and cackled at
Daku’s expression.

Daku threw his head back to release a shrill
roar and reared. In his complete anger he balled both griffin fists
and began pounding the fool deep into the beach. Tohka reacted as
she saw what was about to happen and threw her arms around her
loves and jumped back, stumbling along the way, but pulling them
from the greatest danger as sand flew dozens of feet with each
mighty blow. He didn’t stop till the man was pulp, far beyond
repair of any magic. Afterwards a crater twenty feet deep was made
from the unleashed power of the ancient king.

Spent, Daku fell, his furry knuckles bloody,
some being his, as Ulon grimly translated his Rex’s sad words. “All
the power of our colony was ineffective. There is one place on this
world that can hide him beyond our power. He has truly been sent to
The Deep.”

Realizing he had to do something Daku
demanded “Then send me there as well! He cannot survive, none has
since it was destroyed. I will better the chance!”

Then suddenly over a hundred dragons Jumped
just outside the island. At the heads flew Rex Gralla with Theresa
carrying Zikon, Megdline and Frill. Gralla sent a roar and half the
Blind Mountain dragon army flew away to surround Cage Island. The
rest landed and approached, Megdline yelled before Theresa went
first. The skull appeared and vanished, allowing the purple dragon
entrance. Rex Gralla followed and six others were right on her
tail, using Megdline’s access phrase.

Megdline’s voice demanded “Where is the
traitor?!” Poli pointed to the hole.

Daku demanded he be sent to The Deep, only
for the great Rex to shake her head. “Cannot be done, White King.
The pass is closed. So long as he lives, your warlock binds old
magics from passage. The exit location was lost to time and the
planet’s power binds it shut. Not even if all mana was molded could
such wards be undone. White King where would you want your body
graved?”

“There is a chance, Old Friend.” Daku grew
till they looked eye to eye. Sadness and hurt filled the great
female, but he didn’t answer for she knew he wouldn’t die without a
fight. This one was unwinnable, but he didn’t bend.

“Will someone tell us what happened to
Cage?!” Meeka yelled so loud all heads turned to her and the tribe.
Never had any of the tribe seen so many dragons and they all felt
miniscule in their presence. It was clear they came to protect them
due to Daku’s place as a last of a species.

Sadness in Megdline’s eyes began to water as
she created a golden board to fly down off Theresa to explain. Her
grey eyes locked on Brooke’s, Meeka’s and a woman she never met
before, but by the way they stood together she realized another
lover had joined their trio. Frill leapt off as she landed and
gripped her staff tightly “Cage was Jumped to The Deep, a place
less than twenty living humans know about.” She told the tribe and
knew the children were safe inside the children’s tree. “It is a
place deep of mystery only the greatest criminals of the world are
sent. He is beyond reach of everyone.”

“You did this! You’ve conspired against my
man!” Brooke snapped.

“No!” Megdline snapped back, her tan
features reddening. “That
traitor is responsible for everything!” She pointed to the
hole. “He took away my friend!
A boy I began to see as a grandson! We’ve been searching for the
bastard all day when he failed to appear to the council! Recent
suspicious behavior warned us only too late that he was the one
responsible for much death in the Empress’s name… We were too late
when Rex Gralla summoned us here. All of you know I would put my
life on the line for Cage!” Her heated words eased the tribe’s
anger, if slightly. “The Deep is a place where only the most vile
criminals on Raliea are sent for redemption.”

“So there is a chance?” Meeka asked in the
following silence, placing a calming hand on Brooke’s tensed
shoulder.

Megdline looked down. “For millions of years
it has been used against criminals as the worst punishment, but
none have ever survived. Death is a mercy compared to that
place…”

Tohka fainted as Brooke’s knees collapsed and
Meeka stumbled.

Heads swerved to Daku as all the muscles in
his body tensed and he sent a shrill roar of impotent anger before
shrinking down and curling around Cage’s mates.

For once in all of history, they witnessed a
griffin king cry.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


Warm gray light suddenly disappeared as black
fire roared forward and impacted a stone wall. Cage tried putting
the brakes on his board, only to run headfirst into the same wall,
but just before connecting, his wards flared and surrounded him in
darkness, safely allowing him to stop on the wall.

Sulfur bitterly assaulted Cage’s sense of
smell the moment he took breath and as the ward to lessen a fatal
impact from going too fast began to vanish, a blast of heat
oppressively engulfed his whole being. His ears popped from greater
air pressure and wasn’t pleasant for an experience.

Not taking the time to consider his location
Cage grinned as he would teleport back and kill the mastermind.
Then he began to focus, imagining returning right back to the
island and get much needed answers.

Something’s wrong!
Cage thought in the next instant. “Oh shit!” he yelped as the
weightless feeling spoke of falling. Wards flared again as he fell
thirty feet and he stood unaided a moment later on a stone floor. A
pungent sulfur smell was gagging, but Cage controlled the reflex.
Barely. He closed his eyes to figure out why his conjured board
suddenly vanished.

All became clear as he could no longer tap
into his personal mana to mold spells. He remembered the feeling
for the mild disorientation acted much like the blue Floranna
flower petals that, when burned, caused mages to be unable to delve
into their mana and cast magic.

Next he looked at his hands to sent awareness
out of habit, but his mystical senses were unable to extend. Raul
sent him to a place where he was unable to intentionally cast
spells. He was no more than a simple man, but one sense remained.
But he knew he still stood on Raliea. It was a standard
teleportation. No runes of Draconian were made to be shot to
another entire world.

A strong tingle of magic made his skin
crawl.

Strong spells are at
work. He figured as he took stock of his
surroundings.

It was obviously miles deep underground as he
touched his ears from a trickle of blood that seeped from them. The
cave was about a hundred feet high and flickered orange and yellow
as two hundred feet away flowed lava like a waterfall out of the
ceiling. Sense of direction was effected as Cage couldn’t determine
an appropriate heading. It was a dead end he found himself in and
as he turned around it led to a semi-dark tunnel. The floor wasn’t
even and unnatural gouges showed Cage wasn’t the first visitor to
this place for some of the markings were done by enormous claws
only a dragon carried. The heat of the room was almost unbearable,
but not so much his failsafe wards felt the need to activate. Nor
was the air deadly enough to require filtering.

Something on the far wall drew his attention
and carefully he managed to leap over the dangerous floor till he
got a clearer angle. It was six sets of writing, one being
Draconian and the other was seen being common human. The other four
was beyond comprehension. By the comparative sizes and length of
the writing he could accurately assume they said the same thing.
Still unable to read Draconian, Cage could only hope something in
the message he couldn’t understand wouldn’t be detrimental. The
human side said:

‘So begins the path to cleanse the taint.
Thee who are worthy will find your way. Taint awaits both near and
far, allowing no true rest. No help will come till the end. Save
the lost to save yourself for The Deep must be traveled to escape.
Luck will not be an asset for only the strong shall succeed.’

“Well isn’t that a cheerful welcoming.”
He said sarcastically. Not one to give up till all resources are
depleted he raised his left fist and commanded “Phone call, Meeka!”
a single diamond twinkled for a moment before dimming back. The
spell should have worked so he tried Brooke, Tohka, Rena and Sean,
but the communication spell couldn’t bypass the magic of this place
aptly named The Deep. Adrenaline continued flowing as he tried
dozens of commands that would contact the outside world or at the
very least, allow another to pinpoint his exact location. Molten
rock continued to pour into a glowing pool far away, and his
hearing cleared after popping when he was teleported here. He now
knew he missed a ward that would prevent another from Jumping him against his
will, but at the least he didn’t need to worry about being sent to
a place where he was to reappear where another solid object
occupied.

As a last effort to call out, Cage settled
down, closed his eyes and probed for the link to his Familiar. He
knew where to find it, but a mind-link couldn’t be established. It
was like trying to hold a slippery eel covered in the slickest
slime. Touchable, but impossible to hold long enough to get
anything accomplished.

Before taking a step down the tunnel he
pushed a hand down his robe pocket and said “Banana.” and a single
piece of the sweet fruit slapped to his hand. He put it back and
smiled. “Good. Magic still works, but only the automatic, preset
kind.” He mused. “Got enough food for six months and fresh water
for six weeks. My diamonds have plenty of mana and only they are
still drawling a fair amount. Can’t adjust them till I get out.”
His eyes roved the room one last time, making sure he didn’t miss
anything as training to escape an enemy compound took over. “This
is going to be fun.” He grinned at the thought of leaving this
place and what he’ll do to Raul when he got his hands on him, if
Daku didn’t already do something to the idiot.

For certain, Cage knew that where he was sent
there would be no aid, as the welcome sign said. Ulon and Poli
would have already have done something and Daku wouldn’t rest till
they were together. His women especially would dive headfirst into
a snake pit to be with him. Since there was no contact in the past
hour, he was on his own.

“Torch.” Cage said as he stuck a hand in a
pocket and pulled a three foot long torch from the space altered
pocket and approached the lava flow. When it got too dangerous he
felt a different tingle of magic and his diamonds twinkled with
energy which automatically shielded from the greatest heat. One
molten droplet splashed away from the bulk of the flow and was
plenty hot enough to ignite the oil and resin soaked rags. He
backed away quickly, knowing the less time he spent sitting the
sooner he could get out. Away from the lava, the heat shielding
dropped and total darkness pulled back as torchlight burned into
the tunnel.

Hearing sharpening even more as the blood
stopped flowing, Cage picked up more than the crackling of the
torch burning to his left, just behind his peripheral vision to
maintain best possible sight. The lava flow constantly roared
behind and the moaning howl of wind faintly came from far overhead
in the giant tunnel elder dragons could navigate. Ancient scorch
marks on the wall and floor showed some not so happy dragon’s fire
breath. That was one organ Cage wished he had since it could use
magic intentionally.

The pungent smell was slowly adapted to, but
never went away. Cage knew sulfur couldn’t keep him from doing
magic, but it masked another scent which allowed the person to
retain all mental faculties, just without the use of tapping into
their mana or have gems do it. The only magic available were keyed
to words, sound vibrations they responded to.

Nevertheless, Cage felt more prepared than
ever compared to living on Earth. He had more than a convoy’s worth
of supplies near at all time.

The tunnel didn’t branch, but it did curve
and go up and down. More than once he had to climb a short
cliff.

 


Just as the constant dark and wind moaning
began to annoy after a good three hours, Cage noticed a change in
the still air of the tunnel. A hot breeze blew his soaked hair off
the back of his neck and against his bare chest. His pace was
forced to cautiousness instead on speed to get out. Fools would get
themselves killed at not knowing what lay ahead or what lurked,
hiding behind the wind to disguise their own sound.

Carefully Cage leaned the still burning
torch, that had another two or three hours of life left, against
the wall. His stealth training took over as he walked without sound
along the wall. The breeze blew into the tunnel so he knew his
sweaty scent wouldn’t give him away. Darkness consumed him, but his
night vision picked up the faintest traces of light and his hearing
alerted him that the wind whipped through a huge area.

Tentatively an eye came around the tunnel’s
corner. Holding absolutely still Cage took in a vast underground
canyon. It reminded him of his visit to the Grand Canyon on Earth
as a teen when learning how to repel off a cliff for his elite
unit. Only this place was twice as large, where walls grew
bioluminescent algae and fungus where no light ever touched this
place. The ceiling was well over a mile above and also glowed like
patches of starlight. A thin stream of sulfuric water bubbled and
flowed along the ground between the walls, but was over a hundred
feet straight down.

Still not moving incase it was a trap is when
Cage spotted what looked like bleached pillars some distance away,
only to look more closely at the plants growing on them to realize
they were gigantic ribs.

In his head he calmly analyzed
it. Clearly dragon remains… the body
position indicates it died by the river. Given rigor mortis’s
movement it must have drank the water and died… painfully. The torn
ground is evidence it settled quickly in the system. All the plant
life growing around it became food in decomposition. I’ll need to
be careful. But no tooth marks on the bone say no animal lives down
here.

 


Another hour passed and the only muscle to
move was the eye. When nothing came or shrugged and only a single
rock falling from strong wind currents was enough for him to return
to his torch. It had burned down, leaving another hour to go, but
once he left, the strong wind would blow it out in an instant. He
buried the fire in a patch of sand to snuff it and return what
remained back into his pocket. His robe was refastened and
commanded to go stealth, forming to his body like a glove.

In his search, he noticed a single tunnel on
the other side, half way up the canyon wall instead of heading
along the watery path. For some reason his gut said to go there and
not follow the boiling water. He slowly climbed down the sheer
hundred foot cliff without any need for rope, but went slow,
keeping three points of contact at all times.

It was much like climbing the cliff at the
island, only much hotter. The radiant heat of the ground said he
was either in a volcano or so deep below the surface, the planet’s
molten core made it so hot. Given the likelihood, it would be the
latter.

Cage cautiously approached the carcass and
found the bones were somehow petrified without being buried and
absorbed minerals over thousands of years. Shrugging off the idea
The Deep’s magic petrifies its victims, Cage climbed the spine of
the long dead reptile and skillfully used it to walk over the
bubbling water as if it were a bridge. It was the only way to cross
safely.

He leapt from a rib and rolled before
springing to his feet and walked to the wall while the wind wasn’t
pleasant, blowing constant hot air. Before even considering to
climb the cliff he took out a canteen and drank half, relishing in
the coolness the manipulate space offered to keep everything
chilled. An egg and wedge of cheese later, Cage wiped his hands and
began the climb, two ice axes now dangling from his wrists. Made of
metal, he was glad he made them, even if they were to be a present
for Brooke in a few weeks her the twenty fourth birthday.

The ascent was simple and easy for it was
climbed before from dragon claw marks. Sometimes it was best to
follow another’s steps.

Reaching the lip, Cage peeked over while
wedging his knees in a solid crack. The tunnel was smaller and
would be a tight squeeze for a dragon, but to the right was another
glowing skeleton, but of a man. Judging from the pelvis and skull’s
structure it was a man who had laid down and didn’t realize the
tainted water was deadly as all the cloth had rotted away long ago,
but a slender metal tube in the ribcage could have held water. If
it had been filled it would have taken awhile to cool, likely till
this point.

“Serves to be prepared.” He whispered before
climbing all the way up when no threats were present. Deep into the
cave, darkness returned and no more glowing plants offered light.
Needing a stretch, he did so before saying “Flint.” And retrieving
the hard rock and that of the original torch. When he got out of
the wind he struck the stone on the edge of the ice axe to throw
sparks. In minutes the flame came back to life. One ice axe was put
away, not knowing what awaited as he continued on, glad he didn’t
tire easily.

No more bodies were found, but about an hour
later the first torch began sputtering. A second was relit. Cage
knew he had another twenty torches, an oil lantern and a pouch of
oil rendered from animal fat, enough for over two hundred hours of
light. Still, Cage had a deep feeling it would need to be rationed
if to last. That original warning coupled with the anger and scorch
marks spoke this place would not be friendly.

Again the tunnel didn’t have forked passages
and snaked up, down, left right and once he thought it a dead end
till he had to look up as it curled backwards like a hose. The
climb was challenging, but so far he didn’t get lost.

When the second torch was halfway through,
Cage decided he made enough headway. No use overdoing what has
already happened. The best way to be sure to leave was to sometimes
stop and rest. Overexertion wouldn’t give success, just hinder it
or worse. He made an arrow out of small rocks to remind him where
he needed to go before killing the fire and sitting on a cushion.
Hearing remained alert while his eyes closed to rest.

Sleep and tiredness beckoned and he allowed
it some, but part of his mind stayed on high alert. One sound would
be more than enough to rouse him.

 


It was three days according to his sleep
cycle when Cage finally left the tunnel and along the way he
spotted ancient signs of where hundreds had rested over eons. He
knew eons was the closest timeframe he could use because of
decomposition of things he’d found and also magic kept The Deep
mostly unchanged for he had yet to come across a single sign of
tunnel collapse and that the last visitor to this place was more
than a thousand years, he’d guess. The freshest object being a
piece of brittle wood one gentle touch broke apart.

Heat and sulfur remained his constant
annoying companion, but the sharp tingle of magic that came from
everywhere became accustomed to like the barest of breezes. And
magic remained beyond grasp, not even a flicker of a simple orb of
light could be conjured. So far no more bones or bodies were found,
likely any others realized the stupidity by now.

Hyperawareness set in and Cage harnessed it,
his reactions could only benefit. The faintest sounds were clearer
and his eyes so accustomed to darkness could pierce further into
the constant curtain.

That all changed as what felt like mid
afternoon came.

Distant, unnatural light made him pause. He
killed the torch again, put it away and approached more silent than
an expert assassin.

The confusing tunnel opened into an immense,
subterranean room where more glowing plants offered a respite of
light. It would have been beautiful if not for a giant
graveyard.

Bones from dragons, men and several
size varying griffin lay scattered in broken heaps for over a mile.
Cage spent an hour looking over and counting sixty dragons, eleven
griffin skulls and hundreds of humans laying everywhere in random
order. Bones were broken, most being petrified. Cage found a large
green dragon scale that looked in marginally good condition.
But what had caused their deaths? He
wondered silently. Bone markings showed blunt force and stabbing
from something exceptionally sharp. And
what could cave in a dragon’s skull? He stayed silent.
It was obvious the dead fell where they rotted from time. There was
no longer the smell of decay, even from sulfur’s masking
properties.

It was then Cage noticed blackened statues.
Thousands placed along the walls. Many were covered in glowing
moss, but even distance couldn’t hide that all were made of an
exceptionally hard gem, likely diamond. Cage noticed the figures
were of sentient beings. The smaller statues were of men or women.
Larger ones were of dragon, griffin and what looked like a much
kinder looking Tiaxm. There were other creatures on platforms all
around the room, some being aquatic. The Tiaxm though was as large
as Daku had been when facing the scouts, making that one a warrior,
but this sculpture had long fingers with no claws, tiny flat teeth
and four short legs. Only now did Cage believe the Tiaxm were once
timid herbivores, transformed into what they now are.

The displays told Cage immediately that these
statues were all at least over two million years old. As he looked
Cage found all the statues carried a weapon, at least those with
hands, like dragon, man and griffin. A long gem sword and a round
mace made up the weapons. The bones that were petrified all spoke
of the weapons the statues carried. Joints of the creations looked
to be able to slide together, mimicking motion as if alive.

Golems! He
mentally realized. They were magical constructs tasked with
guarding. Whatever it meant had Cage grinning. Whatever set off the
golems, he knew they would be relentless.

Due to the size of the room and the thousands
of golems standing along the walls, forever watching the dead, Cage
forced his challenging personality back, knowing he had to try
another route first. For all he knew it was sound that activated
the constructs. Deciding on caution, he silently stepped backwards,
not taking his eyes off them.

And it was then Cage bumped into something.
He knew where he stepped was clear moments ago. Silently he
dropped, planted his hands and mule kicked with both legs. The
immovable connection sent Cage forward. Spinning along the way, he
rolled into a low stance, stretching his arms out and took his most
destructive stance. The ice axe in his right hand would add another
foot to the attack.

Then suddenly he stopped as his eyes locked
on nothing. The tingle of magic seemed to have lulled him for he
came right to where he was touched and found a solid barrier
stretching wall to wall. Then he ran right at it and ran up the
wall for twelve feet to leap and slap the barrier as high as he
could before landing. Even throwing rocks in random directions
showed the way back was blocked and he had no way of doing so
anymore.

Herded like cattle to the
slaughter. He thought, but the barrier didn’t force
him ahead. Just blocked the way back.

Realizing there was one final option to go
ahead, Cage readied for it as best possible. He relieved both ends
at the corner of the barrier, had a large drink and four
apples.

 


An hour after resting and refueling Cage went
about stretching every muscle. “One exit, thousands of golems, not
one missing or broken. Here we go.” He said under his breath as
adrenaline began clearing his mind and a grin began forming.

Slowly he crept out of the shadows. He wasn’t
sure how the golems would activate so he made not a sound, stepping
on the firm ground slowly so as to not trip pressure plates or move
so slowly he was a statue moving a mile in six hours at this
pace.

Twenty minutes and yards later he reached the
first corpse, a woman by her pelvis, one who hadn’t had a baby by
the looks of it. He stood clear, but close enough to move around,
hoping whatever trap sprung hadn’t reset.

It wasn’t an hour later when a spike in magic
tingled him. It vanished just as quickly, but in its place came a
slippery, grinding sound. His sharp hearing allowed him to see
three human golems turn their expressionless heads right at him.
Two were male, the third an ancient carved woman.

“Oh shit.” He cursed. “So it was magic that
set them off.”

The three gemstone golems threw off strong
magic as they dropped as one to the ground and began walking. The
target was located and they would be relentless.

Cage took off running, his long legs speeding
past more golems and dead, but they didn’t activate as he feared.
But as fast as Cage was and the hundred feet between them, they
were far faster. Cage knew he’d be unable to reach the exit in
time. His mind began sorting for the best plan.

Before they caught up Cage located the large
green scale and threw the steel hard plate to the lead man. It
reacted to the stimulus by hacking with the long crystal sword.
Cage was impressed as the sword sliced the scale like butter. The
test proved the sculptures had more magic than attack and chase. It
had spells to cut through the toughest material without damaging
the gem. If it weren’t, the scale would have been slapped aside,
not cut. Likely they were magic breakers too.

“Only one way to test it.” He said as he
laughed and jumped forward.

The first golem started with a hacking sword
motion while attempting to knock Cage down. Sensing strong and
dangerous magic, Cage’s black diamonds activated and put up a
powerful shield. The sword connected, matched the warlock’s mana’s
unique properties and forced it to buckle.

Shields defeated, Cage easily dodged the
impact and following stab, and then the second tried. Hoping it
worked, he diverted the woman’s blade with a forearm. It was a
heavy blow no human could force, but the blade didn’t pierce his
blackened flesh.

He then grabbed the tip when the cutting
magic couldn’t pierce his arms and wrenched in passing. Cage tried
to break the hand off, but only managed to painfully overextend his
own arm before releasing. He now knew he couldn’t physically break
them or outrun their inhuman speed, but he decided on another
gamble, but needed time to set up the idea.

Changing tactics, Cage adapted a bit of
Drunken Fist with Judo to dodge with the least wasted movement in
their uniform attack. Three were seriously not enough and in
fifteen seconds he read an exact pattern. Hack, hack, slash with
the sword followed by an overhead bludgeon by the mace. The only
different timing was by the shorter female golem who was marginally
faster than the identical males. It was an effective tactic only a
gifted martial artist and born fighter could dodge and see through,
but only one would tire and it wouldn’t be them. Getting the timing
down perfectly he twisted and leaned to the side. They reacted
mindlessly as they struck.

Grinning, Cage watched as the males
simultaneously pulverized the female to pieces. They were so
programmed, they took out an ally, but the success had Cage do a
back handspring before altering his momentum off a griffin’s wall
platform like a springboard, diving straight between the charging
pair.

As he passed the males hacked through one
another, their blades lodged till they jerked, destroying each
other in the same instant.

“Hell yeah!” He cheered as the piles lost
their magic and went still.

His cheerfulness vanished as there came more
grating of stone on stone. “You’ve got to be kidding!” he groaned
as every human golem was activated when three fell. Worse yet,
three dragons and a dozen more of each species began turning
heads.

Not waiting to stick around where there was
no more fun or reason to fight, Cage bolted for the exit. This
time, with so many activating to completely crush the first
challenger to figure out the secret, they got in one another’s way.
Cage’s goal was ahead and he dodged, spun and flowed around them
all. Crashing sounds became deafening as the stones tumbled into
one another.

Just as Cage reached the tunnel something
sharp bit into his right thigh and made him stumble and fall. Still
the golems charged and he knew they were going to crush him so he
rolled right into the tunnel’s wall.

Then he grimaced as he hit it along with a
pile of griffin remains and looked in wonder as the golems ran into
an invisible barrier, walling it up. The moment he passed the
guardian chamber a shield stopped the horde. Cage watched as the
mound began moving, pulling back and landing on their stands,
retaking position. The only ones who didn’t were the three who
broke themselves.

Pain in his leg had him look down and see
blood flowing too fast. The femoral artery had been cut. Cage knew
he had two minutes to stop it before passing out and dying. He
pulled the sash to open his mending robe while shooting a hand down
a pocket. “Surgical clamp, sewing needle, surgical thread and
vodka!”

Items were right there as Cage accepted the
pain and used it. He uncorked the vodka he fermented from potatoes
and poured a generous helping of the clear liquid on the deep cut.
The pain barely made a jaw muscle clench. With the clamp sanitized
by the strong drink, he pushed his fingers in his leg, using pain
to locate the severed artery. It took moments to find it and stop
the gushing blood flow. Not slowing down because the first stages
of lightheadedness began to set in. He began sewing the artery back
together for the next ten minutes before bringing out an adhesive
alchemy made to mimic surgical glue and surrounded the sewed
artery, waited a minute for it to harden before releasing the
clamp. He sighed when it held, not another drop seeped from the
vein. With a hand he began lightly sewing his leg back together
before starting a fire on a torch and heating the bar of the ice
axe.

As it finally heated to a glow, Cage didn’t
hesitate to slap it over his wound to cauterize it shut. Sizzling
was instant before sulfur was replaced by burning flesh. He grunted
as his body instinctively tensed from the scalding method. Only
being in three years of constant pain, being tortured several times
before and naturally high pain tolerance kept him from passing out,
screaming or pulling the hot steel away too early.

After closing the wound completely and it
scarred to the third degree did he stop and lean against the wall.
Breathing ragged. He put everything away, but took out the water
and downed a half gallon to increase blood pressure to counteract
the loss. The wound was too great to get up and move for a time so
he stripped and made a bed from sheets in storage. A stick pushed
bones far away. Since nothing was coming after him at the moment
and he heard nothing approach from the dark. He gauzed his injured
leg tightly with linen before settling in for a necessary time of
recovery, unable to go on without magic to instantly heal. He knew
he could spare the time and relaxed while remaining alert, staying
near the glow of the cave.

 


Six days of rest passed and rarely did he
move. Most of the time he spent drawling the golem’s room in clear
detail using charcoal as a core, wrapped in wood to act as a
pencil. Glowing plants offered plenty of light to jot down the
gruesome beauty of it. Pain from the seeming sword’s wound dulled,
but screamed when moved. Bones from other skeletons showed their
right leg also had been cut, but they didn’t survive. Sixteen died
by the looks of it. The one bright side is the wound didn’t get
infected. Redness without the fever surprised him. He rationed food
and water, taking just enough to get by. Not moving much except to
change position or do minimal therapy, didn’t mean he could waste
anything. And still magic was beyond grasp.

Cage knew without a doubt his family knew he
was alive thanks to Daku being his link to the outside world. So
long as the griffin lived proved without a doubt that the warlock
did as well.

But as he woke again he knew his wound was
manageable. Cage changed the dressing, applying more healing salve
Meeka mixed weeks ago and proved to be a powerful healing agent. It
might not heal burns or dull pain, but it kept swelling and
inflammation down.

Deciding to get moving, Cage lifted a walking
stick he’d been whittling on and would act more as a crutch.
Everything was put away, his bloody robe was put back on and he
grunted, putting the stick just below his right arm to take
pressure off the same leg that required emergency self surgery. A
cloth under the arm acted as a cushion and rope bound the ice axe
to the shaft to act as a handhold. In the other hand burned the
first fire since the injury.

Limping, Cage pushed on ahead into darkness
once again. The large tunnel went on and on. Two hours later he
came to a stop when spotting something white. The bones of a dog
size griffin lay curled up, but wasn’t stone in the inspection. For
Cage this meant whatever petrifaction process either was gone or
this was the freshest being to have died. The inspection also
served as a rest for the cause of the griffin’s death was a clean
cut through a wing and a nick from being hamstrung. Cage looked to
his own leg and knew their injuries had been similar, but he had
the skills, supplies and fortitude to not die from wounds. Another
thing, the griffin proved he had managed to pass the room too,
likely running or flying straight for the exit as fast as possible.
Others would have had a similar idea after seeing all the bones
too. Possibly someone had made it out though few ever had.

The rest was ended as he stood and went on
ahead.

Just as he was about to stop for the day and
the next torch was about to die, the tunnel forked for the first
time. Both passages were similar and fewer claw markings than
before on the ground showed both were identical and the markings
showed one way wasn’t right, but ages passed and couldn’t be
determined to the most traveled route. Both seemed to have been
repeated.

Too tired from deciding a way to travel he
went to bed down and looked up to notice the dirty glint of
something reflective. It turned out to be a broken piece of glass
behind a rock, but now that he was closer he found something buried
beneath the sand. It was a decaying leather journal with few
remaining pages, likely used to burn for light by how they were
torn out. Only ten sheets remained, yellowed from centuries yet
preserved by the dry dirt. He slowly opened it, careful not to ruin
anything. He knew it was a valuable resource of information the
moment he started reading a mage’s personal notes. The owner was
sent to The Deep for killing three baby dragons before hatching,
over three hundred human deaths just to see how unsuspecting people
would turn out by splicing genetic material and a dozen more cruel
things and sent here to die. The mage obviously showed no remorse
and was quite the narcissist. It was the last page that really
caught Cages attention.

“I barely managed to pass the sentinels when
I think I got stabbed in the leg by one of those retched three
golems.” Cage read aloud in a whisper and raised an eyebrow,
realizing a theme. Somehow everyone who reached the exit was struck
down by a debilitating leg injury. Once chance, twice coincidence,
three times were a pattern. “Hurts worse than any pain in my life,
but I outsmarted the mindless guards. Sadly I had to cut off my own
leg. When I get out I’m going to kill the newly established
Twilight council for interfering with my life and pay them back for
sending me hear. Damn warlocks too, nothing but trouble the lot of
them!” Cage smiled and knew the book in his hand was over ten
thousand years old. Twilight originally started as a council before
growing into a thriving city, especially after the warlocks were
sent away in the Great Divide. The final entry spoke in
desperation. “What is the solution?! Seeker thread would find a way
out in moments. Am I in an inverted space without exit or are the
paths just one long circle that takes a week to travel? Food is
running low and I’m down to forty more candles. The stream to the
right for a half a day is clean at least. I haven’t felt symptoms
like the dragon carcass or that fool person on the ledge. Wish I
had both legs to move faster, but I cannot sit here to die.” The
last words said “If whoever is reading this doesn’t see my body,
despair, for it means I’m dead. I would have returned for my notes,
but take my warning. I cannot figure this trial and if I cannot,
nor can you.”

Cage grinned. “Challenge accepted.” He said
as he sat the journal down and put out the torch, living in
darkness to think.

 


Fresh water trickled from a crack in the
tunnel, enough to refill his containers and bathe with a cloth. The
water was hot, almost scalding, but when a single sip didn’t have a
result in two days did he drink from what he collected. He had to
make sure the journal was true and in another two days Cage came
out right back to the fork. By then his leg was moving painfully
again, but far from healed. The whole tunnel was surprisingly
uniform and during the four days Cage came upon two hundred and
eleven skeleton corpses. There was minimal breeze in the hot air,
but it seemed to come from nowhere. Each had a deep cut on a leg,
proving the pattern real, but remodeled healing showed they didn’t
die from it. Likely from starvation or suicide. At the least the
foul air wasn’t stagnant.

Taking the path back to the golems was
impossible as another barrier blocked the way, much as it had
before. It meant, figure out the solution or die.

Standing in the center of the room in
contemplation, inspiration struck. Cage knew all the walls were
real, like the bones, but one place in particular was off.

About twelve hours later did Cage find the
water source again. No corpses lay nearby, but he carefully came
closer to the pool, avoiding gouge marks from claws where giants
came to drink. The water trickling down was maybe fifty feet wide
and black as tar below ten feet. The heat was bad, but there came
an idea. “Rope.” He said as he pulled out a long coil and tied a
rock to it. ‘Plop’ it slurped into the water while he held an end,
watching as the line was sucked deeper and deeper. The speed was
constant till nearing the end when it was jerked by something.
Before Cage could react, the cord was jerked away and lost.

“If that didn’t scare anyone to not try, no
wonder they would rather try another way. That rope was a hundred
and fifty feet long. Well fortune favors the bold.” He said as he
sat down and submerged his feet in the scalding water, barely
resisting the instinct to get the hell out. He would likely need
the flippers for what is next. While they soaked Cage took out a
length of rope and began tying softball sized rocks into a netting,
also recovering from the walk to get here.

The flap of the boots did as hoped and bonded
to his toes to extend out another six inches into a flipper over
the next hour. Breathing changed as he readied for a difficult
challenge, hoping whatever snatched the rope before was actually a
strong current and not some underground monster reacting to
movement. Cage’s deep breathing and training began slowing his
heart rate so he wouldn’t drown once he reaches the end.

The rocks tied together came to his hand as
he closed his eyes and focused on returning to Daku and the arms of
his loving women. With a last exhale to squeeze out every pocket of
air he took a deep breath and packed more in by swallowing three
more mouthfuls. As his lungs felt painfully full he hopped forward
into the overheated water that was almost boiling the skin
away.

Weight from the rocks drug him down without
exerting any extra energy to burn oxygen. The watery heat and total
darkness would make weaker men terrified, but Cage wasn’t normal.
The challenge alone made this exciting.

It took almost a minute till the heat of the
water started cooling, but by the time Cage felt the difference
something sucked at him. His powerful grip held onto the rocks but
the suction led to an underground river which tossed him around
like a ragdoll. Eyes screwed shut and holding on for dear life, he
almost lost it all as his back slammed into a wall before getting
taken in a different direction.

The minutes seemed days long and after a
second slam on his left shoulder the grip on his weighted lifeline
was lost.

Just when his lungs felt ready to burst he
relieved some pressure from his mouth, but held on tight to not
lose it all.

When all hope seemed lost did Cage get shot
out over a waterfall, unable to rotate or know up from down he
curled onto a ball after gasping for fresh air. From hot to cold,
Cage felt himself fall. It felt forever, a never ending pit that
went through the planet, but it was a trick of the mind and
actually lasted just several seconds. Wards flared around him
before making a deadly impact with the water below. The splash was
large, sending him nearly forty feet below, but the air he stole in
the moment of being ejected allowed him to swim effortlessly to the
surface thanks to his flippers and following dull sound from the
water.

The chilled, spring water opened as he
surfaced and tried looking around. What was total darkness vanished
as he opened his eyes. Unlike the plants that glowed, Cage found
several floating orbs lighting up a small island outcrop, like he
was being led. So far he had managed to take the path and survive
so he took a breath and submerged beneath, put his hands forward as
if diving and dolphin swam. Both legs working as one. His right
protested, but worked enough to swim across.

Something brushed Cage’s leg but he was too
close to the outcrop to rest and he crawled up and out just as
something bit his foot and broke a tooth. Under the magical light,
Cage pulled himself out of the water and turned to see something
like a Great White Shark-sized eel slip below the water. The
darkness made it vanish, but a floating piece of white from a tooth
was longer than his middle finger. “Glad he didn’t bite anywhere
else.” He murmured while his feet stayed in a pool. The bare rock
he sat on was maybe fifty feet long, jagged except for a flat top
and was barely an island.

Catching his breath and scanning for another
imminent attack, Cage quickly felt the chilly air seeping in, but
the faint smell of sulfur once again made sure he could not use
magic though it lit up overhead. Before freezing he pulled himself
all the way up to the top and slapped his robe out, making the
water leave since it couldn’t soak into the spider silk. A dry
cloth from a pocket wiped him dry and was wrung out before being
put away.

Not surprising, it was another massive
underground cave, but this time it was a massive lake. The roof was
maybe fifteen feet higher than the mountain of his home island and
many stalactites of limestone looked like teeth biting into the
water. Cage mused the lifeless beast needed an orthodontist. But as
Cage took in the terrain he noticed another light and narrowed his
eyes for a closer look. Surprisingly it led to what looked like a
wall carved with stairs that zigzagged up into the ceiling. It was
a good distance away, like the distance across the entirety of Cage
Island. The size boggled the mind, but there were random boulders
sticking up between the outcrop and the stairs, with currents
undulating with more of those giant eels. It was impossible to tell
the deepness or if that eel who bit his foot foolishly was small
compared to some real hidden monsters.

The only consolation was Cage realized
someone else had figured out how to leave the tunnel that was
actually a huge circle that snaked around. Below were the markings
in Draconian and a single claw mark, how it fit through and
survived the waterfall was hard to believe.

Still, Cage wasn’t going anywhere for a day
as his back was badly bruised and his shoulder throbbed. The moist
flat top was icy cold and acted perfect for an icepack across his
entire back. And still the magic floating eerily above remained
constant. He then closed his eyes to rest and recover.

Tiny tapping moments later had Cage sitting
up and looked around to find tiny, blind, freshwater crabs no
larger than a copper coin. Hundreds climbed onto the outcrop, but
stayed well away from him. A strong explosion of water showed
another black eel strike out at the edge, eating a few crabs. They
too were blind, but didn’t leave the safety of the water.

As if it were the signal, dozens more giant
predators attacked for crab. The smaller prey wizened and hid in
holes, avoiding the water and top where he stood. Cage then watched
the huge one that likely bit his foot, chomp down on a smaller eel.
Survival of the fittest to be sure, but it attracted more unwelcome
visitors. A feeding frenzy lasted almost a half hour as the eels
cannibalized one another. Luckily Cage didn’t see any other
predators. The shark size eels were enough. When the waters stilled
and tinted red did Cage lay back down to recover.

 


A bright new day beneath the light orbs
greeted the warlock. The crabs had left awhile ago and from time to
time there echoed a far away splash. His back was stiff, sore and
likely badly bruised. Two weeks worth of beard finally irritated
him enough to do something and with a sharp knife he shaved by feel
alone since his reflection in the water was too chaotic from the
three different waterfalls at the back of the cave and he didn’t
dare try to get close enough to be attacked by eels, likely waiting
for a taste of man. Then he had a delightful meal of two oranges,
three hardboiled eggs, several cold biscuits and a handful of
salted peanuts. He still couldn’t believe how fresh the biscuits
tasted when Meeka cooked them two months earlier.

In his own notebook Cage later wrote the
dragon words carved in the stone, wanting to have them translated
later. From the debris of eggshells and orange peelings Cage began
testing how these things hunted whether by sound, movement or
thinking the worst, able to detect electrical impulses like sharks.
Shells began being flicked out all around as the test began. Random
throws showed no results till he isolated an area. By the fifth
throw a large eel mouth broke the surface and ate two orange peels
in one large snap. The test progressed as he brought out another
rope and flung several yards out. It wasn’t immediately attacked,
but more than one ripple swam beneath the line out of curiosity.
When the water calmed he slowly pulled the line, not raising a
response. On the twelfth toss did a reaction take hold. Each time
he moved the line faster and faster until it was barely a casual
swim before the line was snagged and lost below, never to rise
again, but it was already cut and useless.

“Now that I know you hunt through movement,
let’s try something alive.” He said and his strong hands began
probing cracks and plucking out the small crabs who hadn’t left to
scavenge the lake floor for food. Collecting eleven he chose three,
threw them from a different area he’d been testing and watched as
they plopped in the water and sunk.

Nothing happened. Using the same method he
replicated it in different directions, all results the same. Cage
went back to collecting a full dozen crabs this time, only he
crushed the pale exoskeletons before throwing.

This time it was an almost immediate reaction
as the dead crabs brought in the predators. It wasn’t a frenzy like
before, but enough to prove a point. “So you smell the blood and
hunt movement, but not the electrical signals.” He grinned,
realizing their weakness in hunting.

Cage slowly approached the water, limiting
vibrations the eels could detect and lifted rocks to form a pool so
he could wash all the blood from his robe. Just as he was almost
finished he looked up and at the water as one eel had caught the
scent and tried sneaking up on the wounded animal. He carefully
stepped back from the almost alligator stalking method, not making
a sound while throwing his robe all the way back to the flat
top.

Its head snaked out the moment the soaked
robe landed, but wasn’t ready for the roundhouse kick Cage
delivered. His heel connected with the gill, knocking it back as he
lithely got back out of range. The attacker didn’t survive it’s
cannibalistic kin, getting ripped apart.

An hour later, when the water cleared did he
finish washing out every crust of blood from the robe. He held it
out over the water from a stick, seeing if any more came, but the
droplets of water didn’t arouse suspicion.

Deciding on a course of action, Cage put on
the mostly dry robe again and began eating large quantities of
protein, starches and sugars over the next six hours, storing up.
He relieved himself far away from the ideal launch point and waited
for another cycle the underground creatures lived by.

A second frenzy as fierce and loud as the
first began all over the lake, eating crab and each other. When it
calmed Cage soaked his feet and waited. After such a daily fight
for survival he noticed a heavy silence, like the cave took a
breath, but wounded and full animals sought refuge.

When the flippers eventually reappeared, Cage
slipped into the water without making a ripple, turned on his side
and began a slow swim, fighting his excitement and lust to fight
these things that would tear him apart without magic in this
element. Back and forth his legs cut like scissors, swimming
sideways so the kicks didn’t make a sound. Not a dozen feet after
leaving the outcrop an eel brushed beneath his arm. Resisting the
urge to jerk and dig his fingers into its gills, Cage continued
moving as if nothing happened and the slimy skin didn’t
irritate.

The eel went on its way.

Not doing the obvious, Cage swam sideways and
away from all places where rocks rose from the water. In his mind
he pictured swimming over the deepest point of the lake, not
knowing what swam in it, but staying far from shallows where most
of the food gathered.

Then he cursed, but didn’t stop as once he
left the first place of rest did all the magic of light go out with
the flip of a switch. At least the one in the extreme distance
stayed lit, a beacon to safety, a goal to reach.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


If not for self control and patience Cage
would have really screwed up.

The enormous underground lake was tedious and
deadly to say the least. Not once did he come within a half mile of
any outcropping, which was difficult in the almost nonexistent
lighting, keeping the exact same speed which was slower than a
natural walking pace. Only the rhythm saved him for out in the
deepest areas swam eels as large as an Blue Whale. There weren’t
many, at least that Cage could determine. One though came too close
for comfort and moved exaggeratedly slow. It proved merely curious
as to what swam out and when it found Cage wasn’t worth the effort
even as a snack it began swimming away.

Taking a stupid and fun risk, Cage grabbed
the giant eel’s gill and rode the underground express for close to
a quarter hour before it decided to go deep down. Unable to be
followed. Even if it was slow, catching a ride did save time
compared to the normal pace. Heart beating with excitement, Cage
resumed swimming and slowly so as to not be seen as a wounded
animal.

Especially as he counted one more not a
minute later and that one somehow seemed bigger.

Not trusting the ancient water, Cage made
sure to go slow and drink from a canteen.

A day and a half seemed to pass as he inched
closer, not pausing to urinate or rest till leaving this primal
place. Cage couldn’t resist daydreams of fighting these creatures.
Their daily fights for survival he embraced completely.

But as the goal’s light brightened, so did
the sucking sound of a nearby waterfall. The sheer wall beckoned
while to the left were rapids, showing jagged rocks that would
strip flesh from bone.

When the deadly current threatened certain
death did Cage swim with all he had and hope the giant carnivores
had enough sense to stay away so he could get out. With tired
muscles he pulled himself up to a short wall and felt himself
attacked. Only these were pitiful. Two baby eels hung off the ends
of the flippers while four larger tried biting through his form
fitted robe. Acting as light armor, teeth their size couldn’t
pierce the silk as they gnashed their teeth.

Strong fingers found cracks for Cage as he
pulled himself all the way out, finding it difficult to climb with
flippers. Nevertheless, he managed and sighed while tearing off the
babies and throwing them back where they belong.

More than the length of three football fields
stretched a flat area, all being perfectly flat. Sight of more
bones weren’t so big of a deal anymore and a minute later his
flippers shrunk back to boots. The bones were from one lion size
griffin and two dragons, neither were elders. Judging by what he
knew, Cage decided they couldn’t have been seven hundred years old
at most. Their bones all looked pulverized by a great fall. Cage
knew many had obviously died in the crossing of the lake. The giant
eels could definitely take down a dragon and everything else in
between. And a glance up into complete darkness made one wonder how
three natural flyers died by falling… besides suicide. How high the
stairs went was beyond assumption, but the stairs were obviously
wide enough for six elephants side by side to use.

Strong white light began flickering and Cage
turned to the fifty foot wide orb of pure white light in a black
room. The pulses dimmed as it shrunk to a basket ball before rising
straight up the shaft the stairs were cut into.

Too tired to follow, Cage barely held off
hypothermia and staying still would only make matters worse.
Removing all the burnt out torches and two long burning logs from
his pocket, Cage sparked another fire with shaky, almost numb
hands. As it came to life he stripped and warmed up everything and
the shaking stopped.

Warmed, Cage then looked up and found the orb
was a pinprick high up in the darkness, waiting for him patiently.
There is no other alternative to backtrack.

“Hot food will do some good.” He decided and
used the fire to cook a hearty vegetable stew and for desert he
munched on a power bar made of oats, honey, molasses and dry
fruit.

Curiously he also checked for anything
important around the dead and found nothing but ancient bones and
no more messages could be spotted to help out.

Afterwards he returned to the cheery fire and
finished eating. Fire in front, Cage leaned against the wall for a
night to sleep. No creature would approach, if there were more that
weren’t bound to water. Aching muscles from holding back called for
sleep and recovery. The wish was granted.

 


First thing after rising from slumber Cage
did a series of stretches and found his wound mostly healed, but a
nasty reminder stayed there. He inspected the entire area, staying
away from the water that lurked more danger. Nothing turned up or
gained any closer interest. The sheer wall was slick with moisture
and would be difficult at best to climb. The only available
solution was to use the ascending stairs.

The whisper of wind beneath the numbing roar
of the waterfall spoke of stronger air currents up the hole so it
was decided to finally break out the “Lantern.” He said and removed
an almost identical oil lantern he remembered from museums and what
one would find at old farms back on Earth. Cage checked the
container beneath and found it full, the wick saturated and ready
to burn. One lit twig from the dying embers of the well deserved
fire sparked the wick’s fabric to flame. Cage quickly twisted down
the glass guard and altered the shutter to make it an effective
lantern. He couldn’t find a use for the debris so he let it lay. It
was too cold and wet down here to do any harm.

Taking one cautious step at a time was
difficult, but necessary. By the three sets of remains, the fall
was from much higher but best not to take chances on the unknown
steps. It could have been magically slammed and a dozen feet was
more than ample to cause such injuries.

The exercise was great, making his legs burn
with exertion. It was almost like climbing up to a Tibetan temple,
starting at the base of a mountain, but Cage found out quick that
these steps were much… much higher. An hour later he judged his
progress and knew to reach where the light had shot up would take
days to reach, making the shaft more than six miles tall, well
taller than Mount Everest on Earth or the Etheriuum Cap of the Fire
Mountains, home of Rex Nattan.

But after a mile of climbing, Cage heard the
change in the air and paused at a corner to find the tunnel opened
to an enormous cavern and felt wind whipping his robe in seemingly
random directions. As far as the lantern’s light reached, even
focused, it could not pierce the shroud far enough to the right of
the cavern and barely reached the opposite wall of the cave.
Judging by the power whipping around he decided that the first
underground canyon’s currents came all the way here somehow. His
mind conjured flying from the canyon here, but such a path would
have been too suicidal, especially without the ability to see. With
all the stones, even sound would be impossible to navigate. Bats
certainly wouldn’t make it, if they lived around here that is.

Even Cage’s fierce dedication to training and
exercise had limits. Not even half way up, further than most would
dream in the same position, his burning legs needed a break. A
gouge in the edge of the stone gained his attention to the
otherwise uniform stairs. Finding this step as good as any to
break, he approached on hands and knees, aware the marks weren’t
natural and was the likeliest place one of the dragons were thrown
from.

Cage was proven right as he found a broken
dragon’s tooth lodged in the stone at the corner where one had
bitten down and tried desperately to climb back up. But then Cage
felt wind on the back of his neck pick up before a gust shot his
chest to the ground. Only a sure grip on a gouge left by the tooth
marks kept him from being sucked out. A strong push back offered
safety and as soon as he was out of the shaft, the force
dwindled.

“Never felt such a powerful downburst
before.” He said to himself and backed all the way to the wall. “No
wonder the dragon couldn’t pull himself back in. That gust would
have surely sent it careening down to the ground without a chance
to escape. Just like my fight with the Tiaxm, at too much speed
even the safe landing wards wouldn’t work. Without magic to heal
like Granny and Jormon did for me after I was a broken mess.” He
murmured considering. “No flyer could resist that!”

While resting up there became four
other visible and ancient signs of struggles on the opposite cave
wall, barely visible to even a trained eye to always find the
differences in things. They were all higher up on the opposite
wall, but the terror of impotence against a mighty primal force of
nature showed no mercy. Ripped from the
slick stone wall showed signs of useless struggle, but what could
make anyone fly in such windy conditions? Cage asked
himself while munching on a fat orange carrot.

 


A day and a half later the bitter wind grew
stronger and stronger. Each step was one less than the next to
reach the top. Still there was no sign of a ceiling, but there was
one sign, about three quarters up where griffin claw marks had
managed to land and climb back up. The dragons hadn’t shown any
signs of rising a second time.

The lonely ball of light at last hovered a
hundred yards away and excitement to have finally climbed the
exhausting steps. The wind threatened to knock anyone unprepared
over and off into the air. Controlling himself, Cage gently took
one step at a time and hugged the wall, keeping the lantern
lit.

Then he reached the platform and was
disappointed for there were no more stairs, just a single platform.
“Where the hell am I supposed to go now?!” He growled. The wall was
smooth as glass with no hand holds anywhere to climb out of this
place.

It’s a dead end!

Or so Cage first thought as he then realized
the orb began moving. It began rising, leaving the platform of flat
stone, sailing through the cavern. Another mile higher and two away
did Cage realize he was being led across as it stopped just inside
another tunnel entrance that would be impossible to climb to.
Nothing could ever be thrown that far and successfully find
purchase to cross. No throw, arrow or gas powered projectile could
accurately reach it. The only way was to fly across.

It was already clear Cage was the first human
to reach this far, but through narrowed vision also proved from
this angle that nothing had ever reached the lone visible tunnel
being illuminated.

Think! Think! Think!
He mentally tasked his thoughts. “There has to be a way.” He whispered and opened the
lantern fully to brighten the dark cavern. “There won’t be any more
help… likely. No matter how difficult something is, there is always
a way. Jumping blindly will kill me from up here, especially with
the downburst… The angles of the walls are clearly unnatural. The
slopes, curves and slick flatness serve to intensify the naturally
strong wind. The pattern seems random, but constantly dictate how
everything behaves. This will take some time.”

Cage turned a knob to dim the lantern after
he roughly sketched a layout of the valley, emphasizing the
opposite wall, the intentional crafting of the stairs to make it
near impossible to get back on and calculated accurate
distances.

 


Over the next five days Cage sat on the
platform, creating intricate mathematics on angles and reactions
made by wind when being forcibly changed to get stronger in a
confined space. Magic still remained beyond reach, but it wasn’t a
surprise anymore. Nothing was left out. It felt good to be able to
fall back on his mental aptitude and by the time he calculated for
every dangerous angle and mundane variable an entire book was
filled.

Turns out that there was only one way to
navigate an invisible gauntlet and over six and a half million ways
to die. If the one path wasn’t correct to the inch it would be
broken and the individual on it would be pulled into a sure death
and sped down to the ground at over six hundred miles per hour.

Cage spent the remainder of the fifth day
mentally preparing for his flight. Without wings there was no
conceivable way of success, but he was set. Any other human mages
would not stand a chance. He programmed the timing into his mental
movements, even a minor mistake would be deadly.

In the morning, feeling mentally and
physically refreshed, Cage stretched everything so as to beat this
near impossible challenge. Then the lantern was stored away in a
pocket and a grin started to spread while adrenaline sharpened the
senses and reaction time.

“Wing-suit Mode!” He called out. Black
diamonds began to sparkle faintly in activation of a programmed
sequence, latched onto the spider silk of the robe and began
adjusting the excess fabric. The sleeves and legs tightened
precisely to his form better than any glove. The snug fit didn’t
stop as the excess began reforming into sturdy sails that reached
from the wrist to ankle while between his legs they formed an
airtight wing. Before even attempting the glide he picked up a few
loose rock chips and tossed them around the launch platform. Only
the one to the right shot the debris up into the darkness.

One steadying breath was all Cage needed
before throwing himself out. His arms stretched straight to the
side while his legs spread. Immediately an updraft lifted him a
hundred feet before a joining current took him away from the tunnel
as predicted. To combat any outside problems he closed his
eyes.

He counted calmly as if taking a stroll. At
six seconds he folded his arms and closed his legs before a
crosswind could snatch him away. Three seconds later he opened up
and felt his wing-suit catch air and be sent in a slow, upwards
spiraling vortex just outside the downdraft for fifteen seconds.
Then he folded his left arm to blow to the right or be dumped
inside the downburst like a sugar cube in coffee. He was swirled
aside before being lifted again at a thirty degree angle. Nine
seconds later he closed his legs to swoop vertically, open them and
get caught in a switchback motion to drop twenty feet before
tucking in a ball to flip over and snap his limbs out and catch the
most powerful updraft yet. It was a thousand foot ride straight up
before Cage leaned to the right and exited all currents. His
calculations didn’t know exactly where that mega updraft would lead
for it was too dark to trust.

At last he opened his eyes in the calm part
where tempests swirled madly all around. He needed to see and
located the tunnel a full mile away and below his position. He made
a minor adjustment by leaning forward, knowing only one issue
remained. He picked up speed by the angle chosen, a necessity to
the ideal calculations and aimed just above the tunnel.

Fifty feet away Cage streamlined his form
before curling into fetal position to limit surface area not a
millisecond too late as he ran though a fifty mile an hour updraft
just outside the tunnel entrance.

Blackness consumed like a gelatin ball around
the warlock as he shot into the tunnel and bounced off the floor
and roof till rolling to a stop. It dissipated, revealing a widely
grinning Cage. “HELL YEAH!!!” He crowed loudly as the realization
he made it set in. He sat up saying “Default Mode.” and punched the
air, hardly believing it all worked out according to plan.

Looking around for any markings was futile.
By all indication, Cage knew he was the first to make it this far.
Others stronger, older, possibly smarter and more cruel all failed
to survive. It made the warlock grin all the more for he was better
than them all. Flying wasn’t the solution to surviving, it was
gliding and planning, knowing how to move and when to do it.

The orb flashed for attention and for once
Cage didn’t have time to think. The ground began to shake and the
orb shot ahead down the tunnel. Where the warlock entered began
crumbling away, making sure it could never be used again. Cracks
began spider-webbing along the floor and dome ceiling, falling away
and down for a cave-in.

Relishing the adrenaline, Cage took off after
the orb while behind followed certain death. Long legs sprinted,
staying just ahead of the rumble, but it’s chase wasn’t over.

A hole opened up fifty feet ahead, jagged and
twenty feet wide, growing wider by the second. Too far to jump, the
warlock relied on Parkour training as he angled to the wall and ran
along its side for five steps before springing off, angling for the
floor that had yet crumble. He tucked and rolled as he hit and the
momentum completed and altered into another run. His robe had
already split and became close fit pants automatically, not needed
an explanation or verbal command.

Still he could not stop as the tunnel
collapsed. Training and reacting is all that saved Cage from
oblivion as rocks and boulders began falling from overhead. Dodge,
twist, sprint is what he did for a whole mile, but he couldn’t
stop. The orb offered enough light to do this, giving light, hope
and timing for what lay ahead.

Soon a fissure opened up ahead, over four
feet wide in the shrinking tunnel after following the light down a
fork. It was longer than he could see, but wider than the floor,
making it impossible to run. Instead Cage leapt at a wall, his feet
finding a solid grip on the dry, rough stone wall and he managed to
hop from one wall to the next, avoiding the bottomless fissure
between his legs. It tested his endurance to inhuman levels, but he
could not slow as the tunnel continued to collapse and was gaining
speed.

If it doesn’t stop soon it
will be over! Cage cursed mentally while keeping his
focus on timing and precise muscle control. A rock clipped his
right shoulder, but bounced off the hard flesh with more on the way
down his peripheral vision noted.

Then the orb left the tunnel and went up
suddenly, but not before showing a metallic, horizontal bar with a
width a little over two feet.

Timing the jump for his better left leg
wasn’t difficult. Just as the roof crumbled down he shot out into
the open with hands out. The cold metal bar held rigid as it took
his full weight and the swing had Cage holding for dear life before
flipping like a gymnast on the uneven bars. He flipped and snatched
out, finding the bar was actually a ladder. Below all the air was
expelled, sending dust and stone out into a cave, another big one.
The warlock held still, allowing his shaking legs to still and
catch his ragged breath. “Damn, this place is really trying to kill
me.” He chuckled as his adrenaline ebbed. The ladder was somehow
unaffected by the collapse below his feet, but shook as the
collapse began to still.

It was only then Cage realized something, the
air didn’t smell of sulfur anymore. Just cool underground
earth.

“Please work.” He whispered and focused. In
his hands appeared a tiny flicker between his finger.

Magic had been restored!

As if sensing his use, the orb several feet
overhead vanished without a sound, but the tiny sparkle in his palm
didn’t allow darkness to completely rule. It was new hope, even if
it was just a sparkle. Weeks of being blocked from magic would take
time to leave his system. The warlock said “Phone call, Meeka.” But
like last time, he tried yesterday, the diamonds twinkled, but then
died. He closed his eyes and held completely still. He felt the
ever present sensation and probed the bond between Familiar and
Summoner.

 


Back on Cage Island Daku suddenly
lifted his head and jumped to all fours, startling everyone in
Cage’s living room. Tohka, Meeka, Brooke, Sean, Rena, Frill,
Megdline, Zikon and outside the open front door was Theresa’s great
purple eye. “CAGE!” he shouted, startling the entire room. They all
had seemed to jump out of their skin, just as he had as he knew the
sensation and touch of his human. The room ran to him, expecting
his death had finally come and foretold the loss of both one of a
kinds. They spoke all at once and stopped as he didn’t collapse
immediately after. Through the mind-link Daku heard
“Hey buddy! It worked! They didn’t ward against
the link between us, but I cannot reach out any other way. Tell
everyone I’m still trapped and will be strong enough to escape
hopefully by tomorrow. My magic just came back and I can barely
manage a spark let alone teleport.”

“Silence!” Daku roared as everyone
before him yelled for answers. “I can barely hear him!” Zikon
spelled the room of people and rendered them unable to speak. Three
concerned women drew weapons at the great sorcerer, but didn’t move
as Megdline touched her throat and showed he silenced her too. Daku
closed his eyes and said “I can sense him, but cannot point to
where. Be silent while I commune.” And closed his excited blue
eyes. “Oh how good it is to finally feel
you live again… you are exhausted and impaired. Your legs are
barely holding you.”

“No shit! Really?”
The warlock mocked in good humor. “Listen, I’m losing you. My body’s exhausted, I’m holding onto
a metal ladder on a sheer cliff that goes higher than I can see and
my magic has been impaired up till now. Right now I need info. Is
my family okay?”

“All are healthy and worried
about you.” Daku began, sensing his partner’s
concentration slipping. “The human Raul is
dead by my hand, just after you were stolen. Zikon has taken
liberty to be with Megdline, going back and forth to Twilight since
she will not leave the island till your return. Rex Gralla has
established four soldier dragon elders to defend your territory and
has also taken liberty to reside here with six other ancients to be
with me and learn of Tohka’s binding. They all worry you would die
any second and have made this place their main priority. They want
all the information to be precise before we are lost to them…
idiots. You have been gone forty three days, My Friend.”

“Well my body has been messed up, not
surprising my sleep cycle has made my count less. To me it’s been
just thirty two. Be sure no one tampers with my spells or I’ll be
pissed.”

“ Got that in hand. Poli has
taken it upon herself to sense any tampering to the control
crystals behind the waterfall, those of our nest and the other
nests. She personally bit an elder’s tail when she caught the other
females tampering.”

“Good… last thing before I
go.” Daku felt their connection slipping fast.
“Make a list of… every person who doubts my return
and tell them when I get the hell out of here I expect them to kiss
my ass!”

And the mind-link dropped, making Daku ball a
fist and slap it against the floor as he laughed in joyful relief.
The room was tense and eager as they watched the corners of his
beak curl into a smile. Wiping his beak and cheeks from tear
flowing hilarity, with a furry wrist, he said “Cage is gone and
needs to rest, but he is most assuredly fighting tooth and nail to
escape. I expect he will speak again, but wishes to pass along a
message to all who doubted his return and says you are to kiss his
ass.”

Megdline dropped into the sofa while Zikon
released his silencing spell when the warlock’s three lovers hugged
each other and shouted for joy, dancing around one another. Rena
cried and ran up to hug Daku and barely got her arms around his
thick neck. Sean shouted “I will tell everyone Dad’s alive! Chief
Moril will want to hear this.” and ran out the door.

“Hold, Hatching.” Theresa said. “I will take
you.” And Daku saw the elder dragon disappear from the opening with
the cub holding her horn spikes.

In his ear Daku heard Rena sniffle “Dad’s
alive?” she asked beyond hope and missing him like everyone
else.

“Yes, Cub. Your dad is my partner for a good
reason. We succeed where others have not. He is the first to ever
contact out of The Deep. In my million years, none ever reached
that point. I didn’t have the heart to tell him he won’t be able to
Jump out, as he is exhausted, but from my ancestors’ memories, the
worst is yet to come, but with his magic he will get out.”

“Looks like I need to ready and pucker up.”
Megdline said. “You were right husband. I should have had more
faith.”

Zikon grinned and fingered his staff.
“The Deep was meant for the worst criminals to have ever lived. It
wasn’t established to handle the likes of that boy. And rarely are the criminals allowed to
carry their gems to ward off danger. The imbedded black diamonds
surely have saved him several times by now. I’ll be sure to record
you kissing our grandson’s ass and display it all over
Twilight.”

Tohka laughed twice as hard at Megdline
sticking her tongue out at her mate and it was contagious. Frill
last said “I told you not to underestimate that battle mad warlock,
Partner. Now look what you must look forward to?”

“If he manages to make it out, I will kiss
both cheeks!” Megdline cackled.

 


Cage meanwhile held on, controlling his
breathing as he knew would effectively recover the fastest. Shaking
had stopped, but numbness made holding on more perilous, but
reaching someone on the outside made him grin. It meant there was
more that could be done and he could afford to really speed things
up.

Deep breaths aided recovery, ridding the
magic blocking air from his body by the fresh around him. Numbness
turned to pain and when he regained control Cage focused inwards.
The drugging effect lingered, but the mana did respond and began a
complete body scan, starting first at his thigh. He sensed the
makeup of the scar and the scar tissue all around the femoral
artery along with the lingering thread that hadn’t dissolved, as it
wasn’t designed to, but the glue had done its job and had properly
been dissolved and absorbed.

Dim blue light appeared beneath the skin as
Cage worked the stitching out and parted muscle, blood vessels and
skin. As tiny ends started sticking out he used his fingers to pull
it out the rest of the way, bringing out a drop or two of blood.
Muscles had reconnected somewhat, but surgery was needed to fix
some of the tissues and two nerves that had scar tissue. Once the
inner workings were running properly then began work on removing
the cauterizing burn marks. The dead skin flaked off and beneath
grew healthy pink skin.

It was slow working and what would have taken
no more than a minute, took twenty. It told that recovery will be
longer than expected, not like Floranna smoke. After the leg was
returned to optimal function began searching for recent anomalies
and since leaving the island he had picked up four microscopic
parasites, two pathogens and a tiny egg lodged in his upper
intestine. Cage suspected the pathogens came from the glowing moss,
parasites from the water he had to drink before diving and the egg
must have been from an eel when he accidently must have sipped the
lake water. A simple thought broke down and destroyed everything
before compromising his health.

After fully cleansing and fixing his body,
Cage finally conjured an inch wide orb in his palm. It was as big
as he could forcibly make it, but it was better than tiny sparks.
He wove the spell to consume a week’s worth of mana so as to retain
shape and brightness without needing to focus constantly and added
a sticking spell before placing it on his left shoulder. It held.
And it didn’t tire him in the least, showing his mana strength
hadn’t waned and didn’t require to start over as when he first
arrived on Raliea.

The climb up was easy thanks to the ancient
ladder that hadn’t deteriorated from the ravages of time. He had to
rely more on his hands and upper body as his legs were still
overwhelmed. Hand over hand he climbed, his magical light brighter
than any torch or lantern. Two hundred and nine bars later they
ended and led to a ledge.

The ledge was made of smooth rock, twenty
feet long, ten deep and went nowhere. It was made to be a place of
rest and nothing more. Cage pulled himself over, dripping with
sweat and limber as a wet noodle. He rolled to his back and
sprawled out before chuckling. He then closed his eyes and went to
recover when there came the sound of wings beating, many wings.

Cage sat up and at the fringes of his light
he saw hundreds of silent, featherless birds that would have gone
unnoticed if his hearing wasn’t augmented. The birds had spear-like
beaks and tiny beady eyes with bat-like ears. Each was about two
feet long with double the wingspan and long legs were angling three
sharp talons. Cage decided they either thought he was prey,
intruding on their territory or both. Nevertheless, they were
coming in a silent swarm.

His current use of magic remained limited so
he linked with the diamond which controlled barriers and activated
it and bound it to another which would regulate output depending to
the attack incoming. Just incase these unknown creatures were
resistant to magic, Like Daku, he stood and took a defensive
stance, ready to kill these odd, naked birds.

Just as Cage moved to break a bird’s neck, it
slammed beak first into the barrier completely surrounding him.
Then the next killed itself till hundreds uselessly shrieked and
tried finding a way in. An inch from any way he could reach, his
barrier held them at bay with the ease of an adult blocking a
baby’s efforts, barely using anything at all to maintain. Those
that collided and died were cannibalized and their once strong
silence was now deafening. A simple mental touch found the
silencing ward and attached it to the barrier to be gifted with
blissful silence. The amount of stored mana could hold their
attacks back for two and a half years uninterrupted.

When it was clear they wouldn’t be able to
get in anytime soon he laid down and brought out some food and
water. With his magic restored, the water was purified from where
it had been gathered back at the second puzzle. A putrid marble was
extracted and flicked in the eye of a rather obnoxious bird pecking
and clawing right in front of him.

While he replenished his body’s needs he
started to wonder why these featherless birds still had eyes in the
perpetual darkness. The only answer was they must go somewhere
there is light as they had evolved those large ears to hunt in
complete darkness too. The only reason it took them so long to
attack was they had likely been far away when they heard the tunnel
collapse and came right for him when they spotted the orb. It was
the only explanation since the crabs and eels were blinded
completely and evolved underground where no light ever reached.
These birds still knew light and that meant a way out.

 


Attacks lessened, but didn’t end over the
next few hours. Aching limbs were back to normal and the food
really made a difference. The induced silence started to annoy, but
every passing moment made him able to access more power. He could
now create fireballs and the conjured black swords from
fingertips.

“Good enough.” He said as he was able to
teleport a canteen from one hand to the next without focusing hard
enough to blow a vein. He put everything away and calmed his mind,
picturing his island from outside the pillars. Heart drumming in
anticipation to return, magic began to flow, his eyes opened and
blackness started swirling.

Then disintegrated.

“Sonofabitch!” he cursed in one breath.
He tried three more times before sitting comfortably and latched
onto the mind-link. “Daku, you
there?”

“Always.” The
griffin spoke and Cage could sense his partner’s happiness to speak
again.

“Then maybe you can tell me how to get out.
I’ve recovered enough to teleport and I’ve succeeded sending a
canteen over a short distance, but I cannot manage to go to the
island. Do you know what I’m doing wrong?”

Daku mentally sighed.
“What do you know of The Deep?”

“Other than I’ve passed a room full of
golems, dropped down and into a lake full of blind eels larger than
I’ve ever imagined, glided through a valley of strong wind and ran
for everything I had to climb a ladder and get attacked right now
by a bunch of featherless birds… not much, why?”

“You chose the deadliest
route!” Daku mentally shouted in surprise.
“The Deep is riddled with thousands of passages
that would have led you to the cleansing cavern, where you were
able to reclaim your gifts. Cage, you took the nearest route which
was the trap of all traps! If you had gone six miles from the right
of where you first exited you would have only needed to swim
through a forest of needle sharp stone and fought against Zeether
snakes and climb a rock wall for a week to follow a tunnel before
running two miles to reach the cleansing cavern. You’ve defeated
the most treacherous gauntlet devised by the dragons. I tried
contacting you and tried leading you to the griffin pass, but such
was impossible with your power blocked. Gralla will be pissed as
she was the designer of it and you defeated her.” Daku
then gave a mental chuckle. “The Deep was
made before my hatching, but you know my kind has genetic memory,
memories passed down from each parent over thousands of
generations. The greatest memories I have are against the Tiaxm as
the imprinted memories were severe. The Deep’s creation was also a
minor memory I can recall from my ancestors. It was designed by the
dragons, griffins, sorcerer’s, Tiaxm before their unchangeable
condition and another race that had gone extinct. It was originally
made around forty million years ago for the worst criminals on the
planet.

“What you must know is it was made using
billions of sentient casters, human, dragon and Tiaxm alike and the
wards are powered by the planet itself. There is no possible way to
Jump out Cage. You can teleport around to where you’ve been, but
out is out of the question. Where you are is halfway, if my
memories can be trusted after so long. I will help where I can
because you are the first to reach that area where you can
reconnect with your power. Never has anyone gotten so far, but I
must warn you that greater danger lays ahead.”

“Sweet!” Cage
said and chuckled. “I didn’t have as much
fun without my magic, but this place is like a party for me. I’m
having a blast down here!”

“As I imagine, but if only I could share the
fun with you. Alas it is impossible, but I will be your guide as
best I can. You should know that a great spell was cast on all
living beings when The Deep was truly sealed. It stripped the
memory of the exit down to the genetic memory I possess so I do not
know where you will leave from.

“The reason it was stripped
is the exit hides the warlock, griffin and dragon Stronghold where
the nexus was once made and destroyed during the hundred year war
against the Tiaxm.” Daku dropped the bomb of all
bombs. “Just because I know what you will
face doesn’t mean I can come to you. Magics both impenetrable and
subtle hide the Stronghold, making me furious I cannot dig my way
down to you. It was permanently sealed from the outside after the
nexus finally collapsed.”

“Alright, where do I go and what am I to
face?”

“There will be dozens of tunnels like an
anthill, winding all around, but they will all lead you to the
Stronghold. You will face more of the featherless birds you spoke
of, but they are nothing more than a nuisance, but whatever you do,
do not lower your barrier or they will rip you to shreds.”

“Got it.” Cage
already knew they were relentless buzzards.

“Good. Now when you decide
on a path you must fly till you see a single hanging ice sickle.
Land beneath it and jump forward before it drops. The ground up to
that point hides spikes through illusions and breaks through magic,
same with the ice sickle. Keep the barrier up, but walk till you
find a dragon’s handprint and break it with your bare hands until
you hear what sounds like a tree groaning. Magic will spring a trap
I dare no consider mentioning. Only then can you fly again till you
reach a lush valley. Otherwise you will be caught in magical
webbing, unable to move or free yourself till your dying breath.
There you must avoid at all costs a great tree.” Daku emphasized.
“It is like the golems you fought past, but will
react to the faintest magic, even the wards you cannot sense. Even
if you strip your wards completely and walk and the birds somehow
leave you be, the tree blocks a single hole a mile up made of
gemstone. One touch will burn through you, body and spirit. Your
only chance is to fly fast and accurate around the tree and get
into the tunnel somehow before it grabs you.”

“What happens after the tree?”

“Contact me then. It will
take a day or two to make it that far and I must speak with Rex
Gralla on how to make you survive the last two challenges.”
Survive, not win, Cage read between the lines on the
warning. “But before we cease speaking,
would you like to hear what has occurred in your
absence.”

“I was just about to suggest
the same thing.” Cage mused.

Daku began quickly thinking. Not
surprisingly, Moril had won her way to chieftain of the Utala with
Rin being her last opponent. She won by submission, choking the man
unconscious between her powerful thighs. Apparently Zanza and Rin’s
other mates teased him constantly about it for never had he lost to
powerful thighs, especially theirs. Rena had taken well to the role
as priestess, But Brooke was allowed to always sit in on
conversations, helping her daughter choose the right ways. Moril
and the elders were also helping. Sean had taken down his first
wolf alone when he was working on his moves. Using his knife to
hamstring it before slicing its throat. Consequently Sean had
officially proven himself a man in the eyes of the Utala and earned
his first hunters’ bead. Apparently Meeka had screamed when he
returned inside bloody, dragging the wolf inside by a paw,
completely stunned at what happened. Tohka and Meeka learned the
blood wasn’t his. And it happened last week. And jealously from the
other, older boys started thinking Sean wasn’t worthy of his bead,
but Sean personally kicked six asses at the same time, not knowing
Elder Shania witnessed it all and let it happen. Later the old
woman told the boys if they had worked half as hard as Sean they
too would get their beads. Also Sean, now a man, was told he could
now offer mating challenges to any unmated woman, but declined
saying he didn’t see girls that way yet and he was too busy
besides. Apparently it resulted in a tribe-wide laugh.

Zikon had also informed Daku as an
explanation for how Raul wasn’t taken care of. Apparently Raul was
a spy for the Laqura Empire. He had secretly been sending reports
for over a century, trying to destabilize Twilight from the inside.
For the past year Zikon’s private aids had been finding the one
responsible for information leaks only the Magical Council had
discussed, often being thwarted. They had found the method, but not
the culprit, plugging the leak eight months ago and trying to
locate the actual traitor. It wasn’t until Cage arrived at Twilight
with Daku did Raul and his Familiar start missing mandatory
meetings. Without his presence and no more leaks going to the
empire, Zikon knew Raul was responsible and for five days there was
a manhunt that failed before Raul struck and was then pulped by
Daku.

The dragons though spent every night, for six
hours, with Meeka, Tohka and Brooke, asking thousands of questions
while constantly being observed magically so as to understand just
how Tohka suddenly became an unbreakable spirit mate when hers had
died before meeting. The girls were tired after the third week of
questions, but bared with it, trying to emulate a dragon’s endless
patience. And Cage was glad when Daku told him he sat in on all
conversations to watch over the three beauties and make sure
nothing was stepped over bounds.

Just before they stopped speaking mentally
did Daku also tell how he punched Gralla in the face two weeks ago
when she brought up for the third time where Daku would prefer to
be entombed when Cage will fail. He apparently knocked her
senseless in front of the four soldier dragons who didn’t raise a
claw. He then told her to never underestimate his partner and he
wasn’t going to ever die.

An hour before Cage initiated second contact
did she voice her wrongness, when she learned of Cage’s being the
first to get so far in The Deep.

Cage couldn’t wait to hear how she would
react when she learned he defeated the dragon’s gauntlet.

“Well, better get off the ledge.” He told
himself and looked at the still struggling birds. “You guys need a
better hobby!” he laughed.

Raising a hand he focused on finding a way
out. A bright white nub rose from his palm and became a string,
almost like a glowing worm. It began leaning and growing to the
side. As the magic expanded in an ever expanding bubble, the seeker
thread translated it visually. Cage watched as he saw the ledge he
stood on grow smaller as the light grew to reveal the canyon he
couldn’t see on the opposite side, even without the birds obscuring
the view. The canyon was beyond immense, making Cage wonder how it
could be so, this deep underground without collapsing and sinking
the surface. The canyon was actually starting to look circular,
surrounding a mountain, with billions of jagged rocks. But one
section blew into the mountain and Cage knew without a doubt is
where it led to that twisting air current room he defeated. Four
other passages led back into the mountain. Revealing many domes and
tunnels crisscrossing around. The threads of light continued to
shrink as more information was collected. Cage even noticed the
single tunnel where he was teleported and where everything began.
Waterways were also added, showing how everything flowed.

It would take centuries to
navigate them all. Cage thought. Dragons never do anything small. Easily more than half of the
Blind Mountains could make up what I just escaped.

But on the outside of the immense underground
mountain, Cage saw four other exit points all about nearby his
shelf, relatively speaking. On the other side, the tendrils began
growing thirty three different entrances to the next step. He kept
the increasingly powerful spell going and Daku was right, the
tunnels did resemble an anthill. The thirty three snaked around,
bending together, separating swirling around each other, but they
all seemed to take an upwards angle before randomly exiting to a
large underground valley. Not as immense as the one he stared into,
but plenty enough. They all seemed to be similarly distanced and if
all were trapped the same, it didn’t matter which to chose. Unable
to fully see the valley was due to the mana required to see so far
used too much and if he didn’t stop soon he’d pass out.

Cage randomly selected a passage in his mind
and the labyrinth fizzled away, leaving a single thread by which to
follow.

He took a minute to recover before saying
“Try to keep up boys!” Cage conjured his flying board and flew
straight off the ledge and made a beeline for the other side while
manipulating the orb on his shoulder to focus all light forward and
increasing output. Almost fully recovered, the warlock charge forth
with a bright grin.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


Stronger than any handheld searchlight, the
orb’s power beamed a wide forward area, piercing the veil of
darkness. Cage surfed through the air on his conjured flight board
faster than the relentless birds could ever hope to match. But more
seemed to still be coming as they ran headfirst into him,
connecting with the active barrier. Blood splattered on the
invisible force, but was whipped away by wind and speed. He was
guided by seeker thread at a fifteen degree upward angle and in
under a minute his shoulder mounted light revealed the opposite
wall and that of the tunnel, barely fifteen feet high and ten wide,
dome shaped. Before reaching it he found three more naked birds
flying out silently, single him out by light and sound and tried
another silent attack that ended in their demise.

The last one though struck an idea and Cage
took control of the spherical barrier and canceled the diamond’s
use for a few moments, draping a thin barrier like a second skin
all over, like he’s done many times before in close range magical
confrontations. With the barrier cloaking him he instead grabbed
the bird by the throat before collision. It struggled vainly in his
overwhelming grip as he aligned himself at the tunnel entrance and
stopped to send his senses forth to determine any signs of
deception. It all looked like unused tunnel made many millions of
years ago. Even his eyes and hearing couldn’t locate any signs of
Daku’s warning. Still he trusted his Familiar without
reservation.

Cage squeezed till the bird’s neck snapped
and it gave a jerk before attaching a thought of magic to it and
sent it forth. It entered the center of the cave where Cage knew he
would have landed if Daku hadn’t said anything. Then he let the
corpse go and watched as three feet off the ground the bird was
impaled by hundreds of needle thin, invisible spikes. Whatever
spells disguised them were sure impressive and going about blindly
wouldn’t work from here on in. Even with Cage’s own sense of
caution hadn’t dreamt of such a trap.

As the blood dripped and pooled around the
edge it coated even more spikes facing out at him. Using the
crimson liquid for a purpose, Cage summoned a gust of wind which
blew and sprayed the blood like a mist all around the entrance and
several meters inside. The droplets revealed the entire wall was
covered with outward facing spikes now revealed and the floor from
wall to wall was packed thinly by needles all uniformly three feet
tall and perfectly straight. It was then Cage knew how the birds
avoided the trap for their large ears were like a bat’s who use
echolocation. Cage closed his eyes and whistled into the tunnel.
Sound came back and his augmented hearing picked up the sonic
vibrations bouncing around and his mind naturally pieced the
information together to reveal he too could see the floor coated in
spiked, through his mind’s eye.

Just as he finished testing that took all of
twenty seconds, the first of the stalking flock latched onto his
back and tried digging in and stabbing its sharp beak in his spine,
but it felt less than a tickle. “Later, guys!” Cage mocked before
returning the cloak barrier into a sphere, reapplying it to a
diamonds and shooting straight down the tunnel’s gullet at over
fifty miles per hour, surfing above where the spikes were and
constantly making sure the short roof wasn’t hit or he would
inevitably be bounced straight down to his death. It caused nothing
but excitement and a thrill to zoom though the winding tunnel,
leaning horizontally when a hairpin turn was found and he’d lean
and move his body with expert movements and never once hit the
wall, ceiling or come within a foot of the dreaded needles.

At the constant speed it took two hours till
there came signs of frost. It made the warlock slow and as he came
around a corner he found a single hanging ice sickle as clear as
glass. It was ten feet long, sharper than a spear and left only
five feet to survive. Cage came to a complete stop in the air and
whistled, using his hearing to realize there was a gap just below
the spike where no invisible needles were made for a six foot
width, five back.

Enough to land. No needles could be detected
after the ice.

Landing was easy and the black board
vanished. Judging everything, Cage backed as close as he dared
before lunging and at just below the tip he leapt and tucked into a
ball to roll.

Like the drop of a guillotine, the heavy ice
sickle dislodged from the ceiling as it sensed his magical presence
and crashed not a half second behind. The tip shattered on the
floor and it broke apart like glass. As Cage bounced back to his
feet he watched as another spear of ice reformed in under a minute
from some automatic spell which resets the trap.

Shrugging, Cage began running at a swift yet
manageable pace. His legs had fully recovered and relished the
exercise. Along the way he was curious about Daku’s specific
instruction not to fly and picked up a rock, enchanted it with
flight and threw it.

Not ten feet after it shot off did a thousand
tiny strands of light surrounded it, coming from all around the
room, resisting its attempts to get away. Cage carefully shot his
black, combat fire, used his swords and every trick he had learned,
but the threads held strong to the rock.

He was careful to avoid even gliding across
the floor as he does when walking on water. Even that could be
considered flight and the trap was sure worse than the quick death
the spikes had offered.

After another hour of running Cage stopped
and sighed when he heard the birds’ sonic sounds to fly the tunnel
and were soon upon him. Cage figured the birds could get away with
it for they didn’t use magic, even passively to get snagged. He had
to reapply the silence function of his barrier and extend it to
fill the fifteen foot tall room thereby blocking the creatures from
getting in the way. He then continued running and the only sounds
that could be picked up was breathing, a single and athletic slow
heartbeat and the softest sounds of feet hitting the ground.

 


Three more hours pass as Cage climbed the
upwards growing tunnel that was no longer cold and slick with ice.
The uniform tunnel untouched by time finally had a difference to
the constant look as he came upon a large impression.

Clearly it was a huge dragon’s handprint,
scales and curved talons at the end of humanlike fingers were
deeply pressed into the ground.

Immediately he began punching and kicking the
impression, sending chips of stone flying. The ground was hard, but
nothing compared to the density of his feet, fists and bones
hardened from years of fighting and hitting solid objects without
restraint. When the palm was unrecognizable he began destroying the
fingers. It wasn’t till he started stomping on the index claw that
he felt a vibration rattle the ground and loose debris. He dropped
the silencing spell and heard a deep moaning sound that made it
felt in every cell of the body.

The birds squawked bitterly and Cage turned
to see many fleeing away for their lives and the more aggressive
ones seemed to be unable to make a decision, flapping and looking
at Cage and around to those escaping.

Seconds later the deep groan stilled and
silenced. Thinking whatever scared them of was over, the horde
returned in full force.

Cage sighed and shook his head. “Silly
critters.” He shrunk the barrier back to a normal size and flew
straight ahead.

In a half hour, killing more birds who was
flying in, Cage’s jaw dropped as he dropped from the tunnel and
down into a lush valley. There was more bioluminescent moss
brightly covering the ceiling he fell from, but the plants were
tripple the brightness and not an inch of the ceiling wasn’t
covered. A thick spray from a lone waterfall fed the moss that gave
light to the valley full of green trees and a river that snaked its
way down the middle. Thousands more bids flew the air, hunting some
kind of large insect with a hard shell only a sharp beak could
pierce. Glowing fish swam the river and pools. It was a sustainable
microclimate more intricate than he ever imagined.

But at the end, where the river flowed
directly to and disappeared back into the rock, grew a mighty
willow tree with branches thicker than a mature oak. The weeping
branches were well over a mile wide and stood before a twinkling
wall. Even from this distance Cage could feel the power radiating
from it and a quick scan spoke of magic that will kill with just
one touch, but not till after a searing and staggering amount of
pain that no mind could withstand, not even one like his.

The new presence of fresh meat and sound drew
in every bird of the valley like a flower would a bee. Cage was
swarmed, but it wasn’t much of a bother. They had no chance of
getting in and sampling warlock flesh.

Meanwhile he hovered and created a sight
mirror which allowed him to remotely see beyond them and zoomed
towards the weeping willow in search of this passage behind it.
Cage found it easily enough directly behind the trunk, a quarter
mile from it and the branches covered it. Cage knew even if he flew
for it, those tendrils could move in to capture. Before, he didn’t
see one bird fly anywhere near the huge tree. They avoided it at
all costs.

A grin began forming as an idea popped to the
forefront of his mind. He decided to use more birds as he first had
and surrounded over a hundred in a barrier to separated them from
the pack before flying forward and recreating the sound they
obviously feared. The flock’s reaction was immediate as they
scattered for cover, leaving him and his test subjects alone in the
air.

Cage flung one bird like a cannon being shot,
directly to the tree.

He then watched as a half dozen drooping
limbs suddenly writhed and struck like a snake, capturing the
already dead bird, bringing it to its roots and dropped to make its
fertilizer. In the first test Cage learned the speed at which the
tree strikes, how close one can get before it reacts and how many
birds he’ll need.

He canceled the sound to keep them at bay and
the flock returned. Only they didn’t stand a chance. Cage left only
forty out to repopulate, gathering the thousands into a green box
of mechanical, moving magic. Cage constructed an air cannon system
along with a barrel over fifty feet long and altered the box of
birds that floated right in front of him so that each one lined up.
He didn’t want needless killing, but this was the best idea and the
single-minded creatures annoyed the wrong person for too long.

When the bird cannon built up enough pressure
the warlock grinned and mentally released the valve while sliding
the lineup of birds in front of the pressure.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. Thump. The birds
were fired like an fully automatic machine gun air cannon. He aimed
the barrel all around the willow to maximize range and to occupy
more branches.

The tree surged in reaction to the immense
influx of stimuli. It became too much for the tree to handle,
unable to capture every single bird in its branches.

Just as the final bird was fired off, the
cannon vanished and he shot forward, angling to the gemstone wall
and flying a foot away while all the limbs were preoccupied with
all its new plant-food. The curtain covering the tunnel was open as
every limbs was in use.

Suddenly a single limb broke away and Cage
flipped over it and turned into the square tunnel with a hundred
foot length and height. The end of the limb took off in pursuit of
Cage, the end showing a sword-like edge trying to stab. Cage knew
the guardian tree likely was a magic-breaker and could run him
through. All he could do was increase speed and that he did before
the limbs jerked to a stop when it could not stretch further.

Cage settled down on the ground after
making sure it was safe and broke out more rations while
replenishing his mana. Afterwards he stilled and sent his thoughts
far away. “Oooh Daaakuuu?! I’m at the
checkpoint. That was a huge weeping willow.”

“Good. You made it. Much
faster than I anticipated.” Daku sounded
pleased.

“I’m glad for the intel. You saved my ass big
time!”

“Well information is better
than ignorance. Next will seem like a walk though the island
compared to your next task, but you will like it much
better.” The Familiar chuckled. “My memory was cloudy on the next task, but Rex Gralla and two
of the original creators of The Deep were summoned and I am
currently in council with them. One created the challenge you must
pass before the last. It will be a battle much like the golems you
had faced originally. And as I expected, Gralla was dumbfounded to
learn you passed her gauntlet she spent sixty years designing and
took you about five days from your experience. You should have seen
it. But back to the task you will face, the tunnel you are in will
become vertical and will come up into a den about three miles wide.
In it will be an earthen construct, a golem of granite powered by a
diamond that randomly runs through it. The only way to pass that
room and gain access to the Stronghold is to somehow break through
the granite, grab the constantly moving diamond and break it
magically with pure force, nothing else can pass the wards in
place. You must be able to do all of it in five seconds once you
remove it from the granite before it jerks from your grasp and
flies back into the golem and you have to try all over again. It is
imperative you break the gem with force and break enough of it off
to destroy the spell. As diamond is the hardest element, you must
put everything into it…”

“By using force on the sharpest scale
possible, atomic being the only way.”

“That is what I’m
told.” Daku admitted and gave a mental nod that his
Summoner knew the best solution. Pressure wouldn’t work. Only
something infinitely sharp would have success. “Just separate enough of the diamond to beat it. And be
careful, like many things you’ve likely noticed, it will break
magic. So stay out of reach and be faster than the
golem.”

“So what must I face at this
nexus Stronghold when I’m done?” Cage asked. When Daku
didn’t respond instantly he knew something was up.
“Uh, hello? Anybody there? Olly olly oxenfree!
Daku, answer me damn it!”

“Cage,” Daku
finally thought, sounding tense instead of calm and
collected. “The war against the Tiaxm had
many, many casualties. Warrior and queen’s, when they killed
dragons, griffin and warlock sometimes had problems. Instead of
becoming spirits, some dead instantly became ghosts. The Deep’s
sealing was for a reason. No soul escapes it because the Stronghold
is haunted by tens of thousands of ghosts, more than warlocks at
that time could ever handle. When all the criminals died the ghosts
attacked the new spirits, turning them also into ghosts and adding
to their incorporeal army.”

“WHAT!!!” Cage
mentally shouted in outrage. “Tens of
thousands of ghosts! Seriously? What am I supposed to do? Heal each and every one
of them to get out?”

“No!” Daku
hastily shouted back. “Don’t even try. It
will kill you, Cage. No one has that kind of power, not even in the
height of the warlock nation when yours and my kind joined each
other. Your best chance to get out is to find the exit crystal and
touch it and get out as fast as you can! Some ghosts can burn
through your shields, especially griffin ghosts. Sometimes when my
predecessors were killed by a warrior Tiaxm and became a ghost,
their ability to resist magic continued after death. Only the power
of the planet keeps that ghostly horde contained. If you led an
army of a million warlocks you might manage to heal the fallen
warriors, but alone you stand no chance. The Deep was meant to be an impossible escape for a
good reason. Punishment.”

“Daku, I’m going to stop communicating
because I’m really pissed off about this, but I’m glad you told me.
I need to prepare and any distractions will only make things worse.
I’ll give you a mental nudge when I’m about to face the golem and
take a rest after. We’ll discuss this Stronghold and exit again
before I try getting out. Work with the elders and try to
reconstruct the Stronghold and tell me everything you can so I have
every advantage.”

“You have my word you will get everything I
can offer. I understand your anger. I too do not like those who
fell from the flock to suffer for thousands of thousands of years
in constant agony. Good luck, My Partner.”

Cage pulled his focus back and found his
fists shaking in great anger. The wall was a casualty as he vented
his rage at the mistreatment of fallen warriors turned ghosts and
not a damn thing had been done to help them after all that
time.

“Swept under the goddamn rug!” He yelled and
finally settled when all the tension and rage was expended.

He then really felt uncomfortable and worked
magic to open a hole in the wall and crafted a bowl to sit and
relieve himself. Afterwards he made camp and began working on the
diamonds in his hand, modifying wards and adding new ones. At the
top of the list was crafting a ward to never allow anyone to
teleport him again. No man or dragon would ever be able to change
his location by force without a fight. The diamond that received
the application was eager to receive it. It used no power, but was
ready at any time to fight. Relentlessly protective. Hours were
spent focused on preparing for battle and what lay ahead.

Tired from the long physical exercises and
heavy uses of magic, especially the air cannon, Cage fueled up on
bread, cheese and a spicy soup before turning in for some
shuteye.

 


Though having never dreamt a day in his life
due to his unique heritage, Cage slowly awoke fully refreshed of
mind and body. His body naturally recovered quickly due to rigorous
and constant exercise, but since arriving in The Deep he had felt
off, but now that he could reconnect with his inner energy and a
full nights rest had washed whatever blocked it, completely from
his system. He spun into a handstand before jumping with a thrust
to flip around and land on his feet. “Finally back to a hundred
percent!” He said to himself while stretching and working out to
limber up. “Much better.”

Cage created a mirror spell to finally look
at himself. He was covered in dark dirt and scruffy beyond
recognition. The only decipherable reminder were calculating black
eyes looking right back. His hair had grown too long and was wild,
unkempt and slightly matted from dirt, sweat and neglect. He knew
what needed to be done and brought out a week’s worth of water
rations and began upending them into a spell which kept everything
together, making a clear beach ball of floating liquid and added a
magical fire to begin warming it to bath temperatures. He disrobed
and brought out a bar of pine scented soap to begin a long overdue
bath.

It took time to scrub every filthy crevice,
clean his hair and comb out the knots. Next in the dirty water went
in the robe. While he mentally tasked it to wash itself he created
the mirror again and conjured the black knife to begin shaving off
all the beard and the properties of the knife would target only
hair and be unable to even nick the flesh. Afterwards he trimmed
his almost shoulder length hair way back. His three beads though
remained untouched. White being a man of magic, Red signifying
musician, and the black of a protector. He didn’t miss the green of
chieftain at all. He did keep his hair long enough for his women to
run their fingers through the thickness, the way they loved to do
all the time.

The dark green robe came out good as new.
Cage then cleansed the dirty water, extracting dirt, sweat, blood
and everything else except pure drinking water. The mess dropped as
the accumulation was the size of a baseball. All the water flowed
right back into the ten canteens before being stored away.

“Feel like a new man.” He smirked as being
clean boosted his morale and prepped for the coming excitement.

He left the mess behind and put away every
other object after a decent morning breakfast.

Cage took a deep lungful of the cool, damp
air and lowered his shields to a more personal space and began to
fly straight down the large tunnel. Daku hadn’t warned of any traps
between the willow and next challenge and that meant he had no
worries between them. The shoulder mounted light gave an excellent
distance which allowed for more speed.

While flying at upwards of a hundred miles
per hour, Cage multitasked and created another seeker’s thread to
guide and warn what may lay ahead, making sure there wasn’t a
sudden turn ahead that would be impossible to turn down at too
great a speed. The white string shot forward, but began to turn as
it moved and sensed down the tunnel faster than he flew, many times
faster. It was a path that stayed level, neither going up or down,
but actually curving. The tunnel was so long Cage hadn’t realized,
till he saw the display. It spiraled in an inward fashion. Simple,
but maximizing distance in a smaller area. Nevertheless it was a
gigantic path, circling hundreds of times before the seeker thread
reached the center and crept up for a mile or two and mushroomed
into a large, domelike chamber that seemed a dead end. The thread
simply could not pass whatever spells bound the room, but it was
clear that that chamber was the final destination.

“Then I can speed up.” He said to the glowing
map before ending the spell’s fuel. His mana.

Cage leaned forward, sharpened the barrier in
front to slice air more efficiently to reduce drag and poured his
inner power into the board beneath his feet. Wind howled past, but
Cage figured he was flying well over three hundred miles every
hour. Distance was eaten and at this speed he could feel the
opposing force of momentum pulling to the left as he leaned more
and more to the right as the spiral got ever tighter.

An hour at such speeds became dangerous and
he slowed accordingly till a hundred miles per hour proved
safest.

Not long after he had to come to a complete
stop as there was a silvery blue light beaming down. The spiral had
at last come to a complete stop, but going straight up was a wide,
perfectly circular tunnel with a mile wide width. Cage’s
imagination supplied the shaft could be used for giant fliers to
glide down or have plenty of room to fly up.

The hard flight took a toll and Cage settled
down just outside the bright light to recover his depleted mana
without relying on his diamonds. He had the strangest feeling every
drop he had stored in them would required very soon. He didn’t know
what for, but relied on the feeling. To speed it up he ate several
fruits and sugar rich pastries. The quick energy helped replenish
his depleted reserves. After an hour’s rest he did a rigorous
stretch before the battle and relieved his bladder.

“Here goes nothing.” He smiled before
giving Daku the promised signal and slowly began flying straight up
on the board as if it were an elevator. It was a whisper in his
mind, but he heard “Luck.”

The ascent was easy and Cage took his time to
adapt to the blinding light beaming down. It came from an orb, that
much was clear.

The huge shaft opened to a simple dome. There
was nothing of any interest on the smooth, perfectly symmetrical
walls. About two dozen pillars supported the vast room and it was
pure simplicity and function. There was no way out of the giant
room. The walls were dark and unforgiving. Cage then spun around at
the sound of a slowly grating noise of stone grinding against
stone.

Between two pillars was a gigantic boulder
made in a rough spherical pattern. It was well over ten stories
tall, but no more than fifteen. It was a gray and brown chunk of
granite and it began to move. The spherical pattern began to change
as pieces fell away till Cage realized the golem simply had curled
around itself. Four pairs of arms broke out and began rotating
while six legs ripped from beneath the floor. It resembled some
kind of strange looking giant crab, but it had no clear features
like the first golems he’d faced.

Sensing its target, the golem suddenly was
surrounded in a red sphere before disappearing with displaced air
that made a light popping sound.

“Shit! It can teleport.” Cage cursed and when
there was a shadow blocking the bright overhead light, he didn’t
bother looking up as he dove into blackness and teleported two
hundred feet away, staying air born and looked just in time to see
the giant golem attack the spot he just vacated. Cage had assumed
that because of its size and weight it would be slow, but the
strike was faster than the snap of a whip.

The golem’s magic output greatly tingled
Cage’s skin, speaking it contained a lot of stored power and spells
capable of manipulating the huge and heavy construct at lightning
speeds. Even without, what cage again assumed to be the head, the
stone guardian flew right at him instead of Jumping because
proximity didn’t require wasting so much energy to reach the
target.

A mad grin again spread across Cage’s
features as he flipped around at just the right moment to dodge a
backhanded blow and that of a kick from one of the spear sharp
feet. It sailed on by before reaching out and grabbing one of the
pillars to spin around and attack again.

This golem was much more effective and combat
deadly than all the others he’d faced combined. Instead of hack,
hack, slash and a mace blow, this construct could react to many
more situations, use the terrain and match anything a truly
thinking creature could come up with and teleport. The complexity
of the giant stone crab with four clubbing arms was clearly the
original final test before the Stronghold and dead nexus was added
and sealed. Cage knew he was the first to have ever reached this
place because until now, there had been no signs of the golem’s
activating. No scratches or gouges of stone on stone was evidence
enough.

As it came around the pillar like a man
turning around without slowing, it flew and tried pummeling
him.

Cage didn’t even try attacking, merely dodge.
When it Jumped instantly, so did he. When it did something
surprising, he’d be ready. Critical black eyes never wavered as
they began learning all of this thing’s capabilities. It could not
use offensive magic without damaging the controlling diamond. As it
attacked, Cage also sent his magic inside it, learning there were
hundreds of identically sized holes throughout its interior. He
found the diamond easily enough, but it would disappear every ten
seconds and fill an open hole at random. Most were in the body and
difficult to reach, but there were ten holes, one inside the
thickest joint of each limb.

Patience was key. Cage was more than able to
keep out of reach while learning the patterns. His mind worked
constantly while also keeping his magic going, always keeping a new
location to teleport at the ready while his body reacted from
memory and repetition, not letting the deadly creation get close
enough to even touch a hair. It took five minutes to learn the
intricate and complex reactions before trying to see how it reacted
to magic.

No spell had an effect. It just attacked or
teleported above to crush the victim under its weight or club it,
but to do complex or powerful spells meant one had to be relatively
still and that meant the golem’s impossible swiftness and power
could attack and finish the job. Worse yet, the granite body was
magically protected from fire, stone and a few other spells. Simple
force on the other hand tore a chunk off a leg, but Cage watched as
five seconds later the cavity was healed. The missing piece
magically flew back in place and was fixed good as new.

Ten minutes after the initial attack, Cage
switched from defense and observation to attack and implementation.
He still dodged, getting closer as his power waited for the diamond
to teleport to a limb. He had to zip, flip, twist and drop for
close to a minute before a chance presented itself. The hidden
diamond appeared in one of the legs and Cage’s left fist already
had power. It released with a granite crumbling boom! The leg fell
as the diamond shot off. Without a constant connection the rest of
the golem fell out of the air. Working quickly he jerked the
softball sized, perfectly spherical, diamond out of the air while
dumping a tremendous amount of power to his palm, so much so the
air distorted and darkened, turning into an atom thick blade.

But as he was bringing the hand down to
finish off the precious gem it vanished in a flash of red.

Five seconds were up.

Grating sounds had Cage swearing as the gem
went back into the crab and started it up again. All of its broken
pieces were put back together and it went back on the attack.

For ten more minutes Cage fought and was
seriously afraid he screwed up for he hadn’t released the force,
cutting spell and it required a lot of power to maintain and it
seemed the diamond would not go back to a weak limb. But then the
chance came again and Cage knew he had one last shot before he’d
need to leave, regroup and hope this thing didn’t follow. The dense
sphere suddenly appeared in the lower right arm and he didn’t think
as he blasted the joint apart, snatched the ball and slapped his
hand immediately down.

The sharpest blade Cage had ever made slid
down and cut through his own left hand. Black fingers fell away
like sausages, but so too did the diamond as it was forced apart.
One slid off and fell away. It wasn’t a perfect slice down the
middle, but more than two inches thick stayed in his fingerless
palm squirting blood.

With a thought he snatched the four digits
before they hit the ground and reattached them all in under a
minute.

But when the larger portion of the
diamond hit the ground and more than five seconds passed
and that the powerful golem didn’t
rise again, did Cage hear a slight grating.

Expecting another trap, Cage raised his fists
while finishing attaching a nerve in his middle finger, which took
about a second. Blue healing light vanished around the painless
fixes. At the far edge of the dome, Cage noticed a section of wall
sliding into the floor. It was more than large enough for the
greatest of dragons and it made Cage feel small again, but that
wasn’t an issue he thought upon for long. The opening was dark, yet
another lightless tunnel.

Needing a break, Cage flew down and collapsed
to his knees, near the larger piece of diamond. He controlled his
breathing and leaned up against a large chunk of the broken crab.
Overhead, the light began to dim and went out, but his shoulder
mounted one remained, keeping most of the room lit well enough. He
picked up the largest diamond he had ever seen and sent his mind
inside to discover tremendous amounts of mana being dumped out like
a dam who broke and the lake was rushing out. All the spells it had
contained were now broken and the only way for it to ever hold mana
again was to break it down into seeds to grow an entirely new
diamond. Now it was just an expensive paperweight to him. Since it
had no use to hold magic anymore, it was just pure diamond. He knew
what he could do and dropped it down a pocket, both pieces.

 


Cage closed his eyes and rested for an hour
before lifting his palm and again use seeker thread. He told it to
just go down the tunnel that had opened up and tell what lay down
it. The line went up at an angle for a relatively short time till a
thin blue line faintly pulsed and then the end of the thread began
expanding like a balloon. “You haven’t done that before.” He told
it as it began brightening and dimming the brightness of the white
light. The dimmest light revealed an asymmetrical room, one hastily
made to fit something inside. The ground was brighter, but as his
power focused it began to clarify what lay in the middle. Three
huge structures were placed in a triangular fashion surrounding a
clear, piece of land riddled with trenches, bunkers and high walls.
The three buildings were all mountain in size, but reminded Cage of
ziggurats. Square based and pyramid-like, but on a massive scale.
At the top was a flat place with a deep drop off, a clear landing
and launching platform for dragons. Each second the details grew.
The scale alone was enormous and severely underestimated the word
Stronghold. The area was clearly at war for many years just by the
defenses surrounding a central point, able to be attacked from all
sides, at all times. The three main buildings showed tunnels
leading to what could only be seen as resting areas for fighters.
They all had identical shapes, each designed the same way, able to
incorporate the large size of elder dragons, small humans and
varying size griffins.

In his head he could see just how the war
against the Tiaxm was fought. The nexus was centered and whenever
one came through there would be fighters always at the ready.
Griffins would hold them down and tear them apart if they could.
Humans would fight from the trenches while dragons finished off the
encroaching force of soulless eaters. It was here where warlocks
came to be. The frontline defense of Raliea till the nexus could be
closed after a hundred years of daily battle.

Needing a better way to see, Cage canceled
the thread and created his sight mirror on the largest opening
underground he had ever seen, even for all he had gone through. His
jaw couldn’t have dropped lower.

The entire space was glowing a sickly green,
all from the ghosts he couldn’t quite imagine till seeing it with
his own two eyes. Ghosts of varying sizes screamed and moaned in
agony, making the room a constant dirge of pain. Most were unable
to be identified, their forms indistinguishable. They were trapped,
filling much of the room. They couldn’t leave, so many trapped for
over a million years. The most immense ones were two slow moving
entities larger than the ziggurats. Cage just knew those were slain
white king griffins, taken out by none other than a queen Tiaxm.
They had died so large and been in pain this whole time, never
knowing rest and peace. Only a strong stomach kept Cage from
retching.

The part of him that wanted to heal all the
ghosts flared to life and was hard to resist. The black mist began
seeping from his fingers, eager to save them from misery, but as
soon as he forced himself to cancel the sight mirror and no longer
look at the Stronghold and ghosts did the primal part of magic
without an answer settle. The mist vanished and he closed his eyes
to settle his heart.

“Daku? I’m done with the golem and just saw
the Stronghold where our kind first fought together with the
dragons. What I just saw would break your heart.”

His Familiar was right there, always
ready in his mind. Sadness also tinted the thoughts than
came. “I know what you speak. If they were
my own memories I would feel true sadness, just as you do. You are
one step away from returning to us. I was growing worried something
had happened. It has been near two hours since you told me you had
begun.”

“Damn underground, messing
with my sense of time.” Cage cursed.

“I understand, believe me. I spent a thousand
years in my ice palace before destroying it. Spending months
without light of the sun is disconcerting. We can speak more later.
Right now you are almost out.”

“Alright. So where is this crystal I need to
touch to get out. The Stronghold is a dead end. My thread couldn’t
even find a crack out to the surface. It is sealed tight up
there.”

“The last task is infinitely
more difficult.” Daku reminded, not that the warlock
needed it. “Rex Gralla and many others are
around me, including your mates, children and the rest of your
flock. The tension is high for good reason. Either you find a way
out or they prepare for our fall.” The next pause
allowed Cage to breathe, not realizing he held his own
breath. “Before I explain how you get out
there are words others wish me to relay.

“Rex Gralla says she is impressed you managed
to thwart her and knows you did not lie for you had no knowledge on
the path you chose. Never has she been impressed with a warlock
half as much as she is of you and says if you die she will
personally look out and guide the Utala tribe and protect them with
her life for the rest of her days.

“Poli and Ulon shall erect a monument for the
two of us and make sure your island remains unchanged.

“Zikon has just said to not
listen to their pessimism and to trust you will get out… your flock
agrees with him more than being cub-sat by Gralla.”
Daku chuckled and so did Cage. “He
says to hurry up and get out. He is tired of everyone whining on
when you will die and escape the impossible.

“Moril simply speaks for the tribe and says
to prove the ancients wrong… there is more laughing… Frill is
rolling around after telling Megdline to apply her lipstick.”

“What does my family have to say?”

“Nothing. Like me, all of
them have not once doubted your return. I’m just tired of how edgy
your females are. They had made a promise not to mate without you
and if you don’t return to mount them I’m going to scream they shut
up!” their connection slipped as both laughed deeply
at that. It took a few moments for Cage to find his center of calm
again. “Should I tell them what I said? The
crowd is eager to know?”

“Have Tohka, Brooke or Meeka told anyone else
of this pact?”

“Not to my awareness.”

“Then keep quiet. If they think they are
horny, I’m triple that. Don’t worry, I will help you out,
Daku.”

“Sooner would be in our best interest. I’m
telling them you won’t die, ever. You’ve come too far to die.”

“Thanks… now on a more serious note, what
must I do to escape?”

The Familiar couldn’t hide a mental
sigh of resignation. “There is a one way
spell when you leave the passage. It is a gateway of magic that
allows things in, not out. You will be unable to Jump in or around
the room. Your only chance is to fly with every ounce of skill
you’ve got. If you cannot reach the crystal you cannot
escape.”

“So? Where is it?”
The warlock asked. “I couldn’t find
it in my examination.”

“Where the nexus once was open. Right in the
center of the three great nests.”

“Be serious, Daku. Where is
it really?” There was only silence. It was answer
enough. “What the fuck, Daku! How the hell
am I supposed to get out right where most of the ghosts have
gathered? There isn’t a single space where I can get anywhere
close. If I get touched I’m a goner! The ghosts will separate my
body from soul the moment they sense me living.”

“Precisely!”
Daku mentally declared. “Right when
you pass the point of no return they will all come after you. You
must lead them away from the crystal, all of them. They will
follow. All are dangerous and will be exceptionally fast. Even
dead, almost all fought the greatest and most costly battle in the
universe’s history. You cannot imagine what they went through, but
you must reach the crystal, put your hand on it and Jump out. There
are no stairs to the surface. Jump here the moment you touch it. Do
not be stupid. Get there and get out. Simple as that.”

“Got it. I’ll need more time to recover here
and then I’ll be coming home.”

“We eagerly await your arrival. Luck.”

And that was that.

 


When rest fully replenished all that was
expended, it was time to put an end to this problem once and for
all. Mentally and physically prepared as best possible, he flew
calmly to the entrance and up the inclining shaft of about forty
degrees. The speed conserved the most energy while maintaining an
approximate speed of ninety to a hundred miles per hour.

It really wasn’t long enough as a sickly
light began brightening the shaft. He slowed an landed to walk
right up to the entrance. Blue energy covered the pass, but gave
off no light or sound. Past it, in the distance and all around were
ghosts wondering and haunting the same place day in and out and
would be doing so forever. Again that feeling arose inside, wanting
to help. Mist still seeped from his clenched fists, unable to
resist what the natural spell wanted. Even that odd sense had also
explained there were too many and his power to command the dead
would not even slow half that many if he shouted a command. It was
sad, but Cage knew he could do nothing for them and he now knew it.
The oddly shaped cavern was a minimum of eight miles wide from the
center he could not see. One of the ziggurats blocked a direct
path, reaching almost the ceiling. Only magic had the power from
keeping the ceiling from collapsing as there wasn’t a single pillar
supporting it.

Ghosts hadn’t reacted in any way as most
floated, their torn bodies howling without breath. Cage stood
there, unable to move or get the sight of what lay ahead from his
mind. “Can’t stand here all day!”

He pulled his arms out of his robe and tied
the sleeves around his waist, not knowing if even the resistance of
the fabric would slow him down even fractionally and not willing to
take the chance. He took a few calming breaths and recreated his
means of flight and linked all four diamonds to himself. He knew
everything would need to be put into this, but barely drew from his
exterior supply, saving it for an emergency. He leaned back, making
room and imagined his home, ready to cast the spell to teleport out
instantly. Cage felt his adrenaline flow stronger than ever and
sent a blast of wind out from his board and shot into the ghost
room.

Wailing grated the nerves and instantly every
green, transparent entity seemed to turn their head right at him.
Tens of thousands suddenly screamed so loud the cave shook and like
a mindless rabid animal, each one charged through the air, passing
through stone as substance wasn’t real. For once, this place didn’t
excite the warlock. He felt his rage rise, almost to the point of
the rage that took over once he smelled the rank decay of the
Tiaxm.

He flipped over a small ghost that screamed
as only a woman could. Her claw-like hand bounced off his barrier.
He flew parallel to the wall, trying to draw all to him and it
worked. The spread made it difficult. The fastest were the ripped
apart humans and dragons, but the varying size griffins were the
greatest threat, especially the two great giant kings. One griffin,
about the size of an elephant, clawed pass and three inches through
the bubble like barrier. He had to spin, flip and blast under to
keep away. No mistakes could be made and his expert surfing
movements coupled with fast thinking kept him alive. Some of the
ghosts crossed over, but he dodged at the best timing, keeping just
ahead of the green blob gathering behind. Cage flew at over five
hundred miles per hour, straining every muscle in his body as he
circled the room almost once a minute. He forced a bodily spell
that kept his blood pumping and not black out. The barrier had to
be pulled back into the cloak and strengthened just to keep from
blacking out with all the blood rushing to his feet. The pressure
of the barrier forced the blood back up.

Ghosts were just as fast and Cage knew he was
near to breaking the sound barrier, unable to ponder just how
powerful he had become to reach such a speed. By the sixtieth pass
Cage saw he had practically a green mountain on his six before
yelling as he swung hard to the left and shot straight for the
deserted heart of the room, barely slowing. Right in the very
center was a crystal sculpture appearing much like a living flame.
It was two stories tall and gave off more power than anything he
had felt. The area was clear and he shot forward with hand
outstretched. He readied the teleportation spell, could taste
it.

Only then did a cruel trick rear its ugly
head. Out of the ground beneath it rose an indescribable swirling
green mass. It let out a shrill roar Cage knew only Daku made right
before a fight, but the green blob behind and the swirl ahead boxed
him in.

Nowhere was left to go. The crystal was out
of reach, protected by a griffin ghost bound to it.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


At such speeds, there was no pulling out. It
was too great of strain on a mortal body. The protector of the exit
consumed the fire looking crystal, making it an impossible escape.
One touch and all is lost. Behind there was no way out as they
spread out, blocking any escape.

Cage yelled “SCREW IT!” and relinquished
control to go all instinct.

He added a burst of air to the nose of the
board, making it lift and barely missed coming in contact with the
griffin ghost protecting the only way out.

The feeling to repair them all took over
complete control as he spun around and slowed to a potential stop
right on the hard ground while meanwhile throwing his hands out and
sending a blast of black mist at the thickest blob of ghosts.

Already on Cage’s back grew twenty six rings
from all the magic used so far. Then grew to twenty eight in five
seconds as his hands began spreading.

“Halt!” Cage
commanded in his otherworldly voice completely saturated with mana.
The ghosts barely reacted unlike those that were getting bombarded
by the mist launching from his fists.

His hands spread like a hose gushing a
torrent of water. He began coating them in a wide spread,
continually yelling “Halt!
Stop!”

Thirty rings were spiraling further down.

The army of ghosts slowed, but screamed and
roared and didn’t stop. Sweat began dripping as his mind saw he
already touched sixteen thousand ghosts, not even close to a
quarter of them. He could feel how scarred their spirits are and
the pain that frayed their minds, but he didn’t dare slow down or
try healing them. It was too much to take in all at once,
especially since he targeted only griffin ghosts. They were the
greatest danger, but there were too many. He began gulping mana
from his diamonds in vast quantities, trying to keep up with what
was expressed.

Thirty two rings.

More and more came. Already the non-griffin
ghosts pounded on his barrier. None got through yet. The two kings
were by far the hardest to slow, but already a smaller one was
forcing ever closer and though surrounded in green, tortured souls,
he could see the darkness of that one not three yards away.

Thirty four. Thirty six.

Still it was not enough. The influx of mana
became too much, causing a growing headache turned migraine and
into a searing mental ache, but still he absorbed more, shooting
every scrap while looking like he was in a dance as his mist shot
all around, trying to help those able to get past his barrier for
they were the greatest threat. The other ghosts were held at bay by
the barrier.

Thirty eight were now connected.

The mana coming in began feeling hot, too
hot. Cage knew he was about to burn himself out and die, but didn’t
dare stop or he’d die anyways.

It was then Cage’s hope was broken. A griffin
ghost, not coated in mist, slid through the barrier and broke it
like shattering glass. Not one to give up, Cage yelled “HA!!!” as
he filled himself with one last massive gulp and then everything
seemed to stop.

Forty! Rings symbolizing infinity on his back
reached a complete, unbroken braided circle.

Something inside snapped, broken beyond
recognition. Cage felt his chest warm as a painful burn scalded his
back. For some reason it felt like some inner resistance he never
felt before and was always there in the background was destroyed.
Whatever was restrained was now and forevermore freed. Still, time
seemed to have remained stopped. Every muscle had frozen, even in
his eyes, but his mind still saw a swarm of ghosts not two inches
from any part of his body.

With the ring fully connected, the hidden
mark revealed itself boldly inside it.

Four lifelike roses appeared. One blossomed
in the center with three growing around. Thorny green stems
intertwined the four inseparably together. The central rose was of
the purest white. The other three were the most beautiful blue,
being the upper right, Green, to the left, and down at the bottom
was a soft yellow. All four were different, forever connected
together and immensely beautiful.

Whatever this is, is doing
something! Cage thought, unable to move, breathe or
blink. It’s building.

In his peripheral vision he noticed his skin
darken to the most powerful blackness imaginable. His body was hot,
but the searing headache suddenly disappeared with whatever
snapped. Then time restarted, slowly at first. The darkness spread
from his body till he saw nothing except black, void of all
light.

In an instant that seemed forever, the
warlock ascended. The full ring of infinity and reveal of the true
mark on his back sent a wave of power faster than the strike of
lightning. Passing air and object alike. Nothing resisted the
mighty release of the warlock reaching his true potential. It
didn’t make a sound, move air or shake the ground, but the release
shot past everything, destroying mana and magic not touched by him,
resetting everything to its most basic form.

And when the fifteen mile wide sphere reached
its true size it continued going forever, as a harmless,
undetectable form of energy. The blackness faded, but silence
reigned.

It’s a miracle!
Cage first thought as he finally could see again when the
void dissipated.

Second, surrounding him, clear as day were
thousands of spirits, not ghosts. There wasn’t a speck of sickly
green to be had as each departed spirit looked at each other with
disbelief openly showing. Never before had a spirit been so
visually clear to Cage before. It was like he could truly see for
the first time. Even the two giant griffin kings, further back,
looked to each other and laughed in their own way.

“Not bad, Lord Death.” Heads turned to see
the greatest griffin in the room suddenly appear behind him. The
host of spirits around her parted like a silent curtain being drawn
back.

“What did I do?” He asked
instantly and just then noticed his
own mind. “Something’s changed.”

“Your ascension to warlock has unbound your
baser human limitations.” The great griffin, a female by the sound
of her voice stepped closer without sound. He then noticed many
strings sending something to her and he narrowed his eyes to see
thousands of spirits giving her power. “From the way you are
looking at me, you can see I’m here with the aid of all spirits
from Raliea. I am Celliq,” Sounded like Kay-leak. “first queen of
the griffin flock. First to find immortality which I passed down to
my descendants, last being alive is my greatest grandson, Daku.”
She began shrinking to look the only mortal being in the room, in
the eye. “Long have we spirits waited for you to finally come here.
Before The Great Divide we knew you would fix what could not be at
the time this place was sealed. Much had to be done. You ascending
at this moment has been long awaited, Lord Death. Your awakening,
as you like to say, reset all here who were in agony. This place
needed you and we spirits manipulated events very subtly to get you
here at this time, long before your birth. You have saved three
hundred thousand, one hundred and nineteen spirits. You have out
thanks.” She then bowed deeply.

Cage stepped back and looked around to find
every spirit bowing in respect. “Stop!” He yelled and heads rose,
but everyone remained kneeling. “I don’t care I was being led
around like some dog on a leash to help you all, but I don’t want
you guys bowing. What I want is you all to be at peace after so
long. You are kindred spirits to me, fighters who fought and died.
I’m glad I could help, even if you all did try to kill me.”
Chuckles and rumbles made the room vibrate at his attempt of
levity. “Celliq, all I want is a way out and home. And to open this
place up. It is no longer a danger. I can feel that now. This place
is a true piece of Raliea’s history. My ancestors were made here.
With all the spirits returned to health, this place is too cruel
for punishment. Good old fashion torture and death is preferable to
being sent here.” He pointed to the ground and the labyrinth he
took to reach this point.

She pointed a talon straight up. “A hundred
feet of the densest stone keeps the sky from reaching this place.
You are no longer bound to this room and may go where you please.
Your power is greater than ever. And all spirits will no longer
interrupt your path for what lays ahead. On that, you have our
word.” Her pale eyes scanned the room. “Come my children and you
fallen heroes. Find your way.”

Cage turned to all the ecstatic faces
still bowing, waiting for his
command. “Get the hell out of here! You’ve spent too long
trapped in here as it is. Go do what you want and live for once.
Your sacrifice to protect this world wasn’t in vain. It still lives
and I’ll fight to keep it that way. Go, have the time of your
lives… well afterlives.”

A deafening cheer filled the room and Cage
could barely believe his eyes as instead of becoming mist like he
has seen many times as a spirit disappears, his ascension allowed
him to see they merely dissipated into particles of pure mana and
floated up to the ceiling and out into the world like tiny stars.
It took just seconds for them to vanish, but the beauty of it was
spectacular. Some stayed gathered and floated away, waving thanks
and taking their sweet time.

In minutes Cage stood alone in a pitch black
room. A stray thought connected to the crystal and found it was
completely empty of power and wards. That stray thought made Cage
pause for it was effortless, requiring almost no concentration. He
delved into his space altered pockets and sensed everything it
contained in under five seconds. Usually it would take an hour to
go through a hundred objects at a time, but it now sunk in his
brainpower had intensified to new heights, just like his eyes able
to see a faint dark line circulating around his hands and knew it
was actual mana being dispersed.

“I can see mana?” he asked no one in
particular and conjured a fireball without so much as a request. He
saw a faint wave rising from his palm, like a mirage out on the
desert sands, rising and fueling the blaze. He also had to focus
his mind to sense the power going to it was pitiful to how he felt.
“Let’s see what I can do?”

He looked up and ended the fire in his hand.
His mind was instantly feeling the rock while reaching beyond where
his mind now felt warmth from the sun, the oxygen in the air and
how not a single living thing was currently around for over a
hundred miles. “Holy shit!” He laughed, never reaching so far away
with just the power of his mind working with his expelled mana as a
medium.

Power truly coursed through his veins, he
could feel every cell throbbing with it. With his mind, he
instinctively knew he needed more processing power and drew back
the furthest thoughts and redirected them into the entire ceiling,
feeling every molecule and judging the weight to be over six
hundred million tons of hard granite with sixty three thousand tons
of loose sand sitting on top.

Mana from his own reserves knifed through the
ceiling in a giant circle, six miles across and cut through it like
hot butter. When the circle was complete, all the millions of tons
began falling because of gravity, but he used pure force and much
of his inner power to push it up ten feet per second while creating
his board and flying up. Sand poured in around the cuttings, but a
hundred and twenty seconds later there was blessed light haloing
the rock, but he added a spell to levitate the rock ten mile away
before dropping it, creating a giant hill in the process.

Sunlight burned his sensitive eyes for less
than a second as his mind supplied a simple spell thereby making
sunglasses out of energy. They weren’t real, but they dimmed the
light while the hot sun beat upon his lightly tan chest. It
wouldn’t take long to tan back to golden bronze, but almost two
months without the sun had lightened skin tone. Nothing mattered at
the moment as he finally arrived in the outside world. It was pure
and invigorating.

The hot, but fresh air blew against him and
he sighed, content.

An idea suddenly popped into Cage’s head that
put a smile on his face. He didn’t have to concentrate as he
located the piece of his mind that held the most value. The saying
that spoke of eternal and endless friendship.

Cage moved and stood on desert sand while
reciting the words that bonded lives. His voice turned
otherworldly.

“I beckon for the one who sits upon the
ancient throne! Come forth and face any who try to usurp the
forgotten kingdom you alone rule and destroy them into nothingness.
Power and strength is forever at your call, but as long as you
protect others you shall never fall. Alone you shall never be, so
long as you are part of me. Darkness and light we are, to balance
life both near and far. COME!!!”

The cloudless sky grew troubled, the ground
shook as the wind beat down. Moisture from near, underground
springs began rising and evaporating and came from far away to then
be condensed into clouds and in seconds a raging storm much like a
hurricane swirled for miles around, blocking sunlight. Lightning
struck the sands while rain pelted it for the first time in what
looked like years, but Cage knew this time he was truly prepared to
fulfill the ancient bond in the proper way.

Twenty yards away a blob of blackness
appeared and swirled like a vertical whirlpool, changing color
along the way. The inky dark brightened and was revealing a white
form standing with wide eyes and a parted beak. The words bound
master and Summoner and the invocation allowed Cage to feel Daku’s
surprise while Daku felt Cage’s immense new power. A bright smile
spread as they looked to each other, but Cage saw many faces behind
Daku, human and dragon alike. Meeka, Brooke and Tohka stood closest
and all dropped to their knees as they saw him standing proudly in
a dark backdrop. He could see their tears and smiles.

Rex Gralla was the first to speak. “Seal the
bond, White King! No one move!”

Daku began to grow from a lion to a dragon’s
size as he came though the portal and it grew on its own to pull
him through. His beak passed the threshold and then the great head,
followed by wide shoulders. His first step from beach sand to
desert shook the swirling ground. His torso, wings and back legs
were drawn across. As his tail passed through the portal, it sucked
itself closed and the power of the summoning eased the raging storm
slightly, but didn’t slow it down. The power that made it would
take time to fix the atmospheric turmoil.

Daku stood proud to throw his head back and
scream to the world he now had a truly worthy master and brother.
The shrill roar was filled with joy, hope and power now equaled.
Those great blue eyes were joyous as he chirped “At last your power
is my equal, Cage! I felt it the moment you spoke our bond aloud.
You have ascended into a splendid warlock without rival. Show me
your back so I may see what was hidden.”

“Damn, Daku!” Cage whistled with wide eyes as
the sunglasses disappeared.

The griffin king cocked his head. “What?”

“I can actually see your power! It’s like
nothing I’ve ever seen. It swirls around and through you like a
storm. It is white in color.”

“It is my mana you can now see and
understand. Your dark power in my eyes now swirls. Not seeping
anymore. You actually look much like Rex Nattan, only much more
compact. Now if any dragon looks, they will immediately know what
you are without question. I know you wished to see what I spoke of
often, about the colors and mates. Narrow your eyes like when you
need to see far away.”

Cage did so and watched as the white tempest
of twisting white energy cloaking his partner began to alter and
reveal brown and gray color transparently framing his griffin
physique like a picture frame. The two colors were hard, unmoving,
like granite. “Daku, what to the solid colors mean?”

“My spirit mates will have as you say, solid
colors. One will have brown and white while the other would have
gray and white. If I had met them it would remain hard, but sparkle
somewhat to show we were bound. The white would match my mana you
saw my other mate’s. Unbreakables have solid, unmoving color, which
you will learn. You cannot see yourself, but you have three colors
with you. Before, Tohka came, you had only two… is this?” Daku
suddenly looked at the gaping hole in the ground and began
shrinking.

Rain continued pouring and they didn’t mind.
It felt good.

Cage turned around and stood as far back as
sand fell down in the spacious cavity allowed. “The nexus
Stronghold.” He revealed. “I couldn’t make it out and was swarmed.
I believe the danger forced my ascension and the power turned every
ghost back into a spirit. Estimations were wrong about my release,
it wasn’t ten miles, more like fifteen.”

“Astonishing!” the Familiar meant it.

“Oh and I met Celliq.”

This stopped Daku and he asked “How do you
know that name?”

“I just met her… at least her spirit.
Apparently the spirits manipulated everything so that I could do
what I did at the right time. Everything I went through led me to
heal every ghost here. Celliq spoke to me right after.”

“Never has a dragon or griffin mention the
first queen. Her memories are faintest of all, but she was the
matriarch of my kind.”

“And very beautiful.”

“From what I know, yes she was.” Daku agreed
and finally looked at Cage’s back, seeing the roses and knew what
they meant without question. “Have you seen your mark?”

“Now I do.” He said as he effortlessly
maneuvered mirrors to see it.

Before Cage could say the representations,
Daku beat him to the punch. “I, the center rose, am white. Meeka is
blue like her mana color, Brooke is the strong green and Tohka is
the amber topaz color. Interesting, even if you couldn’t see their
color of magic, your mark knew it all along. They are all
beautiful, but dangerous as the twining stems show thorns. So it is
the four of us who represent you completely. I am your center, but
you love your mates equally.”

“Less than two days and Tohka is part of me?
Feels right. I do love her.”

“All will be worried our return isn’t
immediate, but I must ask to lay eyes on the Stronghold with my own
eyes first.”

“I knew you would say that. Let’s look for an
hour and then find out where we are.”

“Agreed.” Daku said as he launched himself in
the air and down in the pit.

Both landed in the center of the room
together and Cage created hundreds of lights, sending them to every
corner of the room so as to really make an impact on the mind.
“This was the first and only time humans, griffin and dragons
fought and lived together as equals.” Daku’s voice was filled with
emotion, his eyes taking everything in. “Old memories weren’t
clouded after all. My grandsire lived in that nest for forty years
before a queen Tiaxm ended his life. Over in that one my mother
hatched and fought the last ten years till the nexus closed.” Daku
looked beside him. “Cage, climb up, there is somewhere I need to
take you.”

“What for?” he asked while jumping on his
Familiar’s back, draping his legs around the thick neck.

“Just wait.” Daku began a trot while seeing
this place with his own eyes and not through memories of his
ancestors. Daku flew slowly when there was no other way past the
trenches and high walls that corralled the enemy of long ago. Daku
made way for the ziggurat to the left and aimed for a landing place
just above the halfway point. Cage still sat, recovering from the
immense quantities of mana he expended to fix the new sunroof and
bring his partner through Summoning, but he still found he had
power to do it two more times without exhausting himself. Daku
didn’t him want to dismount anyway as he laid a hand on a stone
brick and pushed it in. There was a groan making it sound like some
inner mechanism was working, and was as the solid wall began
opening inwards. It was total darkness inside so Cage ended all the
other light spells and sent four circling above his head. The
griffin walked inside without fear or explanation.

“Will you answer a few questions for me? Like
how I’m suddenly so strong? I knew I could do some pretty powerful
stuff, but now it seems like they were petty tricks. Or how I’m
thinking on hundreds of things at the same time or how I no longer
need to focus to do magic. It’s as easy as breathing now. Too easy
if you ask me.”

Beneath, Daku purred while laughing.
“Do not sound anxious or afraid. What you feel is natural… at least
for a warlock. Your ascension has completely changed you and
maximized your full potential. Your new mark is the proof. Without
it your body, mind and power was limited so you didn’t kill
yourself. Dragons believed it is a survival evolution. It would not
be good for a warlock cub to have its full power now would it? Your
mind alone has become a true force to be reckoned with. You know I
can mind-link without being still, now so can you.
And your new mind can do many more spells at the
same time and think on a higher level than ever
before.” Cage barely noticed the change as his partner
changed from speaking with his voice to then, the mind.

Like he said, it was easy, requiring
almost no concentration to speak mind-to-mind. “Sweet! Now I don’t need to worry about leaving myself
vulnerable to attack.”

“It goes deeper than that.” Daku switched
back to his natural voice. “In combat we can think and fight
together more effectively than no other. Zikon thinks himself the
second strongest human sorcerer, but not even he can match the
power you hold. Yes, he is very powerful, but to mind-link with
Theresa he must dedicate much of his mind to the task. He can do a
few spells and move while do so, but you’ll have him beat if it is
the two of you against each other.

“But our bond is now deeper, you can feel me
when we deepen the link, just as I do you.” He said while turning
down a large corridor. “I feel your power and how your body is
doing. It is now part of me and separate. Cage your new powers are
complete. You will soon find your appetite greatly diminished, but
do not be concerned. Like me and dragons, we can go weeks and
months without any food.

“Also you will tire less easily and sleep
less.”

“But…”

“Let me finish.” Daku interrupted the
interruption. “You wonder how it will affect your health? The
answer is simple. It won’t. Your new properties have no ill
effects, only benefits. If you need rest just tell your mind to do
so and it will. You now have more control over yourself than ever
before. You always wondered why I do not tire while this past
winter I’d sleep most of the day away. I did so on purpose. There
was almost nothing to do so I slept. You will find that you can go
a week without sleep if you so desired, but still you must. I know
you always needed much exercise to find rest because of too much
energy. You can control that.

“And no, your physical strength hasn’t
increased. But your mind can process more. Later, you will see a
massive difference when we really fight. I won’t hold back
anymore.”

“Looking forward to it. But why didn’t you
tell me I would change so much?” Cage grinned.

“Surprise! Just kidding. Actually your mind
wouldn’t have comprehended half as easily as feeling it. It was
also my prerogative to let you learn as much on your own as
possible. I truthfully wanted you to experience thing as they
happened. So, does it feel good to understand just how different
everything is?” He heard his master chuckle and knew it was a solid
yes. “We are almost there. I know you are impatient, stuck alone in
the most inhospitable place in the world, but this is part of your
heritage as well as mine. Everyone now knows you are alive and well
with me. It won’t take too long.” Daku said and wasn’t lying.

In five minutes, turning this way and that
they arrived.

An inconspicuous metal door caked in rust lay
in front of them, ten feet tall and square. Daku put a hand on the
center, after Cage slid off, and it squeaked, protesting the entire
way. Elbow grease and effort opened a crack. Stale air rushed out,
ruffling Daku’s fur and feathers, but a forceful shove knocked it
all the way back.

Cage lingered back as Daku said “Good, the
room has remained intact… Hopefully so has the book.” He padded in,
tail whipping like he just saw a rat as excitement burned up his
insides. “Come on, Cage.”

Light bloomed inside the spacious room.
It was a little larger than his living room back on the island.
There were many weapons lining the walls, all glistening as if
newly polished. Each had a crystal imbedded hilt of the swords, the
joint where wood met metal of the lances, directly in the center of
round shields and the grip of metal bows without strings were
completely made of crystal. A dozen cots made of stone lined near
the wall of weapons, all within easy reach. The floor was colored a
bright yellow with dark lines to show paths. But in the far back of
the room was a stone pedestal holding up a thick wooden tome.
Unlike books with paper pages, this one was firm and wooden like
thin tiles. Daku said “Amazing, nothing is missing.” and then
turned around to explain. “During the height of the war,
this room was where human generals
lived and protected their most valued weapon, battle magics. I was
afraid the last copy had been destroyed by the sorcerers of
Twilight or so buried in the First Council’s archives it would
never see the light of day again. Cage, this is your heritage. You see these twenty
nests, well these were the first to become warlock by being so near
the nexus as it was being closed. It took about ten years, but they
all became what you are. Very likely, one of them was your ancestor
or all of them were. I do not know, but before we reveal this place
to the world, this is yours. The weapons and book belong to
you.”

“But why, Daku? Why would Twilight destroy
that book? And why hasn’t it decayed like everything else? I don’t
see a gem protecting it.”

“This book” Daku laid a reverent hand on the
ancient faceless cover. “holds the magics warlocks developed to mix
physical prowess with their immense magic. It was crafted by the
lightest wood, but made so dense it cannot age or rot away for a
few billion years. It is so strong only powerful spells can destroy
it. You, unlike any other are the only one capable of completing
its contents as it is proven by your skill with the conjured swords
you make off the tips of your fingers when you spin around and hack
your enemies to pieces. No other mage moves around when they fight
because they must focus solely on what they must do to form magic.
You never stay still like they do. It takes more than a century for
most mages to learn to fly while simultaneously launching magic.
Haven’t you wondered why you find it so easy, even before you
ascended?” Daku received a nod as Cage’s eyes roamed the impressive
weapons, a part of his mind sent magic to feel their makeup and
what spells were in the imbedded gems to realize almost immediately
his awakening ripped apart all the spells they once held. “Well it
is because they cannot. Zikon, in all his power, cannot implement
half the spells contained in this ancient book. And my genetic
memories do not know all its secrets, only that this was the
generals’ most protected nest. As the war with the Tiaxm progressed
and more warlocks were made and bred, those skills they developed
for combat effectiveness were imprinted in this. It is your
heritage, your right. Many would try keeping you from this as it
will only make you a greater threat to them. I want you to take
this and learn.”

“Alright, but do you mean to say that
sorcerers destroyed the books because they were unable to master
the skills locked in them?”

“Yes and no. Yes they were jealous they could
not do or come close to mastering its secrets, but it wasn’t made
for normal humans. Some spells in it, if not done precisely, will
backfire and destroy the user. Only the mind of a warlock can
properly utilize it. Griffins cannot do magic and dragons are
unable to move like humans and therefore have their own battle
magics.”

Cage approached the pedestal and ran his
fingers over the smooth surface and when he looked down he noticed
the symbol of infinity on it and not dust as he first thought.
Carefully he opened the book closed to the right, just as he was
accustomed. It was bound like a spiral notebook, only six inches
thick with over a hundred wooden pages. He opened it completely and
said with surprise “Just pictures?! Where are the words?” he said
as he flipped page after page of drawings of naked, lifelike people
doing poses and used color for different magic.

“There are none. During the war there
were several languages you humans had and to make a way for anyone
to understand they did it this way. Most of the spells can be used
by both sexes, but if you see a naked female doing a series of
poses, do not try them. Female warlocks had their own skills only
they could do. If you tried you would only hurt yourself, just as
they would if they did a male specific attempt. I am not being
sexist, simply truthful. Females were just as deadly as any male,
but they manipulated their spells somewhat differently.” Daku said
while looking over Cage’s shoulder. “For now I believe it would be
best if you hid it. If the wrong person tried to follow along, it
would be dangerous. The dragon’s won’t care, but if Twilight or an
enemy got their hands on this, it could do a lot of damage.”

“So I see.” Cage pointed to a faceless, naked
individual, neither man or woman as it showed a five picture
movement with lines representing how mana flowed to gather the
spell while making a group of transitioning movements before firing
a silver, droplet shaped weapon into a Tiaxm’s mouth that would
drill its way through its chest, to the center and blow it from the
inside out. “If the mana I can now see is focused by what this is
showing, well it would certainly do some damage.”

“Only to a scout or a weak warrior. If it was
an average or powerful and well fed warrior, that technique would
not be enough to burrow deeply enough to reach its hearts and
cripple it. All it would do is piss it off even more.” Daku
clarified.

“I will treasure this gift. Thank you for
binging be here to get this. I’m eager to try them out.”

“Good, it will also serve as an aid to teach
you how to take control of your new mental prowess and not
accidently blow up a tree you find unsightly. You can do magic as
easily as breathing now and one stray thought will land you in
trouble. If I may make a suggestion?”

“Be my guest.” Cage said as he shut his new
book.

“Craft a temporary ward which will block your
magic from doing things instantly. Make it so you must tell the
ward you approve of it before it will allow you to make the
spell.”

“A safeguard? I can do that.” He barely
focused on a diamond on his left hand and implanted the spell and
went to create another fireball. He watched as his mana flowed to
his hand and just before it appeared an almost unnoticeable
darkness wedged itself between the wavy mana and where a fireball
would have been conjured. The diamond warmed, but held. After ten
seconds he gave the diamond a mental prod and instantly a warm
blaze came to life. “It works.”

“So I saw. Knowing you, you will master the
forms and your new powers very soon… and I believe you should take
the weapons too.”

“Wait what?” Cage looked at his partner and
then around the room. “Why would…”

“The weapons also belong to you and I will
not see them put on display. They were made for a purpose, to kill
and protect those your ancestors loved. Also, you will find there
are spells that require one of those weapons as a medium. Each one
defended against the Tiaxm and had a bloody history. By learning
the old ways, you can fully realize who you are. Being so close, I
doubt the ancient spells…”

“Already checked, their dead and out of
power, but they can be fixed with spells. They are just blank.”

“Well I’m sure somewhere in this,” Daku
tapped the book. “are spells that can show you how to remake them
as they were. They are fine weapons and look as sharp as the day
they were made. Keep at least one of each, but give the rest to
your flock if ever there is a time of need.”

“Good idea. Never a bad idea to have too many
weapons.” Cage began walking around the room lifting leather
sheathed swords, lances of varying length, axes, war hammers,
daggers, a lone whip coiled on a hook, unstrung bows and other
pocket fitting weapons. Those unable to fit were mostly circular or
large kite shields he teleported to a hidden spot none knew
about.

It took a few minutes till Cage last lifted
one white sheathe housing a blade of three feet with a black gem
the size of a quarter and shaped in a perfect infinity where the
handle met the blade. It didn’t have a guard like all the other
swords and the pommel was round. It had the paleness of a spirit,
with only the blackness being the infinity gem. “Ah you found
it.”

Cage turned around to see a smiling
griffin looking between him and the weapon. “I do not remember that
blade’s name, but it belonged to the very first warlock. It
was that blade that slew
thousands of scouts in one swipe, hundreds of warriors and even a
queen. He, like you, was an elite. That sheathe is leather made by
the skin of the queen he felled that killed my grandsire. You
should keep that one for yourself. Only the greatest living elite
could carry it. It was perfectly made to fully harness a warlock’s
energy. What you might first have assumed to be a gem,” an ivory
claw tapped the infinity mark. “is actually crystallized blood from
the owner and will only respond to the power of a warlock. It will
be a great ally. Unsheathe it and send it some of your mana.” Daku
smiled knowingly.

The pale sword began to sing as it was coming
out for the first time in over two million years. The blade was
obviously made of some strange, non-reflective metal and had a
natural powdered white coloring. It rang out, proving it was
perfectly made and unquestionably balanced. A test showed it was
razor sharp. It was also lighter than expected. “Daku, what is this
made of?”

“Iron from the blue blood of a Tiaxm. Before
the Tiaxm were foolish and ruined their race, they were very timid
herbivores, but they ate a specific plant no other creature could
on their world and it had a special change when in contact with the
iron in their blood. Their magic endowed could remove the special
iron and forge it into an almost unbreakable weapon, but they
rarely bestowed such gifts to any other race. None died to make it,
but it took hundreds to get the quantity of iron needed. When they
became carnivores without a soul and no longer ate the plant, their
blood could no longer make more. What is most remarkable of that
blade is that it is practically indestructible, even without magic.
The forging turns it white, but there is no finer metal. It will
not hold spells like other objects, but it can, with the union of a
warlock, cut through the tough hide of a Tiaxm like no other…”

“Because it was made of their flesh.
Ingenious.” Cage mused. He then did as requested and poured a
trickle of magic into the hilt, after telling his safety feature it
was alright. The hilt began turning black while the infinity mark
began glowing a soft white while the rest of the white blade turned
black.

“Now swipe the blade at the nest beside you.”
Daku suggested.

Cage flicked his wrist and watched as the
momentum sent all the darkness to the sharp tip of the double edged
sword and at the greatest speed in the cut, a sharp wave shot like
a crescent wave which sliced cleanly through stone ten feet away.
“Whoa! That was cool!”

“Now put it away before you hurt yourself.”
Daku chuckled and Cage did as he was told. Instead of dropping it
down into his pocket he undid his sash and slid the singe handed
sheathe through the sturdy loop and tied it on at the small of his
back, not on the hip. The sword’s unnatural lightness didn’t drag
the brown sash down, but he did have to pull the top half back on.
“What you did was activate the sword’s properties as only a warlock
can. If you did not have the old blood, what you did wouldn’t have
worked. That movement simply sharpened your mana into a physical
force by using the physical properties of the sword and the
momentum propelled the cutting spell for a close raged cut. If ever
we face a Tiaxm, this blade will get through as easily as my beak
and claws. Your new magic could kill it for sure, but against an
army, this will conserve your strength. This is the only human
blade ever forged, but all six Rex’ of each colony have a sword of
their own and only carry it in times of great need. Other worlds
who fought to close their nexus also have at least one blade. But
there is one amazing aspect you will like.”

“And that would be?”

Daku grinned. “It only responds to warlocks. No mage can take it
magically from you. It is like me, able to nullify other magics.
Only brute force could rip it from your grasp. And now that you
know it, if it is ever lost, you can magically retrieve
it.”

“Sweet!” The giddy warlock said as he patted
his Familiar’s thick shoulder.

“Take the book. You got what we came for.
Let’s see where this place is and return to our nest and flock.”
Cage scooped up the weighty book, but held it secure before
climbing back up on his expecting friend. The pale sword wasn’t
much of a hindrance, but he was glad he belted it directly behind
otherwise the hanging tip would have annoyed the underside of
Daku’s wing rather than lay across his back.

This time Daku’s step had a spring to it as
they walked out of the ziggurat. As they came out into the room it
showed rain continued to fall. “My summoning of you really screwed
up the weather.”

“To be expected with powers as great as ours.
But now you alone can Jump me around like no other, now that the
bond was done correctly. It will still take considerable effort,
but you could Jump with me three or four times a day rather than
needing no less than three elder dragons to do it only once. But it
is good, this desert needed rain too. It will actually aid the
dragons when they come. But to see where we are I need you to
disperse the clouds.”

“No problem. Get started.”

Daku launched off the great, mountain high
building and spread his great, forty foot wings while Cage stared
at the sky sending his magic up to it. He could feel the moisture
and rapidly formed over a thousand points which gathered every
scrap of liquid for more than twenty miles around and watched the
large droplets break apart as the fell. Sunlight returned, but the
sunglasses reappeared.

The powerful griffin flew straight up,
invigorated to be reunited and to feel the heat. Cage though began
altering the wind and pushed much of the rainwater to full valleys.
With the water he now saw and the lifeless desert he needed to ask
“Daku, has the powerful, twice yearly storm gone though
recently?”

“Yes, a week ago today to be precise. The
island is already coming back to life, almost all the snow either
melted or washed away right after, why?”

“Because I think I know where we are.”

Daku leveled off over five miles above the
ground, taking in the sights. “Truly? Where then?”

“If it’s been a week since it went through,
and my study of the first map I was given of this land is any
indication, we are above Dead River. Far to the southwest of Emroc
where an old battle between Twilight and the Laqura Empire’s mages
made war, killing and ruining the landscape for centuries to come.
If it’s been a week then the desert would be alive and thriving
with life, but it’s still lifeless desert even though the rivers
are full of water. The stories I learned lead me to this
conclusion…”

“Oh! I see it now! Noreen, my green scaled
friend you met in Twilight, told me about it. I can picture how
this place once was. It was a great place of forest and plains long
ago… some of my flock used to raise their cubs in those rivers. I
second your observation. This is Dead River, but was once called
the Griffin Aviary. No use mourning the past. Let us return.”

“With pleasure.” An instant blackness
appeared right in front of them and Daku went right into it. Cage
released a torrent of mana that would have made him pass out twice
over before he was sent to The Deep. But it was necessary as it
wouldn’t close and teleport them instantaneously to another place
far away without it.

A soft pop later the dark light gave way to a
heart lifting sight. Cage Island stood proudly before them. Instead
of mostly covered in snow. Much was gray, but green was filling
much of the land. Spring had come! But just outside the pillars
were two huge, muscular and deadly looking dragons, one a soft
green and the other a striking metallic blue, both being male. Past
them Cage noticed the fiery orange of the larger dragon, Rex Gralla
standing beside Poli, Ulon and the Rex’s mate, the black dragon
Mox. In front of them stood the Utala tribe all pointing and a
moment later there rose a dim cheer over the sounds of waves and
wind. Off to the side sat Theresa with her Summoner, Megdline and
Frill.

The two guarding dragons circled them once
before flying away, their expression revealed nothing till they got
a good look at Cage and their eyes shot open wide as they saw his
power. They backed away quickly.

Daku flew down and Cage jumped off, instantly
making a board and flew forward till the skull appeared, got the
password and let him through. Right after he teleported his book to
his study, wanting to keep it secret, especially with the most
powerful and influential sorcerer of Twilight so close.

Immediately after his eyes spotted three
wondrous beauties in their naked splendor and blasted ahead. He
yelled “I’M BAAACK!!!” and landed, blasting sand and water away as
he took off in a run.

Meeka, Brooke and Tohka all yelled “CAGE!!!”
as they ran together for their man. His arms spread wide as he ate
up the distance and was tackled to the ground. They all cried
happily as they all kissed him at the same time, not caring or even
hearing the cheers and laughter that followed. His new mind though
made it easy to quickly meet their eager lips while hugging all
three to him. He relished how the front of his robe slid and their
large, bare breasts pressed into him. They all kissed and talked at
the same time, so overwhelmed to have them back they made
absolutely no sense. Not that it mattered, he knew what was meant.
He was home and returned to those he loved unconditionally.

Even his strength was no match for three
strong and emotional women, so he used the gentlest of forces to
lift his back up and gather all three around him. He watched as
each woman wiped their eyes and stole his lips at every chance.
Eventually he began to make them laugh till he pulled them all
closer and laid his head on Meeka’s while Brooke and Tohka buried
their heads in either side of his neck and began to shake with
sobs. He murmured softly “Let it all out. I’m home again. I’m
home.” He said over and over as they slowly regain composure. Then
he made them laugh as he asked “So, did you all miss me.”

Tohka and Meeka tinkled a wondrous laugh
while Brooke managed to choke out “It was terrible! We could do
nothing! It was worse than losing Meeka to the slavers, Cage Love.
We were truly helpless.” This sobered the other two and Tohka bit
her lower lip like she does when she’s nervous.

“Well, it’s all over and I’m back, better
than ever.” His black eyes scanned over their heads to find the
tribe silently surrounding them. In a quiet tone only they could
hear he said “I know I’ve got a lot to do to make it up to you
three for not coming home faster and I promise you will enjoy my
tending to your needs…”

“You better.” Meeka whispered back. “We
deserve full payment of our time pining over you for no
reason.”

The other two smirked.

It was then he finally revealed a secret he’d
been keeping and said it loud enough for those close enough to hear
“Well I’ve got a present I know you all want. I’ve ascended and got
back more than my full power.”

Overhead, even patient dragons fixed their
piercing eyes on him.

“It’s my sperm, or seed like you call it.
Whatever spell the barrier I passed through from Earth to get here
that killed by seed has been broken. I can guarantee I can get you
girls with child one day, but my sperm count is really low, either
from my recent ascension or a product of my immortality and needing
of a slower birthrate, but it’s true.”

Immediately Cage felt the power of five
dragons and two sorcerers sent magic and focus on his scrotum to
verify the claim. The dragons were stoic, but Zikon and Megdline
looked to each other worriedly.

Meeka’s wide blue eyes were the first
to understand and her bottom lip quivered. “Truly? You can give me
children, us children?” she
corrected as Brooke and Tohka looked to her with just as much
hope.

Part of his mind scanned them while he said
“Yes, my sperm is stronger genetically than every man standing
around us. But none of you are ovulating right now. When I
ascended, everything in me was fixed, including the ability to give
my loves children. It is true, Meeka, you will most certainly have
a child of your own one day.”

The cursed healer squealed in delight and
threw her arms around Brooke and Tohka. “My loves, isn’t this
wondrous news!” Tohka happily kissed her love while Brooke jumped
up to her feet and pumped her fists into the air like a happy
child, not caring if others saw her tear stained face. Then the
former priestess said “We will begin practice after Cage Love tell
us his story and at every chance till all three of us are swollen
with new life.” Tohka and Meeka grinned, all too eager to get
started right away if it were possible.

Cage stood and looked Rex Gralla right in the
eye from over a hundred yards away and said “Seems like you guys
forgot to incorporate a warlock’s ascension into the equation. I’m
fertile now and comparing our mana, I’m magically stronger.”

Heads turned to the large female Rex who
simply smiled. “You are tired, but correct. Your power is equal to
Rex Nattan from my observation, but do not fear retaliation unless
in defense. And you are mistaken, a warlock’s rise to full powers
was thought of ten thousand cycles ago. Nothing of manipulated
magic could permanently block fertility in the moment your power is
unlocked. And offspring will be conceived rarely like all immortals
and those long lived. If you had been a threat, you would have been
eliminated before rising up. You know history. Forget it not. Chaos
is that way and the ascension you underwent is chaos alive itself,
Cage Two-legs. Realize you must that it is your responsibility.
Offspring from your seminal fluids will make warlocks when bred
with your females and be your responsibility. Your responsibility
to raise your hatchlings will be watched closely and if they become
a danger to Raliea as your ancestors did…”

“Then they will be punished or killed by
whoever gets there first whether its you or me. I will raise my
kids just like I have Rena and Sean. They will learn and not be
like the untamable warlocks you remember. My kids will learn right
away that their actions will have consequence and if they become
bloodthirsty murderers, I will kill them just like any Utala would
do to their own lover if they were truly stupid. And if they have
children they will be responsible for slaying out the weak minded
unless only a combined effort is required to eliminate the
threat.”

“I will kill my own baby if they are stupid
and do no learn from mistakes or the past!” Brooke stood beside him
in full support of her man.

“Bind by truth with me, First Elite Warlock!”
Rex Gralla requested.

“I’m going to put a lot of power so that if I
ever break my oath you will have no question it is broken.” Cage
warned and she rumbled a growl of approval.

A black sphere exploded into existence,
creating a spell Megdline once did to him on their first meeting,
only this one was the size of a baseball field. Megdline yelped and
heads turned to see her scratching frantically as she felt his
magic. Zikon meanwhile held rigid. All the dragons didn’t reveal
anything. When the spell was correct he glided it over and Rex
Gralla pressed her head in and it shrunk till it completely
disappeared and she stated “The accord has been fully assimilated,
Cage Two-legs. Your oath is in my mind. If it breaks you will be
responsible and punished accordingly for not being steadfast.” He
nodded and no mother or father of the Utala disagreed. The strong
and smart thrived while weak were weeded out. It was the law of the
universe and the Utala lived by it.

With that out of the way Cage truly
looked at his three women holding hands. Meeka’s mana was a
beautiful blue that had a tight, swirling motion that was cold
feeling and swirled around her lips. Cage realized he was
seeing her curse and the natural
color of her mana. Brooke’s was green, but blasting off her so fast
it couldn’t be properly measured and he realized that was how she
didn’t have a scent or couldn’t hold one even if sprayed by a
skunk. The constant spell threw off all scent particles so fast it
couldn’t stick, but didn’t affect anything else physically. Tohka
though was barely shrouded in an amber-gold color. Her natural mana
was too weak to do anything, but the tattoo around her lower belly
and gorgeous thighs drew mana in and constantly protected her from
Meeka’s curse. Then he narrowed his eyes to see their naked bodies
covered in a translucent, skintight hue of colors. All had black
coating them and Cage knew his own color while each had a mixture
of their other lover. Meeka had black, green and amber. Brooke was
covered in Blue, black and amber while Tohka invisibly sported
Green, blue and black. The colors blended together in unique ways,
but all were flattering.

“Cage Love, why do you look at us so?” Brooke
asked.

“I can see magic now.” He revealed. “I can
see what The Great Prophet did to you and Meeka. You two definitely
have a lot of power, but his spells use too much for you to be able
to do anything like a real sorceress, but he left one hell of a
nasty trap on both of you. If anyone tries removing them it will
latch on to the caster’s soul and rip it from their body.”

“Correct.” Rex Gralla seconded. “It is a
spell of chaos and therefore cannot be intentionally or safely
removed, numbers will matter not. How the two-legged Rare One made
such a spell is beyond understanding. Cage Two-legs, your eyes and
mind understand much. When did you ascend?”

“About an hour and a half ago I’d guess.” He
answered while figuring out several things. “Tests later. Right now
I need to tell what happened to me in The Deep and go home for some
relaxation. Oh, before I get started, can you translate something
for me before I get started?” she grunted and he said “Journal of
underground.” To pull out his notes from the journey below. He
flipped to the page he copied and transposed it through magic,
flipped a thirty foot tall illusion around and waited as she and
the other dragon’s read. Some gulped, but the Rex herself made a
sound and he made the illusion vanish.

“In this language it says: No hope, too
difficult. Tamalan are tearing through my scales and eating my
flesh. Burrowing deeper they get with each breath. To any Draconian
who reads this, move fast and stay near rocks. Great ones swim the
deep. Ate my tail in one bite. Poison slowing me. Forgive my Rex
Semblom I do. I die for my crime of hatchling stomping. My death is
nigh. Daughter Qillao, take not after your sire.” Gralla spoke and
turned her head.

Poli revealed “Qillao is my… as you say,
mother. She went back to Valagax after his betrayal and shame. Rex
Gralla, may I send this news?” the Rex grunted and Poli turned
around to fly off in the distance where she could send a message in
private all the way to the dragon home world.

“Moril!” heads returned to Cage as he walked
up to the strong warrior with the green beat proudly dangling from
her left temple. “Congratulations on becoming chief!” he proudly
pat her shoulder. “Like the job?”

The woman smiled while rubbing her arms that
sported fresh new scars. “It is what I wanted. Chala and my mates
are all proud of me. It was your teachings that made me reach my
dream… that and not having Brooke find me worthy.” Brooke and most
others laughed at her humor. “May I have a request?” he nodded and
she showed a nasty thigh wound near her flower. “I feel great pain
when my man fills me and do not know why.”

He easily said “Because you bruised a nerve
and have sex too much to let it heal.” Chala and the rest of
Moril’s mates laughed and slapped her on the back. For a moment the
spot healed and the chief resisted scratching. “Good as new. And
just where are my kids?” Moril grinned mischievously, put two
fingers in her mouth and whistled loudly.

Out from the trees swarmed all the children,
at the front sprinted Rena and Sean. One of Rena’s girlfriends was
much slower, helping Ananna walk at her own toddler’s pace.
“DAD!!!” his kids yelled, running as hard as their little legs
would allow. Sean was marginally faster because of being older and
taller.

Cage knelt in the sand as both leapt for him.
Rena bawled as she buried her head in his neck, missing him almost
as much as her mothers. Sean merely grinned. “Dad, I knew you
wouldn’t die. Megdline Grandmother didn’t think so, but I told her
so.”

“And Rena got so mad she cut me to shut me
up.” Megdline said as she, Frill and Zikon approached. “Can’t say I
didn’t deserve it.” The black haired, grey eyed sorceress admitted
from a few yards back.

“The only thing I missed was seeing my son
take down a wolf to become a man.” Cage voiced proudly while
flicking the blue hunter’s bead. “I’m proud of you, Sean.”

The young, former thief beamed. “Rena is
helping me with the pelt. Dad, I was scared, but when it lunged, I
couldn’t think. Next thing I know my hand is holding my knife and
the wolf had its throat slit… Tohka Mother almost fainted. Brooke
Mother brought me to the tribe to tell them…”

“Then I’m even more proud.” Cage said as Rena
clutched him still. “It means you’ve been practicing the moves I
taught so much they took over when needed most. Which wolf was
it?”

“One with a black patch on its right shoulder
and had a scar below its let eye.”

“That wasn’t just any wolf. That was the
alpha male! You definitely earned that bead, Son.” Sean blushed
brightly. “And you, Kiddo,” Cage tickled his stepdaughter in just
the right place that turned sobs to giggles as she tried getting
away, but she couldn’t. Her laughing was contagious as every being,
human and not, joined together. “what happened to my strong little
girl, huh?”

“Dad, stop! I can’t… ha, ha, ha… breathe!” he
pulled back and noticed her priestess’s lone white bead. She kept
giggling as she put a hand over her chest and crawled away.

“Daku tells me you’ve taken well to
priestess, minding your mother, elders and new chieftain.”

“Mother is better at it than me. I keep
messing up.” She admitted.

“How do you expect to get it right without
knowing you screwed up. I would have intentionally made you mess up
if you did everything perfectly.”

Brooke pointed out “She is doing better than
I was her age when I learned.”

“Don’t understate the facts.” Elder Metak
couldn’t resist another chuckle. “You were worse, Brooke. Rena sits
still. You never did when your teacher passed on the stories and
wisdom. You were eleven in comparison to your daughter.” Brooke
huffed and grinned as she could barely keep a straight face with
her family whole again.

“Dad, what kind of sword is that?” Sean asked
as he finally saw the pale hilt and sheathe.

“Ghosts Bane!” Mox, the huge black dragon
almost hissed and roared in complete and utter surprise. “I thought
it was lost!”

“So it’s name is Ghost’s Bane?” Cage asked as
he stood and unsheathed it in front of the crowd. “Fitting as the
spirit’s call me Lord Death.” Other dragons who knew the name
stared almost in denial.

“What is so special about the sword?”
Megdline asked and Zikon was likewise as confused as to the
dragons’ wary expression.

“It is a warlock’s blade only the strongest
living warlock may carry.” Cage said. “Only a warlock can use its
special properties.” Rex Gralla gave a warning look, which he
understood. These blades were secret and to speak on the six dragon
swords held by the Rex of each colony was to invite danger. He went
on to say “This is the only one. Here, Grampa, try sending magic
into it.” He flipped it around and held it out. His words eased the
dragon queen.

Zikon attentively grasped the blade. “It’s so
light.” He commented as his glowing hand gripped the rough hilt
that would not allow any slipping while giving over some mana. His
brow furrowed. “It isn’t absorbing any of my mana. What is this
made of? This goes against all studies. Any object can hold
mana.”

“You have your secrets and I have mine.” He
held out his hand and Zikon returned it. The moment it touched the
entire weapon turned black except for the symbol of infinity, of
the warlock. “Watch this.” He flicked his wrist upwards and the
sharp wave rose thirty feet before dissipating. “That was barely
what I use to make a fireball. Imagine what I could do if I really
put in some power.”

“The island would effortlessly be split
in half. Ghosts Bane is yours, but caution would be wise. One
mistake will kill.” Mox warned
with a growl.

“Got it… Oh, I better let you guys know I
opened the Stronghold.” Every dragon along with Zikon and
Megdline’s eyes near popped out if their chest. “It’s wide open and
in Dead River. Here’s a visual.” He created a flat screen of the
overhead scene. “And you can do what you want. I got what belongs
to me. But I ask you get rid of The Deep. Collapse every tunnel and
find a new place for the animals to live. I don’t care if it takes
a thousand years, it will be no more. What I went through, none
should face. It is crueler than simply executing the condemned. It
might be the worst punishment imaginable, but no one deserves that
treatment. Nevertheless I think you guys need to secure that place
before someone stumbles upon it.”

“What! All the ghosts!”

“Are spirits once again.” He said levelly to
Mox. “When I ascended it healed them all at once. Every trapped
ghost from the nexus has found peace at long last.”

The black dragon looked to his eternal mate
to say “Imprint his story for me to watch later. The Stronghold
must be secured first. Many of our weapons still reside in
them.”

“Agreed.” She rumbled and people ducked as
the great drake leapt and flew over them, roaring. Two soldier
dragons swooped in and immediately they Jumped out to secure the
great city.

“Rex Gralla, I assume our agreement still
stands in regard to preserving history?” Zikon asked stoically on
behalf of The First Council.

“As soon as our secrets are safe from
ignorant hands, you Two-legs’ will have access, especially when no
danger threatens your kind. Many dangers. War at that time deemed
traps magical and not necessary.” She replied.

“I’ll Jump right into my story!” Cage yelled
for everyone to hear and return to the main topic as he sheathed
Ghosts Bane. “Sit down so everyone can see and not stumble
around.”

One child asked “Chief…” he corrected as
Moril raised an eyebrow. “I mean, Cage? Are you going to make magic
again?” as soon as the warlock nodded all the children, Sean and
Rena included cheered. They always loved his illusions.

His tribe is also always eager for a
story and began seating themselves for a great tale. The dragons
also laid on their bellies, eagerly wanting to know how he escaped.
His women sat right in front of him, each holding a child in their
lap. Brooke held Rena, Tohka had Sean and Meeka clutched Ananna. He
threw his arms up as he created an exact illusion, not adjusting
size at all as the beach seemed to disappear. “When I was taken
from you, this is where I ended up. If not for my wards I would
have been immediately flattened in the wall.” A few snickered while
the rest were entranced. His new mind and power too easily
recreated the visual and the output was less than he felt himself
recover. “The worst part was the smell, but it also stopped me from
using magic.” Apparently this wasn’t news as none whispered.
At least someone informed them. He
thought.

The story progressed after the wall was read,
up to the petrified dragon and the sheer scale of the canyon. One
asked if he was embellishing the visuals and Rex Gralla simply said
“Not likely.”

He showed the cave of golems and statues
after speeding up his cautious trek through the winding tunnel. He
replayed the fight of the three golems with swords and maces. The
only one who chuckled was the Rex as he manipulated her spells to
break one another and wasn’t surprised how it activated most of the
others who went on the attack and his leap and roll. And he
recreated how he had to do surgery on his leg. “I don’t know how I
was cut, but Meeka, that poultice you made for burns really
helped.” Her wide blue eyes watered because he was alone and forced
to heal himself alone while enduring unimaginable pain. “I spent,
what felt like almost a week there healing up.”

Rex Gralla interjected as he took a needed
breath. “The leg wound was a slicing spell that alters to who
passes. It then seals the golems. Great fortitude is required to
save ones self from loss of lifeblood. Magic cuts faster than wards
become. Self reliance without magic is difficult at best under
conditions.”

“Answers one question.” He admitted and sped
up to the ring tunnel, finding the journal left behind and showed
the bones of many more who died. But at each griffin corpse, Daku
just shook his head sometimes whispered “Fools. Should have relied
on memory, not taken the greatest, most dangerous route.”

Cage couldn’t show his path through the
hot water that sucked him and spat him out in the lake. He modified
the spell around those to manipulate distance from his point of
view rather than send an illusion over the entire island just to
explain the sheer size of the lake. Some gasped when he showed the
eyeless eels, making a joke about the one who broke a tooth trying
to get a taste. His did impress their large sizes, the feeding
frenzy and how he learned the best way to escape by using the
crabs. His slow swim out was met with silence till gasps came from
his people and the dragons when they saw the big one surface right beside him. And that there
were more than one. Sean said “Only Dad would try to hold on and be
carried.” eliciting a chuckle from some and giggles from Tohka.
Cage said as he pulled himself out of the water “And these little
critters are just as bad as the big ones. Anklebiters…”

Cage said as he showed the bones of the two
smaller dragons and griffin “And these were the very last set of
bones I’d seen after this next part. They also must have figured
out going slow through the water didn’t attract the eels.” He
showed the shaft of stairs and a fast forward version of his
ascent. Part of him noticed a look of nostalgia on the Rex’s
reptilian expression mixed with expectation. When he showed the
platform he said “And this is as far as the hard climb took
me.”

“Where did you go, Dad?” Rena asked.

“Well, I leapt.” He laughed as the whole
tribe gasped. “Not right away though. I didn’t want to end up like
the dragons and griffin.” He shook his journal. “I don’t know how
long it really was, but I spent five days calculating the wind
speeds by throwing little embers of wood, rocks and bits of metal
that glinted from the lantern. It also judged how the smooth walls
redirected the wind currents. It required high level mathematics
that incorporated gravity, wind speed, the density of air and
timing to come up with a single means of reaching that tunnel all
the way up there.” He pointed to the illusion. “As a human, I
couldn’t very well fly…”

“That wing-suit thing!” Fredrick said as a
statement and a question.

“Exactly!” The warlock admitted. “I activated
my keyword that modifies my robe as you’ve all seen when I play
around with Daku and I zip around without relying on my magic. If I
didn’t have it, I would not have made it in all likeliness.” He
admitted. “I closed my eyes at the time so I didn’t make a mistake,
but this is how it would have looked like. I’m also adding mist so
you can see exactly just how difficult and close it is to make it
out.” The factors went into the spell, holding position from the
platform where Cage’s real body stood. His avatar leapt with the
wing-suit ready and he zipped, flipped and rode the winds for a
time till he tucked and rolled into the magically lit tunnel.
Clapping arose an stopped as he said “And then it gets
interesting.”

“Interesting?” Someone said. “How so?”

Instead of answering he just showed the
tunnel collapse and his mad dash to survive and his leaping Parkour
skills saving him from the tunnel collapse as well as the rift
waiting below. “My body was just about to give up when the orb shot
up and I grabbed that bar and flipped to get a better grasp and
held on while the collapsed tunnel settled, I caught my breath and
till my obviously exhausted body recovered. It was then I smelled
clean air, nothing pungent and it was then I finally found a way to
reach out.”

“And never had we gotten so great of news.”
Chieftain Moril said. “Sean and Theresa told us and just as the
tribe was about to rush to your home Daku brought everyone here and
he was our link to you. It was the best news any hoped for. It took
more than an hour till your mates could even be approached to
speak.”

“Why?” He asked them directly.

Brooke gave a cheeky grin. “After we go
home, we plan on holding you all to ourselves for a week. You have
much to make up to us and now that we know you can give us babies
you will never be far from one of us after. You will not leave us
again.” Tohka silently confirmed this by defiantly holding his gaze
while having a death grip on Brooke’s hand. “Rex Gralla Firescales
has allowed us one week to ourselves before she and the inquirers
begin learning how Tohka became part of us.” Her brown eyes glinted
with passion. “And as our man, you will succeed and give us all
babies and will have little rest from now on, even if it takes
centuries… You’ve been warned.” All the females laughed, Gralla
caught off guard snorted a fifteen foot flame from both nostrils.
Poli’s silent return showed she was giving Ulon not to subtle looks
he’d be doing the same. Like Cage, he grinned as it meant the best
things all males enjoy with gorgeous females, lots and
lots of sex. For procreation’s sakes of course. Cage thought
that part last and chuckled to himself.

Cage cleared his throat as the men of his
tribe gave looks of condolences or smiles that said ‘You are on
your own, Pal.’ He instead went on, looked to Daku and said
“Without your warnings I wouldn’t have made it.” He showed the
birds with ears and no feathers and how he used one to show the
invisible spikes by blood being the medium and everything
thereafter. Daku and the ancient dragons chuckled at the bird
cannon idea, something none had even considered, but the trick
worked. He sped over his relieving schedule while showing his ever
inward spiral down the tunnel that led to the crablike golem
battle. At last he pulled out the two pieces of the diamond and
said “This is what I cut through to get out.”

Before Zikon or anyone else could speak the
Rex herself said “Cage Two-legs, by rights the dense carbon stone
belongs to you, but as reparations and a prize for passing the
flying gauntlet and room of sentient representations, I will repair
your prize so it will be functional for any of your needs.”

“That would be great! I was intending to
actually break off many pieces and reconstitute it’s magical
holding properties by fusing more graphite and chemicals.”

“Best whole.” He tossed them up and she
pulled them over, sensing every minute detail and pressing them
precisely back together as they once were while completing a series
of microscopic spells to repair damage. All this occurred off to
the side while she listened as he began speaking and showing the
Stronghold.

Daku couldn’t resist the tears that sprung as
he saw all the wandering ghosts, especially the two white kings,
his predecessors, but he did not know which one was his grandsire.
The story though went on as his Summoner pat his head, sensing his
emotions that flowed unstoppably over their link.

Cage then stopped the final scene while
pulling the top of his robe down. None saw it as he superimposed
his illusion over himself. “… and then everything just stopped.
Something limiting me broke. And slowly time resumed as my body
underwent a change impossible to truly describe. My back burned hot
as this appeared.” He slowly spun as he revealed his large mark of
roses.

“Everything went black in my eyes, but I could feel my power
encompass more than fifteen miles…”

“You jest!” Zikon spoke up. “The furthest
elite warlock’s ascension was written to be almost eleven mi…”

“He does not.” Rex Gralla defended. “You
cannot see his mana, but I can and I’ve witnessed three elite
ascensions. None can truly compare to who stands before us. It
would take four with power equal you yours, Lord Zikon Two-legs, to
be any form of threat. Many rotations have passed since any looked
upon the warlock clan, but my mind is clear. He is the elite of
elite.”

“Well said hatchling.” Rumbled a new
voice.

Suddenly there appeared three mighty dragons
standing upon the water side by side. Each one was the spitting
image of the other. All were mighty females that made Rex Gralla
seem puny by comparison. Each were rainbow colored, having scales
shining a different vibrancy as Cage illusion vanished and revealed
the area. Their ageless eyes glowed blue and crackled like
lightning. Cage heard the crackle of electricity and knew it was no
trick. These were unlike any dragon ever seen before and the power
swirling around their massive bodies looked like Daku’s, only less
chaotic.

All rose to their feet except for all dragons
that shook the ground as they intentionally flattened themselves.
Even Rex Gralla prostrated herself. Zikon was the first to ask
“Theresa?” some heads turned to the amethyst dragon trying to look
as non threatening as possible while not disguising her apparent
eye lit with awe. “Theresa, what are you doing? Who are they?”

Instead the central female said “Rise
hatchlings.”

Rex Gralla exploded off the ground, anger
flooding her usual calm exterior and she was so mad flames burned
past her maw as she roared. “Rare Ones, what is the meaning of
this?! You…”

Calmly all three multihued dragon spoke
in unison and calm as a sturdy tree in a gentle breese. Needless to
say, it was disconcerting. “Time for
secrecy is at an end. The enemies of old are once again threatening
all life on the planet. No longer shall scale, fur and flesh be
separate. Only whole will life be able to thrive. The broken ones
have found a way to return and are guided by the Corrupts’
ambition. When the land turns gold the corrupted will lose control
and release the broken wholly here.

“One chance, one hope will be our champion.
Bonded though they are, they are one. Light and dark they embody.
At the front they will lead, how they will will come as a surprise.
Reapers follow Death and will fight on the backs of scale. Death
must reign so life can thrive under his blade of protection. All in
his way will be lost while many at his back will be as well, but no
chance will become if he is taken and forever lost.

“Unity will bring hardship
and loss, but separation will lose all worlds. Restrictions must
lift for life to continue. Heed not this warning and all mortal
life will be consumed to never rise again.” More
voices came as above the three, eleven more identical female
dragons floated above. “TIME TO UNITE! THIS
IS THE ONLY WARNING FORTOLD. NO MORE SHALL COME TILL ALL IS
COMPLETE… ONE WAY LIES LIFE. THE OTHER EXTENTION!”

After that mighty statement, the eleven who
appeared above were then surrounded by dragon writing and it spun
while pulling them through to different worlds. The original three
remained standing out on the water. The one to the right turned her
electrified eyes to a slack jawed pair. “Silver and pink, stand
before us.”

Poli and Ulon looked to one another, not
believing what was said or being called upon. Still, none refused
the attention of a Rare One. Together they walked around all the
dumbfounded humans and out to the water and downcast their eyes in
reverence any loyalty. This time the one on the left spoke. “War
comes, unlike any you have seen and as you are, you will not
succeed. You must be whole on the condition you sever all loyalty
to your colony.” Rex Gralla and every other dragon gasped, none
more so than the two being spoken to. “It has been seen, Pink One,
that you shall carry the fiercest female, mated to the warlock into
battle. Silver One, you shall carry the one who heals and that of
the caretaker. You will need your humans when the time arrives and
will be inseparable. You have been seen leading changes from the
old ways and be seen as the inspiration for the union. But you must
undergo change if there is any chance of success. This will be a
minor decision, but yours just the same. We offer mature completion
of mind and body, but warn that if you choose, you cannot ever hold
the right of challenge for colony leadership. What is your
decision?”

Again Ulon and Poli looked to each other for
the answer. He grunted and she literally rolled her eyes. She first
opened her maw, still not meeting the greatest females of their
kind. “Rare Ones, I have but one question. Will we become friends
with all the Two-legs’ here?”

“Time shall see to it.” The middle said and
then the right one added “If many rotations pass before the trees
change, your companionship will be beyond the bond between Summoner
and Familiar.”

“Then I agree to the offer. My ties belong to
this place and I will never challenge as long as I live.” The
silver beauty spoke.

“As will I, Rare Ones.”

In unison, the three reared back and balanced
on their haunches while the water below didn’t move. All placed a
hand on the two younger dragons’ head, arms crossing as they sent
forth a spell that made Ulon and Poli’s body ripple in a wave from
snout to the tips of their fanlike tails. Their scales began to
faintly glow beneath the bright afternoon sun. It was impossible to
miss as they physically began to grow. In five minutes Ulon and
Poli grew with what would have taken centuries.

Ulon became larger than a jet on Earth, just
over five hundred and twenty feet in length with about double the
wing width. He grew larger muscles, sharper teeth and his spikes
all around had somehow become more menacing and beautiful.

Poli was also a giantess, but nowhere near as
large as her mate. She reached four hundred and sixty feet, but
instead of bulky, male muscle, she retained a slender elegance in
dragon terms. Her spikes were longer and sharper.

All six hands pulled back and the middle one
said “It would be best if you relocate to a lifeless area to hone
your new bodies and power.”

Cage whistled and heads turned. “Poli, Ulon,
go ahead and do what they say. Take the week my mates made with
Gralla too. I won’t alter the island’s and mine wards, so if you
need to contact me for any reason, do so. I know how you feel. You
have the look of how I do. Everything feels new and so fragile.
Because you guys are now officially elders in size, I need you to
go and do as they ask.”

“You feel like me?” Ulon said carefully,
worried the slightest though would hurt someone. “Then maybe you
should join us?”

“No, my place is here and I have Daku
to break any spells I might screw up. I’ve missed my family and
friends too much.” He grinned. “Besides, you look to be in as much
trouble as me. Poli is now really
looking at you?”

Ulon looked to his mate to see her glazed
gaze and how her wings slapped her side to cool off. She hadn’t
heard a thing the moment she saw how massive her mate had become.
The pink dragon tapped her snout with his and the motion brought
her back. “We leave for seven rotations.” Before she could answer
he enveloped them both in a huge pink bubble before teleporting
away, especially from prying eyes.

“And young warlock, we have a gift you need
as well. Come before us.” The left one said in a motherly tone.

With a grin he flew up before them,
unaffected or afraid, just amazed by their patterns and vibrant
colors. “What are you old girls up to?”

The right one chuckled and said “A gift. One
you will need after the warmest months. We know Ceembura made a
magic that taught you common human language and how words are
written. On Earth, you knew many languages. We will grant you
Draconian words and our writing. Your new mind can now accept it.
It will be natural, but you must say another language’s name so as
to separate common from ours. They do not mix these spells.”

“Sweet. Instant translation… I’m ready.” The
three pointed a huge claw from their index fingers as if they were
one mind. He saw the very tips swirling with an invisible mana and
just before they touched his head he said “Mandarin!” and gasped as
information slammed and replaced the original words and writing
just like what happened to English and Raliea’s common. It took ten
seconds of pain he controlled before opening his eyes.

The three Rare Ones vanished by then as if
they weren’t there.

Shrugging, he flipped around and flew back
down to everyone. He glanced at Daku and spoke in Chinese and the
griffin replied “Yes, it worked.” It sounded Chinese.

“Now let me finish my story before they
so rudely interrupted.” Jaws dropped as he so easily brushed off
what just happened. He wasn’t
interrupted as he threw up another illusion and
finished.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


“And after I popped the lid and all the
ghosts left, I summoned Daku as I was supposed to do. I know you
all saw me. I could see it in your faces. We spent a short time
chatting and picked up this nifty trinket before coming back.” He
tapped the pale blade sticking out just behind his hip. “That is
the rest of the story.”

The ensuing silence wasn’t long lasting
as Zikon, most powerful sorcerer in Twilight rounded on the bright
orange Rex and that of his purple Familiar. “Now that he is done,
care to tell me what those dragons were? You called them Rare Ones,
but I’ve never seen any dragon
identical to another, have eyes like lightning or have such odd
scales of no singular color. Even their voices were
indistinguishable. Who and what were they?”

A hand suddenly draped around his shoulder.
“Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Grandpa. Think of those dragons
as the equivalent of a human prophet. Gralla, I take it those first
three ladies were those who permanently reside on this world and
the other eleven came from around the universe?”

“Correct. Never in all Draconian history have
all Rare Ones gathered and spoke of one voice. For them to do so
cannot be ignored.”

“That, and their prophecy that I and Daku are
supposedly the crux to their plan this coming Fall and how they
just told you to stop separating yourselves and work with we humans
for a coming war they cannot see past, unless I and my people lead
the way. I am darkness, Daku is light while Utala mean Reapers.
Seems like you guys have a lot to figure out, but remember, I don’t
want to be interrupted for a week. You and Grandpa have quite a bit
to figure out and unless there is an emergency I would like it if I
can be with my family. I’ve been gone long enough and need a little
R&R. You guys need to work together” He looked between mage and
dragon leaders. “and find out who the corrupt are and just how they
plan on using the Tiaxm. We all have a good idea Vika is behind all
of it, but best not rule out all possibilities. We all know how
power hungry that insane woman is and what she wants just by her
record of constant war with Emroc.”

Zikon didn’t shrug the warlock off, but found
a sense of camaraderie that knew no fear in the face of ominous
predictions. The sorcerer said “Agreed… Rex Gralla, perhaps we
should return to our peoples and warn of this looming danger. I
will speak to the three councils immediately and send an envoy to
your colony when we reach a decision.”

“So shall I, if my colony agrees before
yours. We hold our Rare Ones in highest esteem and those words will
not be taken lightly. If this is only way and needs of all of them
together, no Rex can deny them. The soonest rotation we make will
be of most value. We recorded all that has happened and no longer
need to linger…” Rex Gralla slightly shifted her unblinking gaze
and used the most basic movement spell to deliver the diamond. “It
is functional dense carbon again. The cleanly used slicing spell
was simple to repair. Use as willed.”

Cage hefted the weighty gemstone and
sensed the diamond still empty of mana and not containing even the
most secretive spells. It twinkled as it absorbed a thimbleful of
mana and contained it perfectly. A stomp had him redirect attention
to the Rex readying for departure. Zikon had started walking to
Theresa saying “We are going to have a long discussion on why you never told me of those
prophet dragons.” Light purple eyes regarded her partner in stony
silence.

“You guys aren’t leaving yet, there are two
things left unfinished.” Cage said and they stopped. “Gralla, the
one who called you a hatchling. I thought you were the oldest
dragon on Raliea?”

“Not even close am I to Torruque. She is
eldest of all my kind and wisest of all Rare Ones. She is, on this
world’s cycle schedule around the star, a billion and a half cycles
of age. The second eldest is High Rex of Valagax and he is near
nine hundred million. I” she placed a clawed hand over her pearl
white breast. “am sixteen thousand, four hundred and thirty ninth
eldest. Rex Nattan is three thousand cycles older, just to be
better understood.”

Cage filed that information away with a grin
and began to disrobe. Zikon raised an eyebrow as he asked “And why
are you undressing?”

Cage grinned and dropped his clothes and
sword into the sand to say “Time to make fun of all the doubters.
I’m back and my ass is waiting for payment.” Many laughed as his
black eyes turned on Megdline’s. “Oooh, Graaannnyyy!!!”

The sorceress’s eyes were priceless as they
nearly popped from their sockets. Then they resigned to their fate
as she sighed, cheeks reddening scarlet. She mumbled “Thought he
was playing with words.”

“You know I don’t do that.” He grinned more
as Frill choked from laughing too hard. Megdline swatted the Maine
Coon’s furry backside, making him only laugh harder.

Megdline rolled her eyes. “Better get on with
this.” She said and approached, puckered her lips and pressed them
quickly on his rock solid posterior. Meanwhile, Zikon watched this
while his amethyst jewel twinkled atop his white oak staff. The
sorceress pulled back quickly and said “I’ll not underestimate you
again, Dimwit, but if you fail my expectations you must kiss
mine.”

“Don’t set the bar too high.” He quipped.

“Oh I haven’t, just to the closest star
system to ours, about sixty four light years.” She returned evilly
and turned around to say “Husband, I’m staying here for a few
weeks. Tell our family I’m not going anywhere till I can wrap my
mind around what is happening.”

“Fine, My Love. I will keep you regularly
informed personally.”

“Damn, Gralla!” Cage yelled as he jumped
almost clear out of his skin as hot, leathery dragon lips hit his
entire backside and knocked him forward. “What was that for?” He
said as he flipped back to his feet.

The Rex looked smug, catching the warlock off
guard for once. She gave a great shrug with her massive shoulders
and wings, but the tribe had already known what was to happen and
half were rolling on the ground laughing, none more vehemently than
Shorty. “Return you would, I did not believe. Older, stronger and
wiser had not succeeded. My doubts of return also force me to kiss
your posterior.”

Six more Utala quickly came up to pay for not
believing and those few were surprising as they were all elders.
Only Elder Shania had no doubt.

“Okay, we’re all done!” Cage said as he
scooped up his robe and rolled it around Ghosts Bane before tucking
it under an arm while palming the diamond. With a sudden though the
pulled out his journal and tossed it saying “Gralla, here are my
notes if you want to go over them. When you’re done I’d like it
back though.”

“I give thanks…Two soldiers will remain until
Poli and Ulon return.” Rex Gralla commented as the book disappeared
in her great palm right before she surrounded herself in fiery
light and vanished, going straight to the Blind Mountains
colony.

“If you need anything,” Zikon said as he
climbed up and stood confidently on Theresa’s head. “do not
hesitate to ask of us.” And they too vanished.

Chief Moril approached the former chieftain
now turned protector and said “Cage, we wished to hold a
celebration for your return, but we all know you would rather be
alone and with those you love. If any of us had survived what you
had, we would want the same. As chief, I order you to not help the
village for the week. Be with your mates and have fun. And you
better make sure to give them babies now that you believe you can.
Rena and Sean both want more brothers and sisters and our people
want to see the beautiful babies you will make with them.”

“Do not worry. He will have no choice but to
give us babies, even if we must tie him down and mount his lance
for every hour of the day for all of eternity.” Brooke said
boldly.

“Kinky.” Cage grinned. “But I want more kids
too, lots more. If Sean and Rena are any indication on how great
raising them is, well the tribe is going to have more children just
as soon as possible.”

“Then you will leave and do your duty.” Moril
said and looked to the family. “Rena, I want to see you around
noon, but the rest of you had better not let anyone see your faces
for the next six days. We will all reflect on what the very
colorful dragons’ have said about the coming war after a week has
passed and decide on what must be done later.”

Brooke came over and kissed Moril’s cheek.
“Thank you.”

“Daku, will you take the children home? I
want to take my time and walk.”

“Of course, Cage. Come, Cubs.” The griffin
laid down and Meeka handed over Ananna to Sean who took a spot in
front with Rena behind. They waved, but before Daku flew off, Cage
handed over his robe and sword which would be safely delivered to
the study. Then they flew off.

 


Birdcalls began to fill the air and Cage said
“I missed quite a bit. I really wanted to see how our island
changed seasons after the giant hurricane washed away all the snow
and ice. But the island is becoming beautiful once again.” Brooke
and Tohka held both of his hands while Meeka clasped Tohka’s and
all hands were woven in an intimate embrace. When the beach could
no longer be seen or heard is when he broke their silence. Up to
that point they were all content to be silent and get comfortable,
that they were together.

“The great storm scared us.” Brooke said.
“When it was fully upon us and the rain melted the ice, the
waterfall broke apart too loudly. We all thought we were under
attack. Ananna cried for almost an hour till Tohka was able to get
warm milk in her through that bottle. The loudness frightened
Megdline too. We saw her come outside, her staff glowing. When she
saw the waterfall simply flowed again she went back inside. But
that night the three of us found visitors in our bed. Sean, Rena
and Ananna slept with us because they were scared. The next night
they were all better.”

“But Spring has come at last and life in the
forest is returning. All the flowers are back around our home and
the lake beneath the waterfall.” Meeka added.

“Tohka?” He asked as he felt her hand
shaking. “What’s the matter?”

She remained shy, unable to meet his gaze as
they all stopped. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. They were
silent, giving her time to take as much as needed. She licked her
lips and bit her bottom in nervous habit till she managed to squeak
out “I love you, Cage Love.”

Brooke kindly unthreaded her fingers to give
him his hand so he could tilt her face up with a gentle knuckle
under the chin. “I know you found that hard to say, but I love you
too. Just as much as I can see Brooke and Meeka do. Just because we
had sex for maybe two days, love goes deeper than that. I know you
need to hear I love you, but I have proof in reality.” Her wide,
doe eyes brimmed with emotion. “On my back, I know you saw the four
roses. I can tell you that they mean the four most people I love
more than any other. I can see mana and the color of a person’s
unique quality. The white one is Daku, not because of his snowy
coat, but because of his actual color of Mana. Meek’s blue doesn’t
match her dark blue eyes. It’s lighter because of her power.
Brooke’s is dark green, but yours…” He touched the topaz laying
content between her bare breasts. “is like your gem. It is proof
you are every much part of me as your sister-mates. It is the
visible proof that I do love you.”

Tohka fought the tears back as she looked at
the special gift he had given and then to her sisters. “I’m so
happy, but I can wait no longer.”

“For what?” He asked.

“Here, Tohka Love?” Brooke asked.

“No one is near and I cannot wait any longer
either.” Meeka said. “It was too hard walking this distance and I
doubt I can hold on any further, especially to reach home.”

“Will someone pl…” He couldn’t speak as
suddenly Brooke’s mouth engulfed his lance. The move was so fast
and powerful he could only intake a breath. Meeka and Tohka pushed
him off the stone path and into the grass where suddenly Tohka
threw a leg over his head and she began sharing his lance with
Brooke as Meeka knelt and physically lifted Brooke’s legs up and
around her neck while her mouth went right to work. A grin grew as
Cage followed Meeka’s example on Tohka. Both native Utala women
found it impossible to work his lance while their lovers licked and
teased their flower. Tohka was the first to quiver and shake before
she rolled off and kissed him fully for doing such a wondrous deed.
Brooke though rolled over and began showing Meeka the same
treatment. Tohka took that opportunity to position herself over and
take him to the hilt and scream to the spirits. He matched her move
for move and when he saw Meeka and Brooke roll away from each
other, panting and giggling did he sit up and lay Tohka between
them. Before either woman could realize his intentions, his fingers
entered them, hooking as he quickly moved up and down in a visual
blur, his long, thick fingers making a different kind of magic. His
new mind was able to properly multitask as he satisfied three women
all at the same time. He was so good he got all them to orgasm at
exactly the same time and kept them in that state for five full
minutes before they made themselves crawl away and look at him and
each other with lazy surprise. “What? You didn’t think I had such
abilities to please all three of you?”

Panting, Brooke said “Oh, how we missed you.”
and crawled over and filled herself with him.

“I do not ever wish to get used to that.” Tohka panted as
she still had tremors.

Meeka laid a hand over her racing heart. “He
clearly proved he could take on all three of us at the same time… I
do not think he will let us get used to anything he can do… Let’s
try to make him spill his seed more times than our flower milks
him. Clearly we are losing.”

Instead of separating from then on, the three
finally made him their sole focus and succeeded in making him match
their orgasms by overwhelming him with their superior allure and
natural feminine talents.

By that time darkness took over and the cool
air turned downright cold. As Meeka felt him explode inside her for
the tenth time she crooned “Cage, we need to rest and eat. Let’s go
home to finish this long neglected need.”

“Yes, you’ve yet to tire and we do not know
why, but the breeze is freezing the sweat off my skin.” Brooke said
as she rubbed her sore belly though that wasn’t what hurt and felt
wondrous at the same time.

“Well I’m not hungry and won’t be for awhile
and I can already tell I will require far less sleep than normal…
finally I can keep up with all your needs. But you’re right. Let’s
go home. All I need is a drink.” Meeka unwrapped her legs from
around his waist and he pulled away to stand up strong and
powerful, while the last moments of sunlight gave his three
beauties an otherworldly allure. Their bright eyes held him as he
offered his hands and helped them stand. He picked up Brooke’s
hatchets, Meeka’s knives and bracelet and Tohka’s thinner dagger to
return them to their owners.

They didn’t bother strapping anything on as
they came over meaningfully and he didn’t disappoint as he created
his trusty black board and almost silently flew up and out of the
forest. As they gradually moved Meeka said “Tohka, your hair!”

“What?” She gasped and embarrassingly began
tugging at the loose and long, thick mane.

“Meeka, you’re not in any better condition.”
Brooke observed as Meeka began pulling grass and twigs from Tohka’s
untamed curls. The former priestess began also pulling strands from
her lover’s golden threads.

“It means I just did my job.” He boasted.

“Your task is far from over.” Tohka warned in
a purr as she took hold of his relaxed lance. Under her touch it
jumped and made her grin. “Until you give us all babies and satisfy
our never ending need for you, you will not rest.”

“Oh it feels good knowing I can create a new
life from the man I love and share all the experiences it will make
with you, My Loves.” Brooke said as she pulled the last blade of
grass from Meeka’s hair. “Though my conception with Rena wasn’t
beautiful with the last chieftain, her father, you two will know a
true mother’s love when you learn you made new life from the man
who joined of one body with love and beauty. Without an accident
happening, my heart is soaring now that I know I can give Rena
another brother or sister.”

“How many do you and she want?” Their man
asked as he located the waterfall flowing once again from about
five miles away, but he intentionally flew slowly and take
time.

“Rena has only known me and a few women I
brought to the furs and has only seen large families. Her other
brothers and sisters from her father’s loins had all died
protecting the tribe from invasion and trespassers and she never
knew him in any real way as I did kill him because I would not let
his cruelness grow in her… But she wants a big family like Elder
Metak and his six mates who he made nineteen children through. Rena
wants no less than that. And she once told me, before you and Meeka
entered our lives, that when she came of age she would make me a
grandmother as soon as possible and make many babies from the
strongest man in the tribe. She may be young in the dream of being
the big sister to many siblings, but I know she will make a fine
mother when her time comes. And I agree, I too want a larger
family. I miss the feeling I got when Rena suckled from my breasts
and want that feeling again.” Her gaze turned to her sisters. “You
will understand how must more gratifying it is to learn you made
new life, bring it into the world and nurture it with your breasts
and watch it grow. And what I truly want is to be pregnant with the
two of you and wake each morning and all our bellies full of pride
and walk around to show everyone what our man has gifted onto
us.”

“We truly wish the same.” Tohka said. “Meeka
and I are jealous that we are not mothers by now when other mothers
had a babe by no later than their nineteenth year while she is
twenty one and I, a year older. I want to bare no less than
five.”

“I’m glad we can no longer consider this talk
a fantasy.” Meeka said with a content sigh. “We were all afraid to
live an eternity without making life with you, Cage, but I hope
this isn’t offsetting to speak. Some men find talk of babies
frightening. But for women like Tohka and me, not having a babe of
our own is heartbreaking. It makes us jealous that other women can
have them so easily.”

“Don’t worry about me.” He grinned as they
glide ever closer and they could all now see their giant tree as a
tiny glowing dot in the distance. “I want the world to know who the
mothers of my children will be and that just means I am the
happiest man alive because you three are the only ones who aren’t
downright terrified of me and still want to be the mothers of baby
warlocks. And that means I get the honor of making love to three
strong women with more beauty than any woman to have ever or will
ever exist.”

“That, and” Meeka stroked his lance with a
single finger. “you get to use this on us any time you want and we
won’t ever tell you ‘No’ because it is irresistible, just like
kissing you.” The other two women agreed if their smiles were any
indication.

It didn’t feel long enough, but they flew
over the trees till below was the faint visual of the island’s
greatest paradise. The waterfall flowed heavily once again into the
lake which was framed by a pathway others could walk along so as to
not trample the new green shoots sprouting from the now snowless
area. Cage found two flowers already in a vibrant bloom. Two
hundred or so feet from the paradise and next to the waterfall was
the modified great oak. The three thick supports now held lines
used to dry clothes while the one in the back held up his training
equipment. Around the front grew more grass and a few reawakening
flowers that hadn’t bloomed quite yet. Off to the left, Cage
noticed Meeka no longer covered her medicinal herbs with sheets and
blankets, now that she knew there would be no further snow. But
that didn’t mean the Spring temperature didn’t plummet as soon as
the sun dropped. As it is, the air chilled their naked bodies.

Cage touched down and they all walked quickly
to the front door. The windows made of transparent wood, that lived
very much like the rest of the tree, gave off light from inside.
Tohka reached the door first, placed her hand on the knot of the
door and watched it slide aside and went right in and immediately
to the fireplace. Brooke and Meeka were right behind.

The door automatically shut behind Cage as he
closed his eyes and took a whiff of the nostalgic scent of his
home. “Man is it good to come back.” As his eyes opened, Rena came
in for a hug saying “Don’t leave us again, Dad.” He didn’t respond
as he rubbed her head and smiled. Afterwards she went back to a
table full of food. Sean sat beside Ananna who had covered herself
in more food than she actually ate and it made him laugh. Sean said
“Dad, I made dinner, but Daku said you wouldn’t be hungry.”

“He’s right.” Cage said as Daku lay
comfortably on his bedding by the fire, looking at them all and
smiling, especially at Ananna’s adorable eating habits. I probably
won’t need to feel I have to eat for about three or four weeks. But
I do need a glass of water.” He said and poured a glass from the
pitcher.

As he gulped down the refreshing drink Meeka
said “How can you say that? You will waste away and die if you do
not eat every day. Without food by the tenth day you will die.”

“He will not.” Daku spoke up and clearly at
that. “Cage needs very little nutrition for his body now. Unless he
is truly hurt and must replace lost nutrients through consumption.
He will not be able to eat more than the equivalent of a single
meal each month, unless he wishes to become intentionally sick and
retch it back up. Brooke, you were there when Megdline first had
him eat a small piece of meat. He will have the same reaction if he
tries eating before he feels the need.”

Brooke grimaced, remembering that time in the
cave very well.

“Yes, the reaction will be that severe. He
needs little food, like dragons, but he does need a constant intake
of liquid. That hasn’t changed. He lives off his new mana now.
Right now he is surging with energy, quite like I do. And as by how
you three females look, you’ve seen a difference in his stamina. He
does not tire as he once had. And to ease your worry later, when
you notice his lack of sleeping habits, he requires very little.
Maybe two hours.”

Still, Cage moved to the head of the large
dining room table and sat. His lack of hunger didn’t diminish the
atmosphere of family togetherness as he asked “So with all the
dragons lately, how badly have our hunters and animal caretakers
taken it by how the game react?”

Rena piped “Dad, that subject surprised our
people. Our hunters have found nothing has frightened the animals
as we expected. It is as if the animals do not fear the dragons. I
asked Poli why that is and she said that they use magic to keep the
animals from fleeing and do a few things to keep all the game
docile. Even our horses aren’t frightened while they fly, but as
soon as a horse sees a dragon on the ground they flee if not under
the command of their rider…”

“Spit it out, Kiddo. I see you want to ask me
something.” He said as he noticed her expression change.

“A colt was born last week and I was
wondering if I could have it. Elder Shania said I should ask you
when you returned to us. As my dad, she said it is your decision to
let me raise one.”

“Sure, go right ahead.” Rena beamed and so
did his three women. “I know this goes without saying, but the baby
horse will be your responsibility to take full care of. When I get
some time away from your mothers and my training, I will make you a
fence that will keep wolves and mountain lions from eating your new
horse. For now, you will need to keep the colt with its
mother.”

“Mothers, may I stay with the children so I
can stay close to my new horse?”

“Rena, what about helping me with my wolf
pelt?” Sean voiced.

“Oh, sorry Sean Brother.” Rena was
conflicted.

“Don’t worry Sean, I’ll give you a hand.”
Cage said as she sipped on the crisp water. “Besides, I got you a
lance, now that you are considered a man and a hunter now. It’s a
warlock’s lance Daku let me take.” He snapped his fingers and his
wrapped up robe came floating out from his study, the door opened
and closed as it passed. Cage sat his blade aside and put a hand in
a pocket while saying “Sean’s lance.” and pulled out a rather
simple looking, but effective and beautiful single handed lance in
a man’s hands, but would be a double in Sean’s as they were of
equal height. The long blade looked shaped like a leaf and deadly
sharp, two feet rim tip to where the three foot shaft of some
magically dense hard wood was lodged. At the other end was a round
counterbalance, like the pommel of a sword. In the center of the
highly polished silvery blade was an oval crystal set inside. One
so clear it looked like glass and could be seen through.

Sean’s eye lit with wonder as the weapon was
passed over. “For me?”

“Yes, but I haven’t put any spells into it so
be careful and do not stab yourself. When you are done eating you
can go up to your room and practice with it.”

“Did I get a present too?” Rena asked as only
a child would. Brooke, Meeka and Tohka gave him a smug look as if
expecting nothing less.

“Yes, but you will have to wait till your
tenth birthday for it. It is a woman’s sword, but your hands are
too little to hold the grip. And do not sulk, Little Lady. I’m not
letting Sean have a horse. So you each get something and if I hear
one word that you didn’t get anything I’ll go to Shania and tell
her right now you can’t have the colt and you are being punished
for being greedy. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Dad.” Rena mumbled and ate a
strawberry.

“Excellent fathering.” Brooke approved.
“Sean, set your spear down and finish eating and before you play
with it, bring down your pelt to show your dad.”

“Yes, Brooke Mother.” Sean said as he
immediately wolfed his meal faster than ever before and then
immediately picked up his new weapon, ran upstairs and flew down
with a wooden frame stretching the pelt of the alpha wolf out on
strings from every edge. “See, Dad?”

“Beautifully done. What are your plans for
it?”

“A blanket. Tohka Mother said that the fur
would be best used and would be seen as a sign of manhood when I
feel the need to take on a challenge to get me a woman. She said
women like a man with a predators pelt they defeated.”

“I’m not wrong.” Tohka said as she sipped on
her water too.

“Well don’t expect me to go out and kill an
animal for its coat. I have other ways to keep you warm at night.”
She beamed at her man. “Tomorrow morning I’ll help you out,
Sean.”

The boy lifted the rack with a smile. “Thank
you, Dad. I will be waiting.” He left with it and went straight to
his room to practice.

“Dad, I’m glad you are home, but I’m tired
and will put Ananna to sleep.”

“Really, Kiddo? You never go to sleep this
early.”

Meeka said “She hasn’t slept since Daku told
us you were alive… Do you need some help with your sister?”

Rena lifted her messy sister and held her
tightly. “No, Meeka Mother. We’ll take a bath together and go to
bed. Good night, Mothers.” They said their goodnights as Rena
walked to the head of the table and kissed Cage’s cheek. “Good
night, Dad.”

“Sweet dreams, Kiddo.” He tussled both girls
heads. Ananna shyly buried her sticky face in her sister’s neck and
the room chuckled. Rena went upstairs.

Afterwards, Cage put his sword and robe away
to then collect all the dishes and wash them by hand. Any leftovers
were put back in the freezer box.

“Ready to finish what we started, My Loves?”
Brooke asked as they stood together in the doorway, admiring the
view of their man’s backside.

“I’ll draw us a hot bath and let my parents
know the good news.” Meeka said as she walked away and picked up
the crystal and said “Phone call.” She spent a few minutes talking
and Cillian and Tiffa were greatly relieved. By the time the tub
was nice and hot she had ended the long distance conversation. She
then looked up to find Brooke locked intimately in Cage’s embrace.
If it were anyone else, he would haven’t the skill to thrust while
walk into the water and not slip.

They exchanged each other for the rest of the
night. After five hours in the tub they retired to the furs in
front of the fire, forgoing the bed altogether. Only when the
physical endurance of the three beauties dwindled did he relax. He
didn’t want to break his playmates so he gathered them together and
watched as they slept in a tight embrace. He knew he was by far the
luckiest man in all of Raliea. The crackling fire and the view it
cast on their curvy bodies only made him smile more. Eventually his
new mental faculties allowed him to consciously and intentionally
force sleep.

 


An hour and a half later his eyes opened and
he felt completely refreshed. By the window’s lack of glow, dawn
still hadn’t arrived, but his loves remained woven together. Meeka
closest to the fire, Brooke sandwiched up between Tohka’s breasts
while her firm backside was snugly content in his belly. Cage still
felt full of energy, like a child on a sugar bender, only with more
control. He opened the draw rate to his diamonds to at least take
the edge off, which only marginally helped. He sighed and carefully
kissed the cheek of all three women before slipping away. As one
they all made a barely audible groan, sensing his departure though
he made no sound. Still, they didn’t wake. He smiled, never knowing
just how much they were linked or how he could truly possibly love
them, but he did and was finally content.

He left the room and headed downstairs to
find Daku wide awake and alert as he stared at the burning flames.
“How do you feel? After the short sleep?”

“Like I slept ten hours actually. I feel like
a kid again. I cannot settle down, even when I’m draining myself
into the diamonds.”

“And it will be the same after a million
years. I too feel as you. It is good to know that I have a human
that can now keep up with me. If you want to release some of that
excess energy, might I suggest to get started on your warlock
battle magics…”

“After for sure, but before all that I need
to work on the island’s wards, mainly take that big diamond Gralla
fixed and make it my primary central control or at least add its
superior ability to store tons more magic than crystal ever could.
I’ll be back soon enough. But just incase, give me a nudge mentally
if you hear my women rise. I’ll get back here and they will never
know I left.”

“That would be best. Your new strength will
make the wards much stronger. Likely as physically powerful as
Twilight’s if not more. I will continue to relax and help you in
your training upon returning.”

“See you soon.” Cage said as he pulled the
sphere off his desk and teleported to the heart of the mountain and
began working. He placed the diamond sphere between the three large
control crystals that regulated the network and found he only
needed to shift all the imbued spells from one object to another so
long as they touched. Soon the diamond became the primary
regulator, but just in the event of failure the three crystals
became a secondary backup. He spent ten minutes layering new spells
he thought up in his time in The Deep, placing them almost one a
second and his new mind was able to devise some remarkable ideas
and figured them into a spell the gems could store. Soon he had one
main diamond that controlled everything and the crystals sat at the
ready for any failures. He even finally figured out how to create a
way for the island’s spells to deliver a warning no matter the
distance in event of a breach or attack, it was a variant of the
calling spell he made between gems, but no words would pass and be
so subtle as to be undetectable.

After ten minutes of work he sent a spell in
search of Ulon and a sight mirror appeared. A phrase later the
newly full grown reptile stared at a black ball and reversed the
spell so they could see and speak together. “Hello Ulon.”

The pink dragon’s eyes widened. “You speak
Draconian! How, and so fluently, Cage?”

Cage explained and then said “I know I’m
speaking Draconian as my throat feels like it’s hissing and
growling, but in my head it sounds like a language from Earth. I
chose it because it is very complicated and so is the written
language, just like Draconian. It’s strange, in this language you
made complete sense and not Cage Two-legs. I can now feel why, your
vocal cords need to vibrate much more slowly in the human way and
in this one you don’t require to roll your tongue as much…
interesting.” He admitted now that he could feel how the words
oddly came from his throat. “But I’ll get right down to business.
I’m changing all the keywords and access into the island. I’ve got
mine all changed, but as per our agreement as neighbors, what would
you like yours and Poli’s to be?”

In the ancient dragon language the pink
behemoth said “Under the falling star shall my heart shine
brightest as the pink and silver horizon blend as one.” Only to
anyone not familiar to the reptilian language it sounded like
‘Shakkak brasss boorr ankq allor vellem merr netti rouk.’

“All done.” Cage said a half second later.
“See you two in six days. How goes your training?”

If there was any way for a dragon to blush,
Ulon did as his pink scales seemed to redden. Still, there was no
need to lie. “We have not begun. Poli rests after fierce
lovemaking. We could not help ourselves.”

“No shit. That is one hell of a love bite on
your neck and shoulder.” Cage pointed out as there were large
stains of blood that looked recently dry on the dense but supple
scales.

Ulon grinned, as is the dragon way. They
embodied fierce love and she wouldn’t get aroused without being
overpowered by her mate and Ulon obviously succeeded and was proud
of himself. “I imagine your dark side of the solar rotation was met
with similar results.”

“You’d win that bet… Hey I got to go. Daku is
warning me someone’s up. Enjoy your week.”

“So I shall. You do similar.” Ulon said just
before the spells ended.

Cage popped back into the living room and sat
down on the sofa and Daku shrunk down some to perch himself on a
shoulder not five seconds before Rena poked her little head out
from the stairs. “Morning, Kiddo.”

Rena yawned and came over, her little dagger
already strapped to her right thigh. “Fair morning, Dad. I thought
I would get a fresh start to the village.”

“You mean to get started with your new pet
colt?”

“Yes, Dad.” She admitted. “I already told my
mothers’ I’m leaving and Ananna still sleeps after I change her
cloth. She is almost completely trained, Dad.”

“I’m glad you take such good care of your
sister. She is better off that way.”

Rena pulled her dagger out and pointed
it threateningly. Cage gave her a smug grin at her fierce
expression. “I love my new sister, Dad. I want more brothers and
sisters. Many more. Make my
mothers give me siblings. I want a big family. A priestess needs
this. I need this, Dad. All the other children have six or more
siblings, all I have are Sean Brother and Ananna
Sister…”

“Understood, Priestess.” Cage said formally.
“By your command I will not rest till you have more brothers and
sisters than you can handle.”

Rena beamed and put her little dagger away
before throwing her spindly arms around his neck. “Thank you, Dad!
I will be going now.”

“One moment.” He quickly added a few spells
to her concealed crystal in her dagger. “All done, go ahead,
Kiddo.”

She left and as she did Cage let his
awareness spread over and encompass the entire island. Every blade
of grass, grain of sand, animal and human could be saw in his
mind’s eye thanks to magic. He wanted to make sure his daughter
would find it safe to walk alone. Only one wolf pack survived the
winter, but the other had eleven new puppies being nursed to the
western shore. Six mountain lions and two with cubs were spread
out. Unfortunately one mother and cub were hunting near the trail
Rena was about to take alone. He knew Rena’s natural physical
talent against a person was advanced, but against a hungry mother
mountain lion would find no way to live, if Rena sensed it stalking
and thought well enough to activate her knife’s protective spells.
So instead he simply found one of the many rabbits infesting the
island, killed it painlessly and left a bloody trail the mother
couldn’t miss or pass up, all from the comforts of sitting in the
living room. Rabbits were more plentiful than the six herds of
native deer.

Cage did all this all while carrying a
conversation on what he did deep in the mountain behind the
waterfall.

Then Ananna began to cry and he went up to
tend to her. At first she was frightened of him, but Daku was well
known and loved. The moment he crawled up into her chubby grasp she
settled and allowed her male parental figure to carry her down and
make her a breakfast of milk, mashed fruit and a dozen peas. He
gave off a calming presence the child picked up on and began to
open up slowly. Playing around with her food really made her squeal
in delight. She was still too young to talk, but she acted as if
she initiated and carried on a whole conversation.

“How long are the three of you going to stand
there?” he asked as his back was turned the whole time at the
table, trying to get to know Ananna so she was used to his
presence.

“Loves, I’m going to speak with Megdline and
see if there is a way to conceive.” Brooke said.

“Patience is a virtue.” Cage quipped.

“Not in our tribe.” Brooke said over her
shoulder and wiggled her backside tantalizingly. “I want to give
you a son, now if I’m able, seeing how good you are with our
daughter. Tohka Love, can you make breakfast? I will invite
Megdline so we can discuss how to make our man into a proper
father. Make a child from his lance.”

“I will make a fine breakfast.” Tohka
promised as she headed into the kitchen.

Meeka sat beside Ananna and said “I can take
over, Cage. Go wake up Sean and spend some time with him.”

“I’m aaah… already here.” Sean corrected as
he spoke in a deep yawn. Clutched in his left hand was his new
short spear. “Dad, can we…?”

“Sure, Bud. Best to build up an appetite by
having a little fun.” Cage stood and walked into his office. He
lifted and freed Ghosts Bane from its ancient sheathe. It gave off
a pale glow as light from the window peered in. It and the wooden
book in hand, he returned to the living room to find Meeka bouncing
Ananna on her lap, singing a song that warmed the heart.

Outside, Sean walked around to the back of
the house and Cage glanced to the left and followed as his enhanced
hearing picked up Brooke and Megdline’s early greetings and the
invitation for breakfast and private conversations. Megdline agreed
to it but as soon as Frill noticed father and son walking behind
their home he padded in their direction, wanting to be there rather
than with a room full of women. Daku landed and tucked his wings
beside Frill, matching sizes and greeted one another on a lifting
log Cage uses often enough.

The warlock sat the thick book down and Daku
sat beside it when Frill asked “What is that?”

“A secret you are not privileged to speak of,
My Friend. You will see soon enough.” Came the white griffin’s
response.

The crystal set in the spear’s hollow began
to twinkle as it absorbed some power while wards were laid and
erected while Cage laid his sword down and said “Sean, show me what
you have learned in your overnight practice.”

The young man lifted the glinting spear up
and leveled it at his dad who took a calm, casual stance. Sean knew
he didn’t need to say anything as his dad wanted results so he ran,
but just before Cage went to knock it aside Sean twirled it around
his back to slap the round butt of the staff at his ribs and would
have easily cracked one. Instead, Cage dropped his elbow and took
the impact. It didn’t hurt. “That had some power behind it. I see
your time with the warriors has been well dedicated.” He said while
easily avoiding a cutting motion the long spearhead had. Then Sean
got overconfident as he went for an obvious two handed thrust which
Cage kicked.

“Ow!” Sean yelped as his hands stung from the
jarring vibration that sent his weapon ten feet in the air and was
snatched as it dropped back down between two fingers.

“Sean, that was a foolish move.” Cage
commented as he twirled the weapon between his fingers as easily as
a baton. “You know it well enough by now to never go for the
obvious. I stole your weapon and now your fingers are too numb to
pull your knife from your forearm. Right now you would be dead.
Tell me why you would do exactly what I taught you not to?”

“I have no excuse, Dad.” Is all he said as he
watched his weapon’s rotation come to a sturdy halt in his father’s
grasp.

“For a kid your age, that was a good answer,
but until one of you mothers calls for breakfast you will spin this
between your hands as fast as you are able and if you mess up you
will need to spin it in the other direction. And don’t worry, I’ve
put on a spell that won’t allow the blade to cut you to pieces, but
it will still hurt. Guaranteed.” Cage flicked the spear over and
Sean instinctively reached out and plucked it before slapping him
square in the face.

Sean began spinning and when his dad raised
an eyebrow he sped up to a speed that was impossible to maintain,
but only then did the eyebrow lower. After twenty seconds did his
hands begin hurting and sent the lance flying a dozen yards. He
immediately ran after it and began spinning it. Cage approved.

The warlock turned his back and lifted the
book and opened the cover to find a naked, unisex individual carved
over a hundred times on one side. It showed a progressive move that
looked like a kata close to what could be compared as a cross
between karate and kenpo, but as the move started from the upper
left and moved right, etched into the grains were thin silver lines
that swirled around the character’s body. Cage could not see his
own mana without clear activation. The humming sound of Sean’s
spear didn’t distract as he stared at the book and held it five
feet in front of himself with a spell of locked levitation that
moved the tome as his head did. From the corner of his eye he
noticed Daku nod in approval.

The first page seemed to be a dummy’s guide
to mana manipulation through a series of movements. Cage stood as
straight as a statue with his arm held straight and saw the
circular pattern wrap around his shoulder, an inch away from the
arm so he imagined just power doing the same thing and his mana
suddenly appeared as a translucent ring which seeped from his skin
and condensed into the imagined rope. The next picture was of the
arms connecting by pressing a fist together and spiraling the mana
into a simple ring that flowed to the next arm, which condensed to
a tiny point and was proven to be no simple task.

At the tenth attempt Daku said “Look at the
picture’s chest, Cage. It has risen. You must breathe in as you
transfer your power in such a way. The slightest error will make
your moves void of any impact.”

“What are you talking about? Can you actually
see mana? It isn’t a boast? All I can do is feel it.” Frill spoke
and he flicked his fluffy tail in irritation.

“Yes I can see it and thanks for the advice,
Daku.” Cage said as he tried again and he breathed in just before
the energy crossed and this time it passed from one fist to the
next. The next picture showed the transfer must be punched while
exhaling and as his arm snapped straight there came a blast of air
from his fist that threatened to topple trees for just a second.
The energy had slammed out like a cannon’s blast, without the
concussive sound or an effect on the air. It reacted to more solid
matter though. Seeing the power of the move, Cage said “Uh, Sean,
you better practice over behind Daku. If that had hit it would have
shot you out over the cliff… Don’t be afraid, your wards would have
kept you safe, but just as a precaution, do as I say.”

“Yes, Dad.” The boy huffed tiredly and moved
over, far out of his dad’s path.

Cage completed the first step, but this time
studied the next sequence closely, paying careful attention to the
person’s chest, angle of their joints and began to realize the
first three moves must be included to do them all. He suspected
that if the first page couldn’t be completed he had no right
proceeding to anything advanced.

Ten minutes later he stood still when Tohka’s
voice called “Sean, time to eat.”

The boy dropped to his knees as he had a fair
sheen of sweat and went to leave, but before he got out of range
his dad said “Tell your mothers not to come back here for a few
hours. This might be quite dangerous and I don’t want anyone hurt.”
And Sean replied with a courteous “Yes, Dad.”

 


“Alright I think I got it.” He said and sat
the book down.

The ring again appeared around his right
shoulder and it began traveling down the arm as it pulled in and
fists connected. He inhaled sharply and the power transferred by
shrinking down, basically focusing all the power to the size of a
wedding ring that was fired when the fist extended and shot it out
over the cliff where the power would safely dissipate about five
hundred feet away. From the now extended left fist, Cage created
another ring of power around his wrist and separated his legs while
making the energy expand and travel up to his shoulder before
rolling the joint into a downward punch while jumping forward. The
energy’s new momentum made impact with the ground at the precise
moment Cage appeared to be about to do a one armed handstand. The
power propelled his body straight up ten feet and he calmly
breathed out while bringing his fists together. It appeared like he
was going to be diving into the hard ground with his fists, but
just before connecting his fists opened and strong pressure blasted
from each palm, sending him fifteen feet up. He rotated his hips
and breathed in a full breath while power traveled from his scalp
down to the bottoms of his feet just as they touched the ground
which dispersed all the momentum into the ground.

To anyone else, it looked as if he should be
limping away or had broken an ankle as he landed on solid
ground.

Cage wasn’t anywhere near done as he bent his
knees and somehow jumped twenty feet straight up as if it were an
effortless hop and he began running on thin air while sending
blasts of power that made the ground shake. Then as he dropped he
did a powerful rotation while extending a leg and falling ten feet
to do an overhead axe kick on a five foot long, two foot thick rock
and the impact completely destroyed it as the power of the move
transferred into the body and broke it apart instantly.

Dust is all that blew away as he got up and
brushed the dirt the dust became on his sweaty body.

“Cage, what manner of magic was that?!”
Megdline spoke as she and the three women stood beside her. Sean
was busy playing with Ananna inside. “How did you manage to walk on
air or break that rock. I saw no spell, but I sure felt the power.
How did… what I was taught impossible. That was no levitation and
the rock’s destruction should have not happened in such a way.”

“And I thought I told Sean to keep you
inside.” Cage raised his voice. “Why didn’t you all listen!” they
all winced. “You four could have gotten yourselves killed. I was
too focused on getting everything right to notice you weren’t safe
inside. It was stupid of you to be near when I don’t have a handle
on what I’m doing. Megdline, you should feel my power by now and
know you can no longer resist me. I don’t have a teacher for this
and it’s not something you can do.” His black eyes glared. “One
mistake, even a minor one, can really kill you, Granny, and my
mates’ wards will protect them from me, but I’d not like to risk
it.”

His silence ended a few moments later when
the second class sorceress said “Then I must apologize. I felt your
magic and it made me curious and I said we should see what you were
up to. It was amazing, but I thought there was no danger…”

“Megdline,” Daku began speaking in a gravely
serious voice. “had I too not been solely focused on Cage’s well
being as he made his first attempt, I would have thrown myself over
all of you for your own protection. Cage’s power is too great at
the moment and he hasn’t the control he once had before Raul sent
him away. Imagine all the power you have now, but as a ten year old
cub. He feels that way. A warlock’s ascension happens all at once
and Cage has the greatest power ever seen. And his first attempt
had many mistakes. Any one of whom, if directed wrongly, would have
been disastrous for you. From now on I forbid you all from being
near Cage as he learn the old ways. Frill may stay for he cannot
truly die.”

“Cage Love, we are sorry. We will go.” Brooke
said. “When will you return to us?”

“Noonish.” He said in a much calmer tone.
“Look, I need you to all understand that my power is no joke. I’m
even a bit frightened of it. I could quite literally vaporize the
entire island if I desired. If I don’t learn how to fully control
it, I will be a danger to you and I don’t want to see my own loves
afraid of me.”

“We understand. We fear your power, not you.”
Tohka promised and meant it. “Return to us when you can and we will
make up for disturbing you. Come loves.”

Before Megdline left she asked “Tell me how
you ran on air.”

“I sent a focused burst of mana from my knee
down to the bottoms of my feet with enough force to momentarily
make the air itself grow dense.”

“Are you saying you are using
unrefined, pure bodily mana to effect the natural world
without tasking it to form a physical
spell?”

“Essentially, yes.” Her jaw dropped. “I’ll
let you feel what I’m doing. Sense this if you can.” He did the
first set again as he felt her magic testing the air.

As he snapped his arm and punched the ring of
power out into open air it was impossible not to hear the sorceress
gasp. Her color drained paler than her bright yellow robe before
she hurriedly said “Inside girls. Now.”

“I think you made your point.” Frill laughed
as he watched his master almost tripping over herself to get back
inside the safety of the tree home.

“She now understands that move would have
passed through her barrier and slammed her into a wall. Her wards
cannot stop raw mana. Only dragons and warlocks can craft spells to
do so only because they can see and block it. I have no fear of
it.” Daku said. “This is the true threat of the warlocks. Not their
overwhelming power. They can send spells that cannot be stopped by
any living human mage.” He cocked his head sharply and tapped the
book. “Cage, you need much more practice. That was well done for a
first attempt, but far from perfect. You began falling behind by
the fortieth move in the air and the power of the final kick was a
little too fast. You want the rock to crumble, not blow apart like
you dropped a rug and blow dust everywhere. Remember, timing and
precise measures of energy are essential. You used too much and
went to high. You want to go no higher than fifteen feet off the
ground. Reduce the effort and refine it.”

Cage lifted the book and went back to
studying.

Inside the house Megdline shakily sat down at
the table and put her head in her hands. Meeka’s warm hands gently
grabbed the sorcerer’s wrist and said “Megdline, your heart is
racing. I’ve never felt it so wild. Are you well.”

Against her better judgment she asked “Do you
have anything strong to drink?”

Brooke said “Cage made Meeka pure corn ale he
called Moonshine for treatment purposes. It is very strong and
safe… so he says. I was tipsy with what he called a shot.”

“Please may I have some?”

The former priestess went into the kitchen
and down into the storeroom, grabbed a glass and made a single
shot. She returned with the mouthful of liquid and passes it over
with a smirk the sorceress missed. Megdline threw back the clear
liquid and sat it down to then shoot up with wide eyes that
instantly watered and breathed fast. Color rushed back and her
middle aged tan went red. “Damn! What is that! Is my throat on
fire?” she hopped and tried to wipe her tongue on her pristine
robe.

Others in the room laughed. Meeka gently
pulled Megdline’s staff away and sat it against the table and sat
her back down. “You asked for it. My patients hate it, but the
alcohol burns infection like the throat. He made me only a little
Moonshine, but even Brooke cannot tolerate drinking it often and
she has a stronger constitution than I. Now that you’ve drank
you’ve calmed, but even that much will show effects soon enough.
Care to tell us why you need a drink for a person who can hardly
drink sweet wine without complaining how it reduces your
spells?”

Megdline’s grey eyes closed for a few moments
before looking at Brooke, Tohka and Meeka sitting together at the
table with her. “Had I sent my magic to sense what he was doing I
would not have dared leave this room.” She visibly shook. “I
endangered all of us and for that I am sorry. He is doing magic
more advanced than any I’ve ever known or heard about. I thought he
was playing with his new powers, but I was so… so ignorantly wrong.
I’m deathly afraid of him now. He’s doing things I cannot defend
against and now that he can actually see magic I know that no spell
in my cache can kill him. Zikon maybe, but not me. Not
anymore.”

“So you’re saying you are finally like us?”
Brooke said.

“Yes.” Megdline said as she understood the
depth of the comment.

Brooke continued. “He has a way of proving
everyone is no better than the other. Heritage, magic, wealth… he
proves people are people one way or another.” Her sister-mates
agreed wholeheartedly. “I do not like how he yelled at us
though.”

“Be thankful he did.” Megdline said soberly
while wiping her clammy forehead. “I’m surprised he didn’t use a
spell to throw us back inside. At least with that I could be mad.
If it were anyone but Cage doing what I just felt I would be either
trying me damndest to kill them or running back to Twilight to
cower like a child in my own home. Only now do I fully realize why
warlocks were so feared. Why the First Council were so completely
beside themselves when I bought news of him. I never took it all
with seriousness and now I feel a fool for being so impudent. Only
the fact that I know Cage hasn’t changed deep down am I still
here.”

“Oh I wouldn’t say that.” Meeka said to
lighten the mood. “Last night’s sex was better than we ever had. He
didn’t tire at all and he made us three very happy women.”

“Very sore women.” Tohka added with a laugh.

“But you wouldn’t say no if he were stiff and
standing right here with us.” Brooke teased.

“You’re right about that.” Tohka said and the
three of them laughed together.

“The three of you are stronger than I. Here I
am about to piss myself and you three are talking about having sex
and baring his babes.” Megdline whispered.

“That is why we are Utala and you are not.”
Brooke stated not unkindly, more as a fact. “It is his strength
that makes us desire him and want to have his baby. We are strong
females. What could be more natural? We have always known the
danger our mate embodies, but that only makes us desire him more…
so are you certain you cannot make a spell to get us pregnant
faster?”

“As I said, I will damage your ovulation
tubes to force one of your eggs out. Yes, it can make almost
certain pregnancy, but the women who chose to do this never had
another child because the magic harmed the channel.”

“Egg? You make it sound like we are
chickens?” Brooke wrinkled her nose.

Megdline couldn’t help smiling. “In a way, we
are. A hen can have eggs all her life, but I’ve seen your coop. You
separate the rooster and some females so they can hatch chicks.
When we have our moon-flow, in all that blood is a very tiny egg
our eyes cannot see. Trust me when I say the egg of a woman and a
hen work much the same way.”

“Like how you have given birth to twenty five
babies?” Meeka smirked.

“Twenty five!” Tohka’s jaw dropped as she
gawked at the magic woman.

“I must admit, about half were twin birth.
Six birthings to be precise resulted in twelve. Twins run in my
bloodline. My youngest son is forty six.” She added. “Oh my! The
drink is working.” She laughed as she never mentions her age.

The others smirked till Meeka asked “So your
saying our best chance to be with child it to wait…”

“And make love at every opportunity. If you
find yourself on the moon-flow you are too late and must try
again.” Megdline interrupted.

“We plan on mating just that way.” Tohka
admitted. “All three of us had our moon-flow while Cage was gone so
we must wait months till we are certain we failed when another
moon-flow comes.” Megdline nodded. “But what about me? Meeka can
only mate with Cage and has only recently enjoyed what it means to
feel like a woman in love. I though have been mated since I was
fifteen, after my first moon-flow and I have never conceived or
cried when the child came too early. But my former sister-mates
have been blessed multiple times. Do you have a way to know if I’m
broken, never able to be a proper mother?”

“Women are much more difficult to find out if they are
infertile. My livelihood hasn’t led me down the path of healer,
though I can mend the body without difficulty. I wouldn’t know how
to determine if you can, Tohka, but my aides might be able to hire
an expert on such matters.”

Meeka spoke on Cage’s behalf. “Then
please do so, but discretely. What costs this mage healer wants, we
will pay. We must know so as to not worry for our woman. And we
want the very best.” Brooke
and Meeka held the nurturer’s hand.

“I will make sure all remains confidential.
You have my word… He’s at it again.” Megdline said as she felt
sudden bursts of magic and the women understood.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


“If I’m to visit, rather than you coming to
me I expect daily payments if twenty five gold pieces per day, plus
the cost of any potions the client might require.” A middle aged
woman with kind eyes said through the sight mirror. She wore a blue
robe and sat alone in a room full of multicolored vials.

“Granny’s aide said you were the best
fertility expert in all of Vlara. What assurances do you have that
would prove your qualifications and not simply gouge for so much
money?” Cage asked as his women sat beside him, listening silently
in their bedroom.

The woman was unfazed by the direct question
and spoke back with confidence. “Though I am a third class witch
who has seen two and a half centuries, no other mage in the world
is my equal when it comes to pregnancy. I assume the one you call
Granny is Lady Megdline… so then you must be Lord Cage, her
apprentice. Your reputation is known to most and what you do to
those who deceive. But you should know I have personally given
birth sixty three times in my comparatively short live compared to
other, stronger mages. No other woman in the world can boast to
have personally carried so many by the time they had reached my
age. If it is you or a woman who wants your baby, I am the best
chance you will have of doing this. As to my wages, they are the
same as they have been since I was twenty years, since I too had a
difficult time conceiving children. I love sex and bringing new
life into the world. If you question my results, look to King Tate
and the former queen Eleia. It was my hand that aided them to
conceive Princess Amy for the queen had many miscarriages, which
all citizens know and mourned. I will not tell you what I did for
the late queen, but it was I who allowed her to carry to full time.
And I have dedicated my life to being the very best at succeeding
in making children strong and healthy.”

“Sound like she knows what she is doing.”
Meeka said.

Cage said “Likely because of her lack of
power she chose the best profession that she could make a name for
herself. If she can have so many children after learning the age
slowing spell and make couples have such a high success rate then
her status will be highly sought after indeed.”

“And I do not disagree.” The specialist said
calmly. “Yes, I’m not powerful, but my whole life is focused on the
strongest magic in the universe. Making new life. My personal life
and those I’ve touched are my record that stands behind me.”

“Very well.” Cage decided. “I will alert my
aide to begin transferring coins from my account to yours in
Twilight on the day you arrive and begin working. How long will it
take for you to arrive at my island?”

“I must first make sure my current client’s
fetus takes a proper root in its mother’s womb, which will take two
days at most. Then I will charter a boat from Vin’re to your
island. Likely I will arrive in six to eight days.” The witch
calculated.

“Can you not move instantly from one place to
another? Wouldn’t that be faster?” Tohka asked.

“She cannot.” Cage informed. “Only first
class wizards and witches and up can Jump from one destination to
another and even if she had help, she wouldn’t survive the exit.
It’s why I’ve not Jumped anyone alive other than Daku and Granny.
If I sent you girls, you wouldn’t make it.”

“As he says. Lord Cage, I will arrive as soon
as I am able, under disguise, as we agreed for your and your wives’
privacy.” With no more being needed discussed, he closed the sight
mirror.

“Do you think we can trust her?” Brooke
finally spoke, uncrossing her long legs.

“She did sound capable.” Meeka offered.

“I found no hint of reluctance or deception.”
Cage voiced. “At least she did seem confident that even if you are
infertile” He looked at Tohka. “she can still get you pregnant. All
we need to do is see what she has to say.”

Brooke took Tohka’s hand and offered a smile.
“And if your eggs cannot make a child I will gladly give you one of
mine.”

Tohka was so grateful she gave her a kiss.
“Thank you for doing all this for me. I do not deserve it.”

Cage smirked. “Of course you do. After what
you do to me and them, you deserve to be a mother in every
experience… if only there was a way for Daku to at least have a
chance at reviving his race.”

“But all that could be done, has. You know
this.” Daku spoke sagely, over on the balcony. “You are young and
in love. The passion to make young is natural and I am flattered
you worry for me, but I’ve long accepted this. But I do have
something I would like to show you four while you aren’t
mating.”

“What is on your mind?” Cage asked as the
griffin stepped into the room.

“Come outside while light still remains.”

The four looked to each other curiously
before standing and following him out the door and down the stairs.
In the dining room they found Sean carefully mixing herbs while
following Meeka’s recipe to the letter. They all smiled, but Sean
held a finger over his lips and pointed at Ananna curled up in a
blanket, on Daku’s bedding by the fireplace. They took the hint and
secretly walked outside.

Daku skirted the house and they followed him
to the trees behind in the late afternoon sunlight. Many rocks had
become dust, the piles were proof of Cage’s constant practice and
proved he wasn’t close to perfection. Some patches of the hard
ground lost grass in his quest to learn the proper fighting skills
of his people in the century long war at the nexus. Cage was
grateful for his new mind because he knew he would have tripped
repeatedly as he couldn’t avoid watching his loves’ jaw dropping
breasts’ bounce, the curvy sway of her hips and how the sunlight
glistened off their sex induced sweaty bodies he’d given after he
took a break at noon. They’d made him happy until Megdline sent
word of the fertility witch. Still, he wanted to get right back to
ravishing them and the glint in their eyes said they wanted it just
as badly. Brooke and Tohka especially seemed excited as they didn’t
know which they wanted more, Cage’s lance or Meeka’s striking
breasts.

But right now Daku was priority number one.
They walked along the waterfall for a hundred yards before turning
left on a barely used and easily missed game trail. It went twenty
yards deep before opening to a small, very small clearing. It was
maybe twenty feet wide and a dead end. Fresh grass and moisture
gave the area a mind calming sense of clarity and the rushing water
was barely a trickle in the dense forest.

In the center were three exquisite wooden
carvings standing. One did on its own while a second required a
stand. The one on the right was a male griffin standing tall and
proud, its wings up and outstretched, all four feet firmly locked
and bunched. Beside it was a sleek and sensual female with her
wings tucked. Her fur wasn’t as long as the male’s and she didn’t
have the bulkiness the male, nor the obvious scrotum and phallus,
but a very adorable flower. The detail of the four foot tall
griffins were nearly lifelike. Beside the demure female was what
looked like a smooth teardrop falling. It was three feet long,
fatter and rounder at the base while it narrowed almost to a point
on its top.

Daku sat beside the figures and said “Cage,
when you were taken I was justly angry and when I had had enough of
the dragons and your flock, I needed time alone. I believed you
would most certainly return, but it was difficult to face anyone,
especially the three of you.” He said to the women and placed a
furry hand on the carving. “But in the event I were to die I left a
message beneath my nest Ananna occupied as we departed. In it were
directions to this place. My distraction was to leave behind
something.

“Griffins are not like humans or dragons. We
lived simple lives. We flew on the wind. Ate and slept as we saw
fit. Made love, had cubs and relished battle. We had no need to
leave behind objects or required the need to build monuments. Few
were artisans in the flock. My ice palace was the only building
meant for the white kings and queens, till I tore it down. But
because we made nothing, we were easily forgotten in humans. Only
recently have I been remembered, but I am alone. There is no
denying that.

“I came here to be alone and carved these
with my claws.” Daku chirped. “I had time and it eased my anger.
And if I were lost I wanted to offer these to be remembered. I
sculpted this after me, the female after what most appeared.”

“But what about the drop of water?” Meeka
asked. “It is beautiful…”

“No, it is not water at all. This is in fact
what a griffin egg looks like. No other species had an egg quite
like ours. It is unique for certain. The shells are harder than a
dragons’ egg, but unlike a dragons’, a griffin’s egg can last many…
many millennia before hatching under the right conditions and be as
healthy as ever. I wanted to give this as a memory so everyone
could see what my kind looked like as well as an actual
representation of our eggs. But its size is deceiving for when a
cub breaks out, it will be no larger than a newborn kitten a
housecat might birth. The cub will have all the memories of his or
her ancestors already, but will not understand or grow their own
personality for a year. We mature faster than any other species…
Cage, what is that look for.” Daku asked when he felt a disturbing
shift through their bond.

Cage’s head was tilted and his eyes narrowed,
but it was clear he wasn’t looking outwards, but thinking. “I’m
having the strangest sense of déjà vu… uh, I mean it’s like I know
something, but I can’t quite remember. That smooth carving of an
egg… I get the feeling I’ve seen it somewhere or something of the
like.”

“Explain.” Daku said curiously and took a few
steps closer.

“That’s the thing, I don’t know how to. It’s
like when you want to say something and it’s right on the tip of
your tongue and you know it’s somehow important, but then it is
suddenly gone. That is what I’m telling you. Give me awhile to
think, I know it’ll come back to me.” Cage shook his head.

“I understand.” Daku said. “It happens often
to everyone, especially as you grow older. Much of the mundane is
forgotten and when you want to recall it, it is gone. So, what do
you all think?”

“They are exquisite.” Meeks said as she
knelt. “You say you did all this with your talons?” the griffin
nodded. “You do have talent in this. They are beautiful. What did
you do with all the shavings?”

“The larger pieces were what I brought back
to our nest. The rest I simply threw aside.”

“How would you feel if I sat the pair outside
the front door and put the egg out on the railing of the bridge
that crosses the waterfall?” Cage offered.

“Cage Love, can you make it so they do not
rot or stain. They are so beautiful.” Brooke said.

“Give me awhile to think on it.”

“Do what you will.” Daku said. “I am going to
see Rena and spend the night with her. You four have a great night.
I will return at first light to continue training.” He got a few
hugs and a pat before raining down a few sticks as he shot through
the trees above.

“I will go begin dinner.” Tohka said and gave
a quick kiss to her loves while Cage lifted the pair of griffins
and Brooke, the egg.

 


And so the days progressed. Spring came in
faster and faster and now the whole forest was thrumming with life
once again. Trees were no longer weighed down by snow though frost
still coated the mountain for a few hours each morning. More and
more flowers bloomed and made the paradise below their home as
beautiful as ever. Birds returned to their southern home, some much
younger that had been hatched in the more northern tropical
climates of the Laqura Empire. At night wolves could be heard
howling at the large moon. Meeka had a hard time keeping
caterpillars from eating her medicinal herbs till she finally spoke
with her man and not long after did her herbs flourish without
devastating insects. The nondestructive ones were allowed to come
and go from her crops as they willed.

On the fourth day of training did Cage
finally master the very first page and the very precise movements.
Only years of dedicated study in martial arts and a natural talent
make such possible. Cage knew he got it right when it all felt as
easy as breathing. Daku said nothing, but the look in his eye spoke
volumes. The next page required the use of a sword and Ghosts Bane
finally got some use after a long time trapped and useless. The
task required very precise movements, much more then the first
page’s sequence, but the sword technique wasn’t offensive. The
delicate dance, if used against an enemy was meant a distraction
for in the left hand allowed the buildup of energy that when
connected by a punch had completely destroyed a pine tree when it
was selected. The sight of a huge tree being blown up from too much
mana was a sight to behold. Without the first page’s movements and
techniques, Cage knew right away a mistake could cost the wielder
of the very power being used a great deal of harm. It made him
giddy.

Sean also progressed with his new spear and
fought against his dad with it and made him proud by not following
through by attempting any deadly mistakes. Besides close range
combat, Cage made up a wooden dummy and taught Sean the proper way
to throw the weapon since it was used for both and the boy enjoyed
the spell that with the simple word of “Return to my hand.” the
spear always returned to its master to be used over and over
without the need to waste energy by walking back and forth all
morning long.

Rena spent some time home on the fifth day
and showed off her new colt, a young chestnut male who followed his
mother loyally. Elder Shania was the mare’s owner and therefore
accompanied the very young priestess and spent the day with the
four Utala protectors.

Ananna finally was no longer shy with her new
parent and sometimes eagerly sought him out to be carried, but none
was near her favorite to cuddle with than Daku, which he too
obviously enjoyed. When not observing training the ancient king
played with the children. Usually getting in trouble or playing
dirtying tricks which required baths. It was his favorite time of
day and he would never want anything more than to be with them. He
loved children and telling stories.

Many hours of exquisite lovemaking came at
every convenience. None felt they were left out or got more than
the other. Many times they made love outside together, under the
sun where it was warm and open. Sometimes even under the stars so
long as they brought a fire outside. Tohka though finally found
herself no longer needing to be aroused for a quarter hour just to
take her man to the hilt and celebrated the accomplishment over and
over again. For fun, Cage would silently surprise them when they
were busy and they enjoyed his surprises and sometimes returned the
favor.

They had so much sex they were all raw,
needing a different way to be together without joining and so to
keep their skills honed and deadly they fought against him. Brooke
was a dancing destroyer and by far the most offensively aggressive.
Her polished tomahawks flipped around her smoothly from years of
practice or twirled around her wrists while hacking away or was
used as a distraction for a powerful kick by her long legs. Meeka
became more deadly now that she used two daggers instead of one,
hers and her fallen brother’s. Her own knife handling skills had
improved considerably and natural flexibility only a woman has was
a lethal combination. It made him proud at how far she had advanced
since their initial encounter. Although not a fighter, Tohka wasn’t
helpless at all. She knew her knife as well as her artfully
tattooed body though she was defensive in her methods.

Together they all assaulted their man and it
was child’s play for him now. Instead of strictly act and react, he
could plan. His new mind easily dodged all their blows and allowed
him to always come out unscathed. The ascension didn’t make him
think or react any faster than before, but he could process a
tremendous amount more. There was almost no challenge to it anymore
till he made it so by doing the most complex ideas that popped into
his head.

After that first fight, Daku made a challenge
and proved he had been holding way back in all their previous
sparring sessions. Daku’s speed doubled and his strength did as
well. Cage laughed as they pummeled each other to a bloody mess.
The first challenge lasted maybe a minute, but it was amazingly
brutal. Cage lost his entire right pectoral muscle from a sharp
beak that bit down and the razor thin edges peeled the flesh like a
sharp knife through a ripe banana. Daku though ended up with a
broken wing and a missing eye. They laughed together while it took
only a few seconds of healing to be whole once more.

The current house was large, but not large
enough for his current needs so he began growing and expanding his
home and within a day it doubled in size. Several more small
crystals were safely trapped in the walls to better protect Cage’s
interests both connected to the island’s wards and separate at the
same time. His office alone was much freer to walk around, but with
the new girth of his home he had enough space to grow an entire new
room adjacent to his spacious study that to access it one must know
the phrase only he guarded. Up on the second floor, two more
luxurious rooms were also added. The family especially loved the
extra space and storage capacity. Beneath the now monstrous home
Cage made the ground much denser, actually fortifying the entire
cliff. An inch or two might have been lost in the process, but it
would be much safer and natural erosion would find it practically
impossible to do any damage. The cliff remained as natural as it
always had, rough and impressive, but on the surface he left four
feet of loose soil for plants to still grow though the tree’s roots
anchored deep underground.

In the new special room Cage made he took out
all the weapons from the Stronghold. Late on the sixth night, when
no one was about, except for one of the soldier dragons who watched
over the island, Cage summoned all the shields he teleported away
since they couldn’t be fitted inside his pocket. The hundred thin
and extremely sturdy shields came from a secret place off island
since they couldn’t be sent directly through the wards right away.
He snuck back in with his new treasures and went right home while
levitating them. Once inside the safety of his own home, Cage went
right to his weapons room and hung all the shields around while all
the other weapons leaned on racks. Each weapon was already marked
with the symbol of the warlock. Infinity. Some were bold and on
others you had to hunt, but each one had the mark. Now that he had
the time he counted each weapon and shield, setting aside just a
few for personal reasons. Rena’s rapier and something wicked for
Tohka. And as he removed each prize from his ancestors he dedicated
a small part of his consciousness into spelling all the top quality
crystals with wards. Each took about fifteen minutes apiece though
there were over five hundred individual items. It sure made life
more active now that he could do so many things at the same time
without being overwhelmed.

Also, Meeka let Cage modify Nolan’s dagger
just like hers, folding it magically over fifty times to strengthen
it and mold it to an identical match of hers. Tohka likewise wanted
her dagger folded and shiny like a mirror, but asked if he could
give it another inch in the blade’s length while thinning it, which
took no time at all.

Megdline kept far away when Cage trained from
the manual, but when he wasn’t training or spending time with his
family she came with periodic updates. Apparently after the
revelation with the rainbow scaled dragons’ latest prophecy to
unite, much tension resulted between the five colonies and
Twilight. A new first class sorcerer has been selected two weeks
prior to Cage’s escape and replaced Raul and seems to have been
instrumental to forging negotiations between human and dragon. All
Megdline learned from Zikon is that thousands of years of
separation weren’t banished in a day. Many of the eldest dragons
especially have a difficult time combining forces with a younger
race that hasn’t evolved to use magic as a whole, which has been
against Draconian law for billions of years. All she knew and
explained was Zikon said they were waiting for something before all
dragon colonies made a final decision. Whatever is being negotiated
would settle matters for good or for continued separation. Only
time would tell.

And for a surprise, the three beauties held a
small family celebration. It was around this time that Cage arrived
on Raliea and they felt that his coming marked a day of new birth
and made it his twenty ninth birthday and filled it with song,
dance, retelling of their favorite stories of him and much more
loving. Sean had been practicing with his ocarina and became rather
skilled, and his dad played too when Meeka gladly found a great
song that would be perfect for the music and her perfect soprano
voice was wonderful. Meeka and Tohka danced and the fun of the day
didn’t once weaken their smiles.

On the morning of the seventh day after
Cage’s return Brooke walked upstairs and opened their bedroom door
to find Meeka softly singing with Tohka’s head using her woman’s
soft lap as a pillow. Meeka stroked Tohka’s long, silky hair while
they enjoyed each other’s company. Upon Brooke’s entrance the pair
smiled happily and it was returned. “It seems our reprieve is at an
end. Cage and Daku are waiting for us downstairs. We’ve got company
again. Our new friends and five new dragons we’ve not met, but Mox
Shadowscales is there too.”

Tohka sighed as she sat up. “It was so
wonderful while it lasted, right my loves?” Meeka and Brooke
snickered. “Before more endless days of questions I need to go
brush my teeth. Meeka Love, can you weave my hair again?”

“Only if you do mine too.”

“Deal.”

They walked into the bathroom together and
Tohka finally liked the toothbrush and minty flavor of the paste.
It took no time at all to be accustomed to the fast vibrations the
bristles spin at when one squeezes the handle. As she cleaned her
teeth and ridded morning breath she felt her hair being tugged and
wrapped tightly into a thick braid. She spat the tiny bubbles out
and said “Ah, much better.”

Meeka hummed until she finished and switched
places. She brushed her teeth as her golden mane was tightly
wrapped.

They moved downstairs, but not till after
Meeka strapped her pair of thigh sheathes to either leg to hold her
daggers and strapped on her leather bracelet that protects others
from her kiss and Tohka strapped on her lone thigh blade. The
spacious living room was empty and silent so they walked to the
front door and opened it to find Daku supporting Brooke, Sean and
Ananna while Cage spoke with Megdline and Fill who they could not
understand in his yowling, birdlike voice. Off in the eastern
direction they spotted the tiny glittering forms of dragons
standing on the beach. The pair moved closer and saw Cage wearing
his green robe, but it had recently been changed, something they
just now noticed.

Cage now carried the white blade, Ghosts
Bane, sheathed at his back in a slight diagonal angle, the hilt and
round pommel sticking up just over his right shoulder. But now the
pale Tiaxm leather sheathe could no longer be seen as Cage fitted
it between the spider silk layers. The only part visible of the
ancient treated skin was a lone inch just above the shoulder blade.
It was the best location for it so it didn’t tangle in his legs if
he had to run and the diagonal placement allowed for easy
unsheathing by his long arm while also not interfering much if he
had to move twist or dodge. Plus, if anyone somehow managed to
attack from behind the durable leather would slow or even stop a
slash from slicing him in half.

Tohka interrupted the conversation between
him and the magic woman. “Cage Love, why do you wear your
clothes?”

“Just because they are dragons I’ll not go
completely unprepared. If I must fight I need some advantages since
it is only me and Daku who can stand any chance. And I can’t just
hold onto my sword all the time, but I’m not leaving it out of my
sight either. Since I’ve fused it to my robe, all the better. For
all I know, they have another place like The Deep and that many
dragons might have a way to sneak past my wards that now prevent me
from being sent anywhere, unless I do it myself. If I wasn’t
wearing my robe back then I would have died from thirst, starvation
or without the tools I keep on me. I’ll not be lax in my own home,
especially when there are others as powerful as I and have more
numbers.

“The only ones I trust are Ulon and Poli for
they didn’t hesitate to blend our individual powers into one when
we learned of the tidal wave. That one moment proved they are loyal
friends. If they had hesitated for even a fraction of a second I
would have not seen them as loyal.” Cage replied.

“It is a good idea, Dimwit.” Megdline
smirked. “It’s only been a year, but you’ve endured and overcome
impossible odds and with what those colorful dragons said earlier,
it sounds like everything was a breeze to the approaching tempest
you will be pivotal to. Heavy caution will see you through.”

“Victory favors the bold and the insane.
Lucky for you I’m a bit of both.” He quipped.

“That I do not
need reminding.” Megdline laughed and scooped the giant feline and
draped him around her shoulders. Frill just purred.

Meeka climbed up first, followed by Tohka and
as soon as they all settled Daku walked casually over to the cliff
and leapt over and down before snapping his wings fully to catch
the updraft caused by the sheer rock wall.

Cage though waited till Megdline flew
away on her sunny flying board and continued to practice the new
skills till he could do it without thinking. As of yet it hadn’t
become second nature. He didn’t bother altering his robe into a
wing-suit as he leapt off the cliff too, but he ran on the air,
using raw, circulating mana shot from his feet. Each step was like
taking fifty as the power sent downwards propelled him forwards. It
wouldn’t work without physical movement like a rocket, more like a
piston. His leg movements combined with mana shot him forward and
it wasn’t easy maintaining a straight line. Requiring small tweaks
to his form, Cage would correct mistakes. Twice he overcorrected
and to fix the error he flipped midair and rotated back into
position with a slam of both legs being instantly extended. His
family watched with curiosity while Daku was silently scrutinizing.
Through their mental connection Cage heard “Better.”

It was a safe arrival to the beach. The
dragons in particular stared at Cage’s silent landing. The Utala
tribe warmly welcomed the family and Chief Moril got things stared
right away while Rena hugged her mothers. “Cage, you already know
our new neighbors come home and Mox Shadowscales, but these five
great elders have a dual purpose…”

“Let me guess, you are generals judging by
your fierce appearances. You certainly don’t have the look of the
other dragons merely interested in my and my mates’ unique
circumstance as unbreakable spirit mates.” Cage said in
Draconian.

If they were surprised he now spoke fluently,
the five varied colored dragon females were good at disguising it.
Like Rex Gralla, these were huge females with thick muscles and
sized as large as males. Only their thinner, sharper spikes and
softer facial features gave away their gender.

Mox replied in similar since their native
language expressed much more. “Correct, but they are more than
generals, if we shall adopt human military command for ours. These
are the commanding generals for all soldiers of their respective
colony. I will step aside so you may speak with Barbav, eldest
general of Raliea and leader of the strongest and most numerous
troops of any colony, here under direct orders of Rex Nattan, her
colony leader.”

Barbav, a huge powder blue dragon stepped
forward and focused intently in the smaller creature to say in
draconian, since she didn’t associate with humans or know the other
language “My Rex wishes me to test Rex Gralla’s estimation of your
power. Simply seeing the mana flow around you is not enough for him
or me for that matter. I will not follow a weak species, even if
the Rare Ones say it must be done. I am second strongest of the
Fire Mountains’ colony and fought at the nexus. If I find you not
worthy I will take Ghosts Bane from you. It is no trinket and your
entrance proves you have not mastered mana flow.”

The other dragons were beyond surprised at
Barbav’s reasons and her cold demeanor, Mox especially as he
growled “What is the meaning of this Barbrv? You have no authority
to confiscate Ghosts Bane or challenge the warlock as he has not
treaded on any laws we may enforce. I will not…”

“Sounds fun.” Cage eagerly interrupted. “I
hope you can take what I can dish out, Barbav. I haven’t really let
loose since I broke out and if Nattan wants to see what I’m capable
of, you better be ready.” He looked to his confused looking people
and changed back to the common language while grinning. “You all
better stay here where it’s safe. Seems like I need to have some
fun.”

Daku smirked “Cage, just don’t kill her. She
underestimates you, but her prowess in battle is undisputed and her
tactical analysis in the heat of combat is heavily relied upon. Do
not kill her.”

Poli translated Daku’s words when the blue
general ordered it and Barbav ‘s eyes narrowed dangerously.

Cage this time unsheathed his sword and
handed it over to Moril. “Hold onto this for me. I’ll be right
back.” She took the blade as he created his black board to fly and
rose to stare happily eye to eye with the blue female and spoke so
she could understand. “We should change venue to somewhere more
appropriate. If I let loose it would be dangerous. Let’s go to Dead
River, near the Stronghold since there aren’t many beings who might
get hit in the crossfire and be unable to be protected. Can I
assume it’s still strictly under dragon control?”

“You can and it is agreed. It will be less
destructive and hold fewer risks to life than elsewhere.” To the
other dragons she said “We shall return momentarily.” and
teleported from the island and flew all the way to the clear skies
of the desolate land known as Dead River. Cage popped in five miles
above the crater he uncapped and spotted Barbav several miles away,
but before he could fly away twenty huge dragons Jumped around and
surrounded him. A crimson dragon demanded he state his purpose and
before Cage could respond Barbav’s roar had more than half turn
their long and supple necks as she teleported closer to state
“Leave us be. He does not trespass. It is the warlock, Commander
Jassek.” She spoke to the red soldier. “We are about to hold
challenge. It would be best if you leave us and stay away.” The one
known as Jassek dipped his head to his general and just as fast as
they surrounded Cage they disappeared and left them alone.

The two of them flew much higher and away
from the Stronghold.

Barbav tried to suddenly catch Cage off guard
with a sudden teleportation, but he was more than prepared and just
as she came out she found herself right behind him, but was gripped
by a magically created green hand that clenched her whole body,
leaving out only her head and long tail. It’s creation was instant
and when the moment of shock wore off she calmly said “I see
surprise will not work and the power you used to bind me is
sufficient enough to block my physical strength without crushing me
and thereby activate my wards. But those like the human known as
Zikon can predict my Jump points and block me from attack. How will
you handle this?”

She sent a blast of cutting power, sending a
dozen sharp blue lines which sliced through the green hand while
slapping her wings and launching herself forward like a bullet.
Great swords more than two hundred feet from tip to pommel suddenly
appeared out of nowhere in both her hands and they were obviously
real and not magically created. She struck, twisting her wrists to
use the flat side of her swords to swat him like an annoying fly.
But then she noticed his grin too late as her fifteen foot wide
blade covered his appearance.

Deciding to test out his new skill he created
a condensed ring of mana around his right and left shoulder,
sensing the immense sword coming down on his head as a
magic-breaker while the other was imbued with many spells and ready
to retaliate the moment he tries to avoid the first. The ring slid
down his right arm, gaining the properties to react to solid
objects and was transferred to his left fist. With a smile on his
face he aimed the condensed power not an inch from swatting and the
power slammed into the sword like a car speeding against a bullet
train, his mana being the locomotive. The magic breaker, unable to
cut through pure energy rather than a spell, was ripped from
Barbav’s grasp and sent over a mile straight up, but as she tried
to attack him with her second blade he had vanished.

It was too late when her eyes picked up his
immense energy and twisted her head around to find him flying not a
foot off her back. Already had the ring of invisible power travel
down his left arm, transfer to his right fist as it slammed down in
a punch of magnitudes Barbav never felt before. With a roar of
immense pain she fell from the sky like a cannonball shot straight
down.

Her wards blocked the power from hitting her
physical body, but the force wasn’t absorbed, merely transferred.
She knew if it would have been a direct hit, that much power would
have split her in half without trying. Just the sudden acceleration
caused the pain and her mass alone meant the speed she traveled was
faster than she felt safely survivable.

Despite the pain she tried stopping herself,
but her descent was too fast and she rolled too violently to find
equilibrium. Pain and confusion made it impossible to recover and
she screwed her bony eyelids shut in preparation for an inevitable
and painful collision with the ground and hope her wards would
offer protection.

“You can open your eyes now.” Came Cage’s
smooth voice and blue eyes sprung open. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.
I’m making the air dense enough to support your weight. Your wards
block me from levitating you directly.”

“But why… how?” She couldn’t mask her
confusion.

“Relax, Old Girl. Your body would have
been broken beyond repair if I didn’t teleport below you and create
one hell of an updraft to slow you enough that any instant
collision with anything solid. Otherwise you would have went
splat.” He slapped his hands together
for effect. “The dizziness will abate shortly, but I cannot hope to
stop your swords. The magic-breaker won’t work and the other likely
only responds to you… as it tried shocking me when I sent a spell
to keep it aloft.”

Her blue eyes narrowed and the blades
reappeared his her grasp with a soft pop before vanishing
completely, Cage assumed into an altered space like his pockets.
“Apologies are in order.” Brabrav recovered quickly and took
control of her levitation and Cage released his hold. They hovered
in silence for a moment before she asked “How did you know my wards
prevented raw mana from harming me? It is extremely dangerous, used
the way you did.”

“Don’t apologies. It was fun fighting you.
The way you twisted around when you pulled out your swords was like
a cat righting itself before it hits the ground. I never expected
such a move. I never saw a dragon use swords before and it was
interesting. Usually its magic or claws. As for my attacks,” He
raised a finger for making a point. “I’m still learning to walk on
air by mana alone. Before I landed on the beach I saw one of my
steps dispersing due to distance, but when it was barely noticeable
I watched as your sapphires between your four horns sparkled along
with all the other dragons’. It was the barest of flickers, but all
eight of you had the same ward. My attack works best at extremely
close range and loses its impact the further away the target is. To
anyone else it would have felt like barely a breeze. But my attacks
on your sword and your back required a bit more impact than
anything I’ve ever attempted before, but right before I released my
punch I pulled back some energy.”

“Why?” she asked as she healed minor internal
bleeding.

“Because right before, I sensed the initial
amount would have destroyed your wards and blown you completely
apart. I put in so much I nearly blacked out. If I hadn’t weakened
the strike, I would have killed you. Yes you are powerful, but
against me…” he shook his head and left the rest unsaid.

“I sensed the power and the impact, but I do
not believe your assessment. We shall see. I will make my strongest
barrier. If you can destroy it I will believe all that has been
spoken of you.”

Cage watched as the three large sapphires
glowed with power as they flowed into Brabrav while she created a
ten foot cube of a barrier with such a density and focus that her
body shook from putting every part of her being into it. When she
glanced, he knew she was ready and put everything into it as well.
This time the air around them shook as he called forth his full
power. By the look in her powder blue eyes she was taken back as he
eclipsed hers. Instead of being invisible, the ring around his
upper arm had a shadowy look as the technique was completed,
transferred to another fist and it made a solid impact with her
power.

There was a cracking sound or breaking of
glass from the barrier underlying his a boom of thunder at point
blank range. The air distorted and the cube was completely
obliterated in an instant. Barbav roared out as she gripped her
head in her hands as his power destroyed hers in the blink of an
eye. The air trembled for nearly twenty seconds until it settled
and during that time Cage had to teleport away for it was too much
to fight against while absorbing some power from his stores to take
the edge off. His companion had the same idea. Cage twisted a
finger in an ear while saying “Glad we are where no one would get
hurt. Damn, I can’t let loose very often.” He flicked the bit of
wax.

“Indeed. We may return.”

“Okay!” He flew into his black portal and
reappeared just outside the pillars, flew straight in, gave the
password and sped straight for the beach. The blue dragon waited
and used the special access he left open for what Megdline told Rex
Gralla and other dragons who came when he was taken away. He landed
effortlessly while ending the spell for his board and walked
straight up to Moril as she offered his sword right back. He
twirled it around his wrist before sheathing it fluidly over his
shoulder.

Mox spoke to the only blue dragon in their
company. “You are startled, Young One. General Barbav, what
occurred?”

She hissed calmly to her only elder. “He
bested me and is worthy of the responsibility the Rare Ones placed
on his shoulders. I felt his power and have not felt the like since
Rex Nattan unleashed his full mighty power. Should they ever do
battle, mountains will crumble and the very fabric of reality will
warp. Who will fly away victorious, I dare not contemplate. Because
of his small size and affinity to battle, he overwhelmed me…” her
gaze shifted. “White King Daku, I must apologize for thinking
angrily at your words. I did underestimate him and I can assure you
he most certainly could have killed me if he did not restrain
himself.”

“High praise coming for you.” Daku raised his
voice.

“I speak only the truth as I see it. When I
am wrong, I admit so. In this, I am wrong. He is worthy of the
warlock blade, Ghosts Bane.”

Cage returned to Common and said “Besides the
test, Mox, state clearly why I have five top ranking dragon
generals on my island. My chief tells me you will speak only to me
as to why.” Moril, the seven elders and Rena stood at his side. All
other children were away for the moment, but Sean gripped his spear
tightly as he stood before Tohka and his other mothers.

Only Barbav looked for translation,
which Ulon quietly supplied. Everyone else could understand Mox’s
words. “I had not known Rex Nattan’s orders for challenge, Cage
Two-legs. Maybe now, he will not doubt my mate… As to the generals’ arrival, two
objectives will be met here before a decision is reached between
our kinds and all will be decided by what these generals’ see. The
primary task is to determine how non-mana casters will be of any
use by uniting our species’. If these five do not see any genuine
reason for partnership, we will keep to our laws and disappoint the
Rare Ones. If it is proven there is reasons we do not yet see, we
will rely on uniting. There is a bond we dragons created between
the warlocks and griffins. It must be modified to protect the
younger species, but it shall act much like what you two-legs’
innate special magic does when binding with another younger
creature species. It is not the same, but it is close.”

“So if I can prove you all have been stubborn
for eons, for no reason, you will bond with humans and thereby
extend your natural immortality to those who do not and also a few
more benefits Summoner and Familiar share. That is what you are
trying to say correct?”

Only the five generals were genuinely
surprised of his deductive reasoning’s. “Correct, Cage Two-legs.
The spell that forever bound Griffin and Warlocks to bring an end
to the old war was not lost, but if the generals’ agree and all
comes to be beneficial, we will modify it so that if our two-legs
dies or we do in the coming prediction, the other will survive.
This revelation will not leave this island.”

“We agree. If others found out the
depth of the discussion, every human would torment your kind into
doing this, if they knew what you can do.” Chief Moril said with a
lone hand on her hip. “Especially those who fear dying will be
desperate. You will not find one Utala afraid of death or aging.
But it doesn’t mean we do not want it either. My people will keep
this secret as we have always done. No outsider will know of
this.” Heads bobbed in accepting
their chief’s command.

“And I
apparently didn’t hear a thing. Frill?” Megdline said off to
the side. “Nope, not a word.” He yowled. She and Frill looked to
one another and shrugged.

“Very well. As to the other situation, I and
these three” Mox gestured to the beige, brown and dark yellow
dragon generals. “are here to also learn about Tohka Two-leg’s
bonding to you and your mates. Xamii is my also daughter and Blind
Mountain general.” He gestured to the yellow dragon. “We four once
worked many eon cycles ago with my mate’s sire on this very
issue…”

“Hold on just a second.” Cage mumbled and
shoved an arm down his pocket and retrieved a two inch thick book
made from the bark of his home for the cover and the pages modified
from its very leaves. “Here is a detailed report on everything from
my perspective from the very moment I noticed Tohka on the Tribal
Plains, every time she gave me a dirty look, the fight for me to
become her man and even exactly how I made love to her all the way
to the point she collapsed to her knees and I felt the sensation
like being punched in the abdomen. The Rare Ones gave me the gift
to speak and write in your language and I applied it. The original
language I chose once that had thirty seven characters, but they
modified that part of my mind so that I can now see and understand
your six thousand four hundred and ninety one. I must say it is
much more descriptive and precise than this one… Included inside
are hundreds of hypotheses I’ve come up with. Go ahead and read
through. It might answer some of your questions and save us many
hours of time by sitting and talking.”

Mox gently levitated it off his hand and took
hold, using magic to turn the small pages. “I will indeed go
through this… all pages are full?”

“When did you have time for this, Cage Love?”
Brooke asked.

“I’ve spent almost all week working on
darkening the pages’ pigment when not entirely focused on training
or making love. It was quite easy to do actually, especially when
you all slept and I didn’t want to go anywhere while
snuggling.”

“You made me proud again. This will save us
much time.” Brooke smiled.

Moril came forth and looked at all the
dragons standing on the white sandy beach. “Our people do not like
to wait when important matters decide the lives that could be
saved, even for other tribes not our own. How do you plan we
proceed on proving our peoples can prove we are stronger together
rather than apart?”

The beige dragon came forward and opened her
gigantic maw that could chomp down on a half dozen people and
swallow them whole without shedding a single drop of blood. “We
shall observe primarily how you can benefit us. The Rare Ones spoke
of the time when Ulon and Poli would fight with you two-legs’ and
fly into combat. Our suspicions say you are still not ready to be
truly sentient in ways of energy manipulation…”

The chief held up a forestalling hand and the
general from the southern ice colony paused. “You say observe, but
this is not our way. Even our children learn through doing so they
understand. If you want to truly understand how we can do things
you cannot, might I suggest having a test?”

“Proposition.” She rumbled.

Moril pulled her blade and threw it end over
end and the perfect balance and expert throw stabbed the sand
between two large talons. “Pick it up.” The female general grabbed
a handful of sand along with the knife while raising a confused
scaly brow. “No, just my weapon.” Sand sprinkled down into a pile
and then slit, light brown eyes considered the mound, her huge hand
and then decided on a course of action. The knife rose out of the
air alone, without any touching. “And so you made my point for
me.”

“Explain.”

Moril came closer and took back her knife and
held it out. “You truly could not do this. You dragons are far too
large to do the smallest things without your magics. When I was
taken as a slave and our tribe having a powerful magic man, I
learned that magic can be felt by those able to use it. You had no
chance of stealth or sneaking. Your claws are larger than all of
us. Our smaller size gives us advantages. Yes you are stronger in
body and magic, but if there was a situation you couldn’t use magic
and you had to do something vitally important, you would fail. If
there was a weapon or trap you had to break that required very tiny
hands, you would trigger it if you used magic or be forced to leave
it be and still send a human to do what you cannot and if time was
short and you didn’t have one of us, you would still fail.” All
eight reptiles gave her a considering look. “The same goes for your
own weaknesses of the body.”

“We have none.” Xamii the yellow general
boasted, stepping forth.

“Again, would you like me to prove it?” Moril
challenged. The almost golden dragon nodded. “As chieftain, I have
watched closely on what your weakness’ are. As a huntress and
warrior I always watch for my prey’s weakness. I’m going to stab
you, but only enough to prove you need us.”

“Proceed.”

“Love.” Moril held out a hand and her man
passed his spear over. Cage watched as the general sent her power
to the weapon, likely searching for poisons and deadly magic. She
quickly found it was a simple shaft of wood, forged steel and tight
leather bindings held it all together. Just a simple tool, nothing
special.

The chief’s expression transformed from calm
to determined as she broke into a sprint. Xamii held still,
unconcerned. Showing amazing athleticism, Moril jumped on the
webbing between the first and middle finger before jumping while
putting the spear between her teeth. The solid yellow scales made
it easy to gain purchase and climb. It took about a minute before
Moril grabbed a spike and swung herself to land right in front of
the dragon’s eye. She was barely winded as she held the spear close
to the unconcerned eye. “Like all creatures, you have an sensitive
eye which causes great pain. I could stab you here and if I caught
you asleep you would lose the eye for a time, but this point isn’t
what will be worthy.”

Moril withdrew the spear and disappeared as
she ran up between the bridge of Xamii eyes and crossed the skull,
dodged around one of the spike horns and almost lost her bare
footing on her way down the long neck, but the spikes along the
length of spine was perfect for climbing or holding on. At the base
of the neck she ran around to near where the lower back would be on
a human. The general twisted her head around and watched as Moril
jabbed a foot between the plated scales and lifted before stabbing
the head of her spear deeply through the flesh. Hot blood gushed
and the dragon barely flinched as to her it was less than a prick
of a needle. The woman stepped aside, leaving the spear deeply
imbedded. “Now, try to remove my mate’s weapon and remember this,
you are alone and far away from your tribe. You cannot use magic or
the weapon will do something that will kill you either with a
deadly poison or some spell which will destroy your flesh. You
cannot move instantly from one place to another or fly, as I’m told
dragons of your size cannot do without the aid of magic.”

The general stretched her long neck, but just
before she reached the immovable Moril and weapon, she ran out of
neck, ten feet from making it and her tongue extended, also beyond
reach. “I must place you elsewhere.” Xamii said and used a simple
spell to get the human off her back before shifting her weight and
trying to grasp the handle, but it was no use. “The intent is
clear.” With a sigh, the female lowered her girth to the ground and
Moril climbed back up and firmly grasped the spear before smoothly
extracting the gory head and climbing back down. As she washed the
crimson liquid in the ocean the general asked “How did you know my
extremities could not reach?”

“By watching Poli and Ulon.” Moril answered
and heads turned to the beautiful pair. She returned to her people
and returned the weapon back to her man. “I’ve noticed Poli loves
scratching Ulon’s back, much like I like mine done. I figured he
could not reach that point I stabbed you in, several weeks prior. I
knew Ulon couldn’t go up to a tree just to scratch his scales or he
would destroy too many trees and you hate falling on your back
because it would be too easy to break your wings. So Poli’s claws
are his favorite relief when he gets an itch where he cannot
scratch. And I asked myself, if I wanted to kill him I needed a
place he could not swat me away or squash me. Going to stab his eye
would get me killed before getting too close. He would smell me and
blow fire, but if I got on his back, he would have a harder time
feeling me and by the time he would have felt me stab him it would
be too late, even if he still killed me. If you did not have wards,
it would be that simple. But with us, we can get to places your
kind cannot, remove tiny objects of magic and guard that weakness.
Besides, our tiny bodies in comparison to yours won’t weigh you
down or hinder your movements, but we would still need protection
to keep us unharmed if a mistake was made and you accidently
stepped on us.” At that the tribe chuckled.

It really wasn’t much of a surprise when Mox
spoke. “Again, that tactic has been applied before, but it is good
to be reminded we are still very much alive and vulnerable to
mistakes. You prove yourselves cunning and resourceful and it is
true you can do many thing we cannot on a smaller level our large
sizes cannot do. But what you show is not new to us and rarely
shall our size be a hindrance.”

“Ah, but can you defend against one of us
when we have weapons enchanted that can take down dragons?” Cage
proposed.

“What do you mean?” The black dragon
asked.

“Answer me this first, how many wars have
dragons had against one another?”

Without hesitation the ancient male said “Too
many to recount, but we are a predatory species who is challenged
and appropriately placed in regards to our power and assertive
nature.”

“Use an analogy. Say you are humans compared
to what creature on the planet.”

“Cattle. If you two-legs are to be compared
to our natural instincts it will be that mostly docile creature.
What are you leading to?”

“I’m getting there. Now explain to everyone
what keeps your people from treating humans as we do cattle.”

“Old magics written in draconian law. Our
power is unmatched in magic and our aggressive nature to dominate
is tempered by the old magic. We fight our own kind much like I’ve
seen this small colony do for mating rights. But yet you love. We
are same. We want life and more to challenge our might and
intellect. To grow. That is the first law of our kind. The upholder
of the law is the Rex, strongest of the colony.”

“And when a planet’s population gets too
crowded I know the females all agree to stop bearing eggs till a
new planet is either found and is already habitable or is in a good
location to be terra-formed. But when you war and populations drop
you stop war and make more babies?” Mox nodded. “And how many baby
dragons can be born on Raliea before all females must stop
breeding?”

“Four thousand.”

“For a species numbered in the tens of
trillions around the universe, that is a very small number no?”

“Again, the obvious is stated.” The group of
sitting dragons and standing humans kept an eye on the warlock.

“Then let me go further into the obvious. The
old laws that has guided all dragons before griffins, humans, Tiaxm
and all currently known sentient life even came around, what has
happened to those who leave the laws? Has it resulted in death and
war?”

“Indeed.”

“And has the majority of those who left the
laws your mate and all Rex’s uphold blame the primary reason they
did so because of laying eggs? I mean, to you guys, life is the
most sacred gift in an otherwise lifeless universe. The law
pertaining to population growth must be especially hard on females
who especially want to lay millions of eggs before they can do so
no longer. Female heirarchy is greater than male. The male dragons
fight, but females hold all the power. It is likely why all your
Rare Ones are female, why you generals are female. For a race who’s
ultimate ambition is to make life, females are the true carriers
and therefore outrank men… I know Poli wants her own first baby,
but I know that her rank in the overall population isn’t high
enough to have a child by the time those four thousand baby dragons
hatch. It could be decades, centuries or millennia before she gets
a chance. It makes her sad, but she’ll never admit it.” If a dragon
could blush, Poli was doing it. “Now here is my point I’ve
concluded in my week long respite without interruption or
responsibility. I kept asking myself why. Why are the Tiaxm on
Raliea? What has the power to control them? Why tamper with those
who cannot be fixed? What has the power to bring them here without
a nexus? Why was I attacked in Vin’re before Daku could stop
everything? What could fool a world with over a billion dragons
watching the world’s every move? Why the Rare Ones picked me and
Daku to be the heart of all this and why my people are being
dragged into a dragon’s conflict? And why the hell they believe the
only way to win is by uniting human and dragon kind as a single
cohesive force when your laws expressedly forbid that kind of
direct contact with a younger species?”

Cage looked at each reptile in his moment of
silence. “And then things began to make sense. Daku is a great
source of information and I learned more from him than anything
from my lone year here on this world. But before I speak what my
mind has figured, tell me one thing, how long has the Heedi Rova
colony, largest and most populated colony of the long Division
Mountains separated themselves from the law and all other colonies
of this world? What made the sixth colony leave?”

“Unsure.” Mox revealed, catching on while all
others were slowly realizing the horrifying conclusions in their
own mind. “It was their time for the challenge of the Rex, as is
held once every hundred cycles. The former Rex was slain, but who
rules the colony now is uncertain. An emissary from Heedi Rova came
to my mate six hundred and ninety three rotations previous this
one, declaring their severance of the whole colony.”

“And Daku, before he disappeared from the
world more than a thousand years ago, said that to his knowledge,
the bulk of the female population of Heedi Rova wanted to abolish
and have the right to bare young whenever they wanted and the males
wanted to fight for their right to sire those young. Has that
changed since he has slept through most of that time?”

“They have only grown more intolerable before
all communication was ended and their territory locked to where
neither can either side cross.”

“Now do you see where I’m going with
this?”

“Indeed.” Mox said grimly.

“I don’t, Dad.” Rena admitted and by judging
expression, more than half didn’t get the whole picture.

Cage sighed and said “Heedi Rova’s
population of dragons outnumber the other five combined by a ratio
of two to one. Likely the coming war the Rare Ones prophesized will
be the combined efforts of dragons working in coordination with the
Laqura Empire. Only dragons have the raw power necessary to take a
Tiaxm and bring it here and I’ve pissed off the empire enough to
want me dead. Heedi Rova had no reason to send those scout class
Tiaxm to kill me, but the empire did after what happened in Bepop.
For six to suddenly show up without any kind of warning means they
were teleported from somewhere. I can’t explain how I know I was
the main target, but I feel it in my gut. When Daku took me to
Twilight we learned the sixth dragon colony separated from the
collective, as is their Rex’s right. If a new Rex rules and wants
to be free to do what they want the only thing in their way are the
five other colonies and in their laws, a planetary war will not be
aided by other dragon occupied planets. If Heedi Rova wins against
the dragons who value the way we live, they will dominate the planet. Vika will likely
attack since her own forces are superior. Combined, we stand no
chance apart. And with Tiaxm now in the mix things grow more
dangerous. Once they get loose and multiply, they will consume
what’s left of this war torn world. And when our allies cannot
fight such numbers, they will either fight to the bitter end or
simply leave this world. And since none of you can survive Jumping
to another planet… well you get the picture.”

The silence was heavy and even the constant
sea breeze seemed to take a deep breath.

“Such is a worst case senario, but if
anything I’ve said has any slight probability, this world will
still be screwed.” Cage stated.

“But devoid of proof there can be no action.
If war is coming, we will not draw first blood.” Mox said. “This
also does not leave, but Gralla privately came to the exact same
conclusion, but not in the same words.”

“Is this true?” Barbav growled in their
native tongue when it was translated. Mox’s silence but burning
onyx eyes spoke more than enough. “Has my Rex been informed?”

“I suspect it was why you were secretly told
to challenge Cage. I’ve known Rex Nattan enough to know it was not
your idea to test the power of an elite warlock who’s ascension
reached fifteen miles. Rex Nattan would not allow anyone weaker
than he to lead any war where our kind might be involved. Gralla
likely voiced this as she has had the most time spent with the
warlock and Ulon and Poli’s observation of him and of events led
her to believe. Only I and the Rex’s know her suspicions. For Cage
to speak of this openly should explain that if two completely
different beings with less than a full rotation as a whole could
reach the same idea, it has merit. I helped train Cage and when he
speaks, I learned to listen. His mind is clear and profound for one
so young. His power impressed you, but his mind and intellect will
likely surpass mine in a thousand cycles. Young One, when we learn
what is hidden, you will see the time you spend with these sapiens,
you will grow. I suggest you think on what his observations and
deductions have made. As General of Fire Mountains, he has warned
you of a likely possibility we face. Do not let it influence your
decision, but do not forget it either. If we learn war comes from
Heedi Rova, you now won’t be unprepared.” Mox said in their
language.

She grunted.

“With that out of the way, how do you all
want to get started?” Cage said and his people chuckled, now
knowing he doesn’t obsess on what cannot be done in the moment.

Ulon stopped acting as translator and said
“The generals wished to understand why the Rare Ones wanted Poli
and me to sever our colony’s ties and be here, Cage Two-legs. Such
has never occurred in our history. They curious… as this word seems
to fit… about the time our three energies combined. We learned
never have our two kinds mixed mana.”

“Well it wasn’t as if we exchanged it inside
ourselves. I’d have a seizure if I took in anyone else’s mana. I
don’t want to happen again… Hey, if they want to see it in action
I’ve got an idea.” Poli grunted for him to go ahead. “Well actually
it was Sean’s idea.”

“Mine?” Sean spoke up.

“Yep. It was when we were bringing Ananna to
meet her grandparents for the first time.” His dad said. “You
wanted to help Daku and others who couldn’t walk on water by
expanding the dock out past the pillars.” Sean realized his idea
inspired his dad and grinned from ear to ear. “Poli, Ulon, now that
I’ve got two now fully mature dragons as friends, I’m going to use
you. Ulon, you’re slightly larger than the average male and weigh
more so it will work out well. The pier is actually a modified
mangrove as it thrives in salty water and is still very much alive.
How about we three widen and extend it out past the pillars so any
visitors can land. I’ll widen and grow the dock. Ulon, you figure
how to use air to support yours and Poli’s combined weight so the
dock won’t sink once the pillars won’t be as effective that far
out. Poli, your task is to spin off long, strong, but supple roots
that will keep the dock from swaying and allow some movement to
ride the waves.”

The silver dragon look at the pier in
question and said “It will be seen as a sign of hospitality for
those unable to keep from falling in the water. But the modified
floating crafts will need a way to pass beneath, a bridge would be
possible where roots could support weight nearer to land while
being deep enough for your crafts.”

“Or use a gate like what is used in Fire
Mountains to divert lava.” Ulon proposed.

Poli shook her large head. “No, the two-legs’
will not have power to open and close on their own. Bridge better.
Less complication.”

“How about high enough to drop and
glide?”

“No.” Cage said and pointed a bit north.
“Keep it simple. I already planned to create a launch platform
where we stood when the tidal wave came. It is near and would offer
plenty of space without disrupting the ecology of the island as it
is relatively void of trees. We can make that later and would ease
how you take off and land.”

“Acceptable.” Mox informed. To the generals
he said “While we learn their secret it would be prudent to learn
of the inhabitants you will associate with. These are not like
other two-legs you’ve associated with and are easily the most
interesting to communicate with.”

The generals grunted and laid on their
bellies while Cage, Ulon and Poli walked across the water to avoid
traffic and got started.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


Plant cells began dividing more than a
billion times per second as they fed on mana instead of sunlight
for photosynthesis. One cell divided a hundred times and those
hundred made another hundred. Under the combined might of two fully
grown dragons and the strongest warlock to have ever lived the pier
grew faster than expected. It began growing so quickly that Quitte
hurried to her boat, the Spear, and began untying it from the dock
with her mates and sailing a bit aside so as to not hurt her
favorite form of recreation. She truly didn’t want to have her boat
so much as scratched. Rin also took the hint and sailed the Dagger
away, but dropped anchor not too far from the action.

The pier widened from twenty to over two
hundred feet, plenty of walking room for two gargantuan reptiles
who walked side by side. Every minute the dock grew further out to
sea and that is what Cage focused on, taking a slow step forward
every thirty or so seconds. Poli and Ulon worked together when
raising the pillars to raise the pier into a bridge with a single
height of over a eighty feet above the watery surface and two
hundred wide before they made the descent and firmly secured the
last eighty feet on thick roots which were made and functioned as
pillars. After that it became more necessary to float the new
wooden road. Ulon made a very complicated series of chambers which
would naturally absorb air or release it depending on the weight
applied while Poli spun off a half dozen securing roots about eight
inches thick for every ten feet that progressed. Railings were
added and branches sprouted all along the way so that green leaves
could continue functioning as a living plant long after they were
through.

Speaking in the Draconian language Cage spoke
without slowing progress. “Poli, I know you are mad about what I
said, but it was necessary.”

The sleek silver beauty sighed heavily before
saying “Why did you speak on private matters before the ancient
ones. They all know our ways and that I cannot become a mother at
this time. It was mortifying.”

“It really wasn’t for them per say, but
for my people who still know so little of your ways. But if there
is one group of humans able to
associate with dragons it is the Utala. Women hold the majority of
power and they outnumber men, much like the colony you and Ulon
told me when I was curious. And from what you said, for every male
hatched, three females do. Only Rex’s pair bond and you yourself
told me that Ulon is rare for a male because you are his only
spirit mate when the average male bonds with three or more females
and therefore has a higher rank. You being a lone pair, unable to
become Rex’s yourselves when he naturally could have one day, are
quite low on the ladder to have children. For the women of my tribe
to understand the major reason for dissent in Heedi Rova, they had
to know someone they can associate with. The women of my tribe are
fond of you, especially how you let the children climb and play on
you. Even Rena loves you. In my absence you’ve made friends of
every woman in the tribe. They didn’t know why you couldn’t make a
child though you’ve lived more than fifty of their lifetimes. I did
what I had to do.

“Had I not, all the women wouldn’t be half as
dedicated as they are now. Their whole society is all about having
children and protecting the tribe and realize Heedi Rova’s methods
are wrong. My tribe would not even think of slaughtering another
tribe just to have more babies, even if it pained their hearts.
They see you as good and kind dragons and want to fight to see you
come home again. When your kind officially go to war, there is
always the chance you wont and my people want to raise the odds
your side upholds, even for their own benefit. They can see that if
Heedi Rova wins and overpopulates Raliea it will only be a matter
of time before humans are seen as a viable food source. Even
without the threat of the Tiaxm, humans wouldn’t stand a chance in
the future. And you know that I would kill a dragon who threatened
my friends and family and that would bring down a full squadron of
reptiles that would whittle me down and finish me off. By speaking
on your inability to have children I manipulated the natural
fearsome motherly instincts of my people to see to it you get your
own child. Many will die and if Hedi Rova falls you get what is
desired because your population will drop.”

Poli was quiet so Ulon spoke. “Do you believe
this outcome to be a plausible reality?”

“Makes sense with all the tiny
fragments put together in this way. Ulon, when you told Daku about
Heedi Rova’s withdraw, he was upset. It takes more than a thousand
years to build up enough mana to pull one Tiaxm and only your kind
has the fortitude to summon one. Less than a dozen humans have that
kind of power, but only Zikon, Vika and one other who has a dragon
for a Familiar. I sure as hell know Zikon isn’t crazy enough to
pull one out. Vika is four thousand years old and possibly has
stored enough or used the collective power of every mage in Laqura
Castle and the third dragon master is an ancient recluse old enough
to remember warlocks, but he has separated himself from the
struggles on Raliea. And that was for one Tiaxm.
Six attacked. Six!” Cage took yet
another step. “What idiot would do that? Unless they summoned two
and were breeding them like cattle. Three quarters of dragons alive
remember what the Tiaxm are capable of. Only the young and foolish
or the insane would tempt fate with something so uncontrollable.
The icing on the cake are the Rare Ones who have seen the future
somehow and even they know deep down that if the way things are
remain the same, that we will all lose.” Cage grinned. “I can’t
wait for the fight coming our way. I’ll finally get to play against
more worthy adversaries. Outnumbered, outmatched… what more fun
could I ask for!”

Ulon and Poli looked to each other and
chuckled in their own way. “Incorrigible little mammal.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment, Poli.” Cage
laughed. They now stood almost three quarters from the skull
pillars. “By the way, how did your week go? Learn anything
new?”

“We did.” Ulon responded in a voice akin to
an avalanche. “My full size and potential is marginally greater
than General Barbav’s and my physical power is equal to Rex Shrral
of the southern glacial colony. Mox Shadowscales determined I am
sixteenth most powerful dragon in terms of raw power on this world.
But in terms of multiple casting I can make and hold eight hundred
and sixteen spells, eleven more than any living dragon in the
universe to our current knowledge.”

“And I am fastest among fully mature.” Poli
revealed. “I am small for a female, but my wings are large. Two
rotations ago I bested the fastest in both direct speed and aerial
avoidance.”

“And it seems your sex life has grown.” Cage
said and in the Draconian language they understood every
context.

“I am joyous to have Ulon as my lone mate. He
made me submissive and mounted me for many hours. His size is the
envy of other females who know his sire line can be traced back to
the first immortal. One rotation in the future I will lay many eggs
for him.” She purred and Ulon hummed pleasurably.

“Yeah, but just don’t kill him. I saw how you
bit him deeply.”

Poli gave a great shrug. “He likes it when I
draw blood. His thrusts are more dominating that way and it makes
me feel loved only I get the pleasure he offers.”

This time all three laughed.

Nearly an hour passed as they grew the wide
bridge out beyond the skull pillars. Cage said “Now we need to make
a landing pad wide enough for four dragons of Ulon’s size to
comfortably fit. I’ll do that, but it will be harder to secure it
as the sea floor is over a mile deep out here beyond the reef’s
drop off.”

“I know how to keep it from moving.” Ulon
said. “Poli, take this and make the landing wards.” He handed over
an oval crystal of perfect clarity, about a foot wide and four
inches thick.

“What are landing wards?” Cage inquired as
the two hundred foot wide wooden road began to flair out and would
eventually become a large circle.

They worked and simultaneously carried on a
casual conversation as if the magic was doing everything on its
own. Poli said “Emergencies. If one is injured or weak on magic,
wards will activate and safely catch the one landing. If a fierce
storm blows or endangers landing, it will safely catch and set us
down. It works much like when you fall from great heights and get
safely surrounded by magic, but this will be more powerful. It will
catch and slow even the greatest of speeds and objects up to eight
hundred tons. It will me more efficient here, where water will also
cushion weight.”

“Got it.” He admitted as over half now was
finished.

In ten minutes the landing platform was
complete. The gem sat in the very center of the circle and took a
primary charge by the three of them. Ulon altered some color into
the beige wood for contrast and to aid depth perception the gem
though constantly glowed skyward at all times like a lighthouse for
flyers. At the edges there were four places boats could dock
safely. When all was settled Cage sent a spell and passed the
island’s wards to create a black ball so his voice could carry to
the beach. “We’re done, but we need to test the weight capacity.
Generals, Mox, it will be a tight fit with eight dragons crowded on
a four dragon approved landing pad, but if you’ll be so kind as to
join us, it will be more effective to test.”

All the dragons allowed this and in a few
minutes each one of them squeezed tightly. Under their full and
combined weight the platform still had eight inches before
submerging. “Terrific. If it can hold all eight of you, four will
be no sweat.”

“I will try the landing wards now.” Poli said
and surrounded herself in a pure silver light before being sighted
high above. Everyone cleared the area, all using a thin cushion of
air beneath their feet to be seen seemingly standing on water. Poli
dropped straight down, her body streamlined while her wings moved
the air around faster, making her mass speed up to deadly velocity.
Cage felt a gradual rise in magic from the platform sensing the
incoming traveler and sighed. It tingled stronger and stronger as
it was put through a serious test. Without the tingle crawling over
his skin he would have been worried such a sudden deceleration
would destroy her. And just in the event of a problem, Ulon readied
numerous spells to ensure the safety of his true love.

A beam of silver light surrounded the silver
dragon, as she was the creator of the spell and influenced the
color, and it safely slowed her dangerous drop. She let it take
full control, acting injured. The light cradled her and positioned
her on her side before laying her gently in the center and ending
the spell. She rolled right back to all fours with a giddy grin.
“It works. Let us return and relax.” She walked along the
reinforced hard wood strong enough not to scratch beneath sharp
talons.

Moving in a line, they all utilized the new
bridge.

After giving their passwords to the skull
illusion Barbav spoke. “We have determined the process in which you
combined power. It has been long since I’ve heard of such a rare
ability. It is a gift in beings with total trust in one another.
What you three did was, without intention or realization, you
released mana from your bodies, but kept it from dissipating too
much without a container. Proximity is key to the talent and the
power that can be achieved. When you release your inner power, it
mixes, much like weaker humans do when combining the same spell
into one to make it stronger, but you do it a bit differently. You
can mold spells from outside your bodies that has mixed and
regulate who requires the most at any given moment. It is why you
three are not tired. The efficiency is quite astounding. Mixing
dragon and warlock mana and breaking down roles to achieve the same
goal is quite difficult.” She then said something none were
expecting. “If it can be duplicated with the human sorceress with
the feline I will likely need to learn the human language. If we
agree when all is done I will bond with her if our power mixes. She
seems quite capable and does spells that are difficult to follow,
some so subtle I would not have noticed if I had not always kept
her close.”

“Yeah, Granny is a sneaky old woman. And
don’t underestimate Frill for that matter. That old cat is skilled
and will tear you a new asshole if you underestimate him. She would
be an ideal choice for you Barbav. From fighting all three of you,
I know it will be a good match. She is skilled in subtly and
defense while Frill won’t rest till he takes down his prey and your
offensive tactics would do well with what I’ve seen her do.
Compared to most, she is one woman not to be miscalculated, like
you.”

“Flattery from a warlock? Never had I
thought to live to see such a rotation.” Barbav said in
almost genuine shock.

“And sarcasm from a hardass general too!”

Their group enjoyed a legitimate moment of
humor.

At the beach Barbav separated from the others
and walked straight up to Megdline and began talking. Frill’s ears
perked before shifting his slit yellow eyes back to his faithful
companion. “She says she wishes to discuss something private with
us alone.”

The sorceress stood and brushed dry sand off
her backside and gestured for the blue general to follow as they
left the area.

“Where are they going?” Moril first
asked.

“To see about a test.” Cage shrugged as he
patted Daku’s shoulder when he came up beside and bumped his hip.
“Sean, you sure had a great idea. Now we won’t need to bring out
any boats if a visitor comes and lose certain advantages. And we
can still sail in and out without much hassle. And there are some
games we can play with by using the bridge.”

At hearing ‘play’ Sean’s ears perked along
with Rena and the younger adults. “Like what, Dad?”

Cage grinned. “Since today has been agreed as
a day of getting to know one another, I’ll show you. You guys are
going to love it.” He looked to the gathered children who were
allowed out when Moril got the word from each general that no harm
would come to curious children. “Come on. Daku, you too. You get
first ride.” The griffin lifted a furry white brow.

They sprinted back down the pier, followed by
a horde of giggling youth hell bent on catching Cage an Daku. The
ascent peak the peak of the bridge didn’t wind the eager and proud
little warriors in training. Some laughed and pushed each other,
but quieted when Cage had all of them gathered. “Now listen up!
This bridge is also a waterslide. If you look closely, the wood has
lines which channel the water to either side for safety purposes.
If we had to come up, we won’t slip and slide down if it is
currently raining. But for days like today that is dry” Cage walked
to the railing and lifted the branches to reveal a pair of hand
pumps to suck the water from down below. “Four can slide down at
any time so long as you pump these levers to soak the chute. And
don’t worry about getting hurt, you won’t slide out or hit the
leaves and branches so long as you slide flat or sit up. If you
stand you will hurt and likely kill yourself, so don’t try it. And
unless you pair up to slide together, do not slide down when
someone hasn’t gotten out. Take turns.” Cage began pumping the
lever and gallons of seawater came gushing from the spout and
soaking the long way down. “Daku, you get first honors.”

“Test subject? You want me to try and if I
break my neck you know I won’t die?”

“Pretty much.”

The griffin shook his head while chuckling.
“Fair enough. The high slope seems more than adequate. If I’m
unharmed I’ll fly back here and want to challenge you to a
race.”

Daku didn’t wait for a reply as he lunged
forward with a laugh, folding his arms and looked like a white
spear as he went beak first. Water sprayed his eyes, so he closed
an inner eyelid, but the thrill was exquisite. Sunlight filtering
through the leaves gave it a tube-like feel and made the slide seem
even faster. Then in a few too short seconds the angle smoothed and
the gathered water made him skip like a stone and salty water shot
up his nostrils. The speed came to a stop and he stood, forcing it
out with a fearsome sneeze. The burn was minor as he looked at how
the excess water flowed out through a grate at the very end, having
slats that no child could accidently fall through. He stepped
through the foliage, soaked, but excited. Powerful wings spread and
he flew back to the crowd of humans. “That was thrilling, but next
time I will not go down the same way. Where did this idea come
from?”

“Poli.” Cage admitted and heads turned to see
the silver female eagerly and attentively watching activities. She
gave a small wave, which in her case wasn’t small at all. It was
her credit and she had to be acknowledged. “Back on Valagax they
made use of nearly every piece of constructed material for one
purpose or another and in colonies, they have smooth slides to have
a bit of fun that run from the peaks of gigantic mountains. She
wanted to share that with everyone. I have to admit I’m a bit
jealous to not have thought of it first, but this is her gift to
everyone.” He looked around. “So, who wants to pump the water for
Daku’s challenge against me?”

Hands shot up.

In the end, Daku won the race, but it was
close. As they climbed out they met most of the tribe who were as
eager as the children coming down, each one screaming with delight.
Some girls even shrieked… well… like girls. Smiles were bright and
genuine. One after another, after another slid, utilizing all four
slopes, two made on either side. The funniest moment of the day was
when Elder Shania kicked Metak in the butt and sent the eldest of
the tribe down. She was right behind, smiling with a perfect teeth
that had been magically re-grown at both delight and smugly forcing
her long time mate down the incline.

It was a day of merriment and getting to know
the visitors. That and seeing Shorty slide down butt first with his
love situated in his lap. Bryan’s four looked like a human sled
team as they challenged Eoin and his five.

Meanwhile, as for the colorful giants, they
were highly amused, enjoying the laughter, but Mox was preoccupied
reading the highly detailed report of Cage’s personal experiences
and plausible theories on how Tohka’s circumstance came about.

Megdline, Frill and Barbav joined festivities
after missing the morning hours and arrived in the mid afternoon.
Apparently they tried mixing power and had little success, but it
was more than enough to the general to further practice, since
dragons had endless patience. The sorceress though seemed
invigorated to try something completely new, but apparently Barbav
hadn’t told her what would happen if there was success. And since
the two magic casters just met, they didn’t have the level of trust
Cage had with Ulon and Poli and therefore it seemed that they had
work to do.

 


Back home it was late, but the whole family
sat in the living room. Instead of one large sofa, the greater size
now held three, one facing the fire directly while the other two
were grown perpendicular to the first, but made it look like an
unfinished square. The sofas also had a new ability. Pull a lever
in the side and it becomes a recliner. The legs were long and
padded while extended. Cage was very comfortable as Brooke and
Tohka used either thigh as a pillow while Meeka lay outstretched
between his legs with her head firmly and comfortably content on
his lower belly. Every now and then she would hum a new song when
one of the women would kiss her shoulder.

On the other sofa rested Rena as she cared
for her slumbering sister curled up on her chest. Sean lounged on
the remaining with Daku curled up by the armrest, fast asleep. Sean
though was working on the finishing touches on his wolf pelt fur.
At the moment he was checking the stitches which made it
circular.

The comfortable silence of the crackling fire
came to an end as Meeka tilted her head back and her gorgeous blue
eyes looked up at him. Sensing a question coming, Brooke and Tohka
rolled onto their bare backs. “My Love, something bothers me.”

“What might that be, Babe?”

“This war sounds very bad, but you’ve not
spoken to us of it. It made me angry that you would hide such from
us, but you have your reasons. Always you do and I trust you. You
have a knack for being right too often.” She said while rubbing his
hard calf muscles slowly and he enjoyed it. “But my confusion is
this. If the bad dragons and the empire clearly out number we down
here, two entire nations, why the Tiaxm? If they are so dangerous
and surely some dragons know just how much, why? Why go through all
the trouble? You told us about the rage that overcame you and about
a foul smell no one else could detect. You said Daku and Dragons
also have it, but why have dragons not destroyed them if you want
to kill them so badly?”

He sighed and caught Daku’s eye crack
before closing again. “Meeka, I just don’t know everything, but
that is my best guess as a
worse case scenario. My blood stirs even as we rest and Daku says
he feels it too, something about our connection and my being a
warlock. The name war in warlock isn’t coincidence. Somehow I feel
a great war is coming and I want to be a part of it and fight those
who can’t understand what life really means. I’m going to actually
have fun killing, something you know I enjoy, but only for those
that need the killing. This won’t be a fight, but war. War is
something you dread as a healer, which I can understand. Tohka
thinks the same, but Brooke is looking forward to killing a bunch
of idiots.” Brooke beamed and Tohka took Meeka’s hand, but none
looked from him. “I didn’t say anything because you would worry
needlessly and if I told either of you, you would have told her
anyway.” Then they glanced to each other before admitting the truth
of it with a simple nod. “You three have no secrets from one
another and I can take you being angry at me, but not at each
other. I only spoke my mind today because the tribe needs to know
what will be faced this Fall and also that the generals realize we
understand the gravity of what will be faced. Besides, it’s already
too late to keep quiet how you and Tohka will be partnered with
Poli while Brooke pairs with Ulon. Even if the Rare Ones hadn’t
showed up it would have happened. Ulon took a shine to you.” He
told Brooke. “He once privately told me when he heard you speak
that you would have made a fine dragon. And you two are so much
like Poli it’s hard to forget the difference in species.” Meeka and
Tohka looked questioningly. “She doesn’t like conflict, but will
stand her ground if pushed. She’s timid and filled with caring and
tenderness. Also she is a quick healer. She likely won’t be in the
thick of any battles, but knowing Ulon, he won’t think twice,
especially if Brooke’s on his back goading him on.”

“You know me too well, Cage Love.” Brooke
crooned.

“I wouldn’t be worthy of having three sensual
women and have their respect if all they wanted was great sex. And
you know I wouldn’t take an airheaded woman as a mate. You would
kill her or kick her out of bed.” Brooke bit her lip to keep from
laughing and startling Ananna. “But back to the topic at hand. The
problem is, I don’t know how everything connects. There are too
many maybes. Maybe the dragons are being blackmailed or coerced.
All that is certain is you and Meeka were there and saw the Tiaxm
with your own two eyes. Why they were sent so randomly, thereby
raising suspicion as to who brought them, whether it was a whim or
a ploy… Well I just don’t have that kind of information or spy
network. All I can be assured of is the Rex’s I’ve met would never
do what Heedi Rova is planning. Whoever this new Rex is has the
power to make the rules and if they have any connection to Vika…
well many more are going to die. If the Tiaxm are released and our
dragons caught a whiff, they will make it their sole mission to
destroy every last one and breathe fire to truly kill the
regenerative pests. If that happens, our dragons will be more
exposed, thereby creating an opening for Heedi Rova’s forces to
utilize a strategic advantage. It would be a decisive victory.
Dragons as a whole do not see humans as much of a threat, but even
they know that the withdraw of the colony two years ago was just a
precursor to an inevitable war. They know it. It was almost
impossible, but the generals’ stony expression told me that they
were already making precautions. Either the Tiaxm will be loosed in
the war or will escape as soon as it breaks out and attention is
diverted. Either way, there are too many threats to go about this
without uniting.

“The dragons made a mistake long ago with a
second sentient species that went extinct long before griffins and
humans ever came about and they blamed themselves for what
happened, but then with the Tiaxm they were too separated and an
even worse fate occurred than total extinction. Soulless creatures
came about that are damn tough to kill. They’ve been living a fine
line, but they need to understand that knowledge is power and
separation leads to animosity and there is no power equal to what
they possess. If they applied what happened and lived along side us
as friends and not ancient guides, they wouldn’t have to feel so
lonely in the universe. Just look at how Ulon and Poli have changed
while I was away and you all stuck together. They speak almost
correctly in this language. Even Gralla doesn’t mix words half as
much. They are actually making friends to people who can’t use
their own mana and are better for it. Change is needed for
evolution. Otherwise stagnation occurs. Change is growth and the
Rare Ones gave a damn good warning that things need to do so. If
this world is pivotal to the known universe, we need to stand
together.”

“You sounded like a king just then.” Meeka
mused and settled down. “I’m not mad anymore.”

 


Undetected by Cage’s hearing, five pairs of
eyes turned to one another. The five generals had gathered at the
base of the waterfall, cloaked in stealth magics which hid them
completely in the darkness and locked any sounds from escaping
while standing on a cushion of air to not make the ground tremble.
Sounds though could enter and they heard his every word. “His logic
is sound.” One growled at last. Another added “We all sensed the
conflict coming before the Rare Ones spoke seven rotations ago. Our
blood burns with fire again and not since the Stronghold has it
come upon me so strongly.”

Barbav sighed mightily. “Did you mistranslate
any part of his words?”

“No, she has done exemplary.” Another said in
defense of the beige general.

“General Barbav, what is on your mind? You
already know our thoughts and had them confirmed by the warlock
above us. He does not even know we are here.”

“For the eldest race, change is difficult.”
Barbav admitted. “I have not seen a human in six hundred cycles and
that was only a glimpse. For the first time in our history we five
will be responsible for the fate of our race. We must look to the
future, beyond what might occur within this cycle. Look at what
happened when warlocks and griffins were bound. Their
self-destructive natures led to the end of the griffins, the most
unique species we’ve ever encountered, now down to a single male
with no chance of recovery. What if after several thousand cycles
we end up…”

“My old friend, we were at fault ten thousand cycles ago. We
betrayed White King Daku. It was we
who managed to send every warlock and bonded griffin to
Earth. We again killed an
entire race. And if the prediction comes to pass, we will sacrifice
an entire world with another sentient species to become fodder.
More than eighty eight percent of this world’s human population
cannot even conceivably survive a Jump to another world. Maybe five
percent could be assured. And they are sentient although they
cannot consciously tap into themselves. This planet will be doomed
to a cruel fate and many of those who die will become ghosts and
only one being in the universe can heal that kind of damage. And we
have not the time for him to breed more warlocks. Even if we left
and took him, his females wouldn’t survive and we would have one
deadly being be our enemy and if the white king favored his
Summoner’s wrath, the outcome would be just as bad.” Xamii voiced
herself clearly. “We know the Tiaxm are here. I smelled the taint
in Vin’re as soon as my mother returned and sent me for proof.
Cage’s logic is sound and that female that stabbed me made an
excellent demonstration. Personally I want her.” The general
grinned. “She is tenacious and had no fear as she stabbed me. Never
has a human tempted the death of the body so brazenly. And she is
intelligent. I spoke to her and her mates for an hour and though
she has not been taught about many subjects, she is a fierce hunter
and fighter. She loves and guides. I too have had little contact
with these primates, Barbav, but I see now they have immense
potential.”

“Your decision is final then, Xamii?” The
most ancient blue general on Raliea spoke.

“It is. I will wait though to bind the female
to me until you see the sorceress is a worthy one to be bound. My
instincts scream to bind immediately before any preemptive attacks
come from our northern colony. Even if binding has minimal
advantage, it is an advantage nonetheless. This Moril could
actually save my life, especially if what she did this morning ever
came to pass. My attention could stay focused if my trust in her to
guard my lower spine is there.” Then she added one last statement
to drive her point home. “It was an effective tactic during the
nexus war. I remember warlocks on my back in the last fifteen
cycles who would secretly drop on the enemy from above so that when
the Tiaxm sensed their magic it was too late. It was an invaluable
tactic and the northern colony likely won’t expect us to bind with
humans who have yet to reach full potential.”

“Your argument will be taken under
advisement.” Barbav said in an official manner which meant more
than placating her fellow warriors. She meant it. “When the star
rises again I’ll spend the day with the one known as Megdline and
Frill. If she can become proficient enough to cast spells through
my greater power I will consider the bond. Speak this to Mox for I
wish not to be disturbed and when I do return I want your objective
opinions on what we agreed upon.”

The other four grunted and marveled at the
paradise beneath them. The flowers seemed to glow under the
reflected light of the full moon.

 


The two hour sleep came to an end as an orb
of soft white light sprang into their bedroom. After it appeared it
began flicking in code. ‘Boat approaching from north. Slowing down.
Pink light glowing at front. Magic.’ Then the ball repeated the
message and Cage got up to touch a crystal fragment imbedded in the
door and sent weak pulses of magic replying ‘Thank’s Hammit.’

Light returned. ‘I’m Killeo.’

‘My mistake, Killeo. Thank you for the
warning. How far till they reach the dock?’

‘No more than twenty minutes.’ And that was
the end of their conversation.

With a smile on his face he returned to the
bed and saw only Meeka sitting up as she was roused by the light.
Immediately she asked “She’s arrived?”

“Seems that way.”

“Love’s, the fertility healer is here.” Meeka
nudged her satisfied mates. They both groaned as they had barely
gotten two hours of rest too and already predawn was arriving.

It didn’t take long for her words to sink in
and their tiredness vanished. Brooke leapt out of bed saying “I
need to hit the head first.” liking how it sounded.

“Me next.” Tohka said and waited her turn
before slipping in while Brooke brushed her shoulder length
hair.

Soon all of them cleaned up and shone in his
eyes and Daku said “Go on ahead. I’ll tend the cubs.” as he poked
his beak through an open window.

“Thank you.” Meeka said as she kissed him on
the beak after sliding on her bracelet. They geared up as Utala,
but Cage went commando, needing nothing else.

Once on the board, Cage chuckled. “I bet
those sailors are pissing themselves.”

“Why?” Tohka asked.

“Because one of the stationed soldier dragons
is standing on the platform, holding them from docking. He’s triple
the size of the sailboat.” He chuckled.

“Then go faster.” Brooke said and got her
wish.

Cage dropped his girls off on the peak of the
bridge with several of the elders who were already awake and were
surrounded by hunters. Three or four warriors were running and
gathering behind the skull pillars while a dozen stood beside the
cobalt dragon glaring.

The warlock flew down and landed right in
front of the bulky soldier. Immediately his black eyes locked on
the witch and that of a visibly shaking crew of ten sailors gawking
at the great beast. Cage stretched an arm and a bright green ramp
appeared, connecting the boat to the pier. The witch calmly said
“Thank you gentlemen for sailing me. Dock in Miot until I send a
summons to retrieve me.” She then casually walked alone down the
ramp wearing a tight blue robe that emphasized her round, child
birthing hips, a plunging neckline revealed a large bosom of milky
white skin. She appeared young and in the prime of womanhood, maybe
eighteen to twenty. Out of all the robes Cage has seen, hers was
the most provocative. But next to Utala, she was greatly
overdressed. As soon as she landed on the platform, the ramp
disappeared. In a whisper Cage said in Draconian “Soldier, send the
boat on its merry way.”

“My pleasure.” Came the deep rumble and the
ship magically spun around and was pushed faster than any wind
could move a boat. The sails were immediately lowered and fattened
with wind over two miles away. Then the soldier said “The
approaching female has a poisoned blade on her inner thigh, but has
no dangers I can detect in her space altered pockets.”

Cage sent his power and said “The poison is
weak but fast acting. It would be dangerous for a child, but
against an adult it would merely put them asleep.”

The dragon said “I negated the poison’s
effect anyway. I will know if she attempts to return or strengthen
its properties.” With that the dragon walked away and followed the
boat to make sure they didn’t stick around.

The witch was direct and Cage immediately
liked her. “I know one of you stripped the potion from my blade. It
is merely for my own protection. Nevertheless, I would like to
begin my duties. My account already has the required gold for this
preliminary day. Your aide is very prompt. Who shall be my primary
patient?”

“My mate, Tohka.” He replied and looked to
the warriors. “She only carries a knife and will be constantly
monitored by me.” Spears relaxes at his promise and the group
turned around.

The witch critically said “That lance is too
large to be healthy for a woman to mount. If the woman is shorter
than I, I will recommend you reduce the size and girth so you will
do no damage.”

“Tohka is the shortest of my mates, but she
is five foot eleven. My other two are both six. All Utala are tall
and sturdy. The shortest grown woman is five foot eight, and the
tallest man is six foot three. Only one other is taller than me,
but we weren’t born Utala.”

“Then it is marginally safe to not do harm,
but once they get pregnant you cannot fully sheathe yourself, maybe
half at most. Your lance is naturally that size by what I can tell,
but why have you mutilated it?”

“To reduce the constant need to clean
it and it is called being circumcised. It was done to me as a baby
after I was found. Also it increases pleasure without the extra
skin. As you can see, I’ve done it for all my tribal brothers and
their mates couldn’t be happier. Now most females
like using their mouths to harden
their man for if not regularly cleaned, the stink is not looked
forward to, but now it is gone and they reach orgasm much more
frequently.” He returned directly and she looked closely at each
man’s phallus.

“It has potential, but does it increase
pleasure for both?”

One of the female warriors said “It does. I
now get pleasure from sucking my man’s lance as well as his
vitality increased. The only ones to hesitate are these brothers.”
Fredrick and his men blanched.

“Then I will need to mount a lance to fully
understand these benefits.”

“My mate will be willing, but I do not permit
you to bare his child.”

“Agreed.” The witch said as they walked. To
the nearest man she asked “How was the extra skin removed?”

“Cage Brother made it glow blue and the
excess fell away without pain.”

“I did it when I was bored this winter. When
my mates spoke of my prowess every one of my brothers asked to have
the same done when their women begged to have it for themselves.
Where I’m from it is normally done as a baby and by a sharp blade.
Magic sure is beneficial. Without it none of them would dare have
had it done.” Cage smirked.

“Then when I rest for the night I will learn
all there is to know about a circumcision, but I need to know if it
hinders reproduction?”

The men and women laughed. One though quipped
“If anything, it makes more seed.”

It wasn’t long till the group met at the peak
of the bridge. The witch began the conversation “I know the ways of
the Utala from research. My only business is with my clients. Lead
me somewhere private I may stay. I will not interfere in your
affairs nor will I interrupt or approach any children. Once my
business is complete and I’m sure the clients have the best chance
to have babies or, if the clients state so, I will wait and make
sure the baby takes root and still leave. I brought my own food and
drink so as to not burden you.”

“Then we will take you to be accommodated. A
warrior” Moril stated as leader. “will be placed near at all times
both for your protection and ours. If you use magic on any child or
other not being Cage and his mates, you will be killed if specific
permission is not granted.”

“So we are agreed. I will get started right
away. Where…”

“We are Cage’s mates.” Meeka gestured to the
three of them. “And Tohka is the one you must see first.”

“Then you and Lord Cage must come and sit
with me first. I will be with the two of you later.” She said to
Meeka and Brooke.

“This way.” One warrior pointed to the
elder’s tree. The tribe dispersed at the beach, but Cage and Tohka
followed the witch while Meeka spent spare time checking on her
people. Brooke meanwhile sat and spoke with her sisters about
events and what her man said in the night.

Brooke watched as the four vanished behind
the door and said to her sisters “I hope nothing is wrong for Tohka
and if there is, that something can be done.”

Lanna rubbed her small bump of her belly.
“You don’t need to worry. Now that Cage’s balls can work right you
and your sister-mates will be with child very soon. Just do not
become pregnant too soon and be in Zanza’s condition when we go
warring.” Eyes shifted to the warrior with the obviously swollen
tummy. “By that time I won’t be able to kill the stupid men for
either my child remains in me or it would be too soon to part after
the birth.”

Zanza said “But if you do make a new life we
will all be happy, Brooke Sister. Your family needs more children.
When we survive this war I want to see you surrounded you
babies.”

“And grandbabies.” Lanna quipped. “My only
son has got it in his head he wants Rena as his mate when she
becomes a woman.”

Zanza snickered. “He will need to know my two
sons want her too.”

“They have a lot of work to do.” Brooke
grinned. “As they are now, it will be Sean who takes her as his
when he becomes chieftain. They are not blood so it won’t be wrong,
but at the moment he doesn’t see her sexually. He is too young and
doesn’t know who his true spirit mate is, but he practices each day
with his dad. Compared to the other youth, he is second strongest.
Rena is the first. Her skills are worthy for a priestess and when
she matures she will be stronger than I… I hope.”

Moril sat down with the circle of women. “He
will have to defeat me when that time comes. I will not have Rena
be mated to a lesser chieftain and I believe she will surpass all
but her dad one day, in fighting prowess. The boys will find her
hard to defeat once she reaches full maturity. As it is, Sean’s
constant need to better himself is more dedicated than the other
boys. Such is why he is now the youngest man. At ten years of age,
it was a remarkable feat. Few could fend off a hungry alpha wolf
without being scratched and surprised.”

Brooke grinned and boasted “My family is
strong.”

And just as the sun peeked over the horizon
there came a thump that shook the ground silently. Heads spun till
noticing four dragons. Ulon, Poli, the green and yellow generals
right in front of them. The huge rosy male said “Is that the
two-leg witch I sense with Cage and Tohka Two-legs?”

Moril stood. “Yes, Ulon. You are all up
early.”

Xamii said “Slept we have not. Pondering
proceedings we have. Mox Shadowscales and two generals study
writings Cage Two-legs provided. Barbav Sapphirescales is with
Megdline Two-legs and Frill Four-legs.”

“What are these proceedings?” The chief asked
as those waking came over to listen.

“To learn why Rare Ones clearly wanted unity
by those leading. Our knowledge says you two-legs get sick when
flying.”

“Only when we are new to the experience.”
Moril explained. “Daku has been so kind in allowing most of us to
fly with him. Some did have sickness, but we Utala adapt swiftly.
The only hardship we have not overcome is sailing over water.
Flying is enjoyable when you know you won’t fall off and be
killed.”

“Immune, are you?” The yellow general Xamii
asked.

“Not exactly, but I’m more comfortable with
heights. I’ve flown on Daku’s back more than most. Brooke and her
mates have had the most time and Brooke had a great fear of
heights. Now she enjoys it, knowing she won’t die if she fell.”

“So wards aid less sickness?”

“If you know you won’t die if you fell,
wouldn’t you feel better?” Moril reversed.

“Consider this conversation I will. Ulon
Rosescales, you know what to do.” She said and both generals
dropped on their bellies, arching their long necks.

The huge male stepped forward. “Brooke
Two-legs, if the Rare Ones’ prophecy is true then you are my
partner. You have become friend, my first in a non-magical
individual. Your fierceness makes you mine, but generals want to
see why. They will test us this day and see how we cooperate.”

Brooke placed a hand on her hip while another
gripped the handle of a tomahawk. “What must I do, Friend?”

“Climb. We will do a dragon exercise all
soldiers know. It is good you have not consumed nutrition yet. It
will be beneficial. Then the generals’ will create tests for the
two of us. Nothing lethal, but pain might result.”

“Alright. Would you prefer we begin now?” He
grunted and she walked right up to his upturned hand, crawled up in
it and hopped off on his hindquarters. Brooke walked straight to a
large spike between his great wings and wrapped an arm around it.
“What next?”

In answer she felt her feet get magically
stuck to the smooth yet rough scales as he walked away from
everyone. Both arms held on as he reared up on his hind legs, bent
at the knees and suddenly shot almost straight up. His wings
slammed down, further increasing the launch from the ground. He
angled almost level with the ground, but made way for outside the
reef and all the protection. It wasn’t long before they were
extremely high up when he said “We begin.”

Ulon roared mightily and his head went down,
the body following. The increase of speed allowed him to snap out
his wings and roll, flip, make hard turns. Loops and complex
maneuvers showed off that despite his enormous size he was able to
do the impossible. Brooke forced herself to hold on with one arm
and not allow fear to settle in. She not only held on she began to
understand what he was showing her. Ulon was revealing how he would
fight, how he could and would outmaneuver an opponent. It reminded
her of how Cage would fight nothing but air. Ulon was shadow
fighting. She could almost imagine another reptile coming in to
bite his neck and he would arch it and follow through with a twist
so that his hands could tear through scales and flesh. No longer
was her heart hammering with fear, but battle. She then realized
she had pulled out one Tomahawk to yell “Don’t hold back, Ulon!
Show me everything!”

His response came through action as he became
faster and more ferocious. Brooke’s stomach bounced around,
sometimes in her throat and others at her feet. She was glad she
hadn’t eaten because despite her best efforts, she was queasy. Ulon
was a mighty force and the difficult movement and complex maneuvers
lasted close to an hour before fatigue began to settle.

When he leveled out one of the stationed
reptilian soldiers suddenly appeared with a great roar and Ulon
returned the challenging noise. Brooke’s eyes widened in fear, but
was unable to say anything. Ulon slammed his wings down, barely
dodging the attack, but slapped his long tail like a whip that
struck the attacker’s wing, splitting a good fifteen feet of flesh
out of the membrane, but it healed in a second as if nothing
happened. Brooke knew this was what the generals’ had in store for
a test, likely seeing how she would react after all the work he did
and the fatigue accumulated.

Ulon shot higher, trying to gain the
advantage against the more experienced elder. Brooke knew that at
the moment it was up to her. Ulon was tiring physically. So far not
one bit of magic was done. She got up the nerve to yell “Ulon, use
me! Do that move you used to dodge a neck attack where you claw out
the back, but instead drop me! If I drop from too high my emeralds
will make magic he will sense. You can’t win in your
condition.”

“Then it will be done. Leap and fall off my
back. We will use you as a ploy to draw him in.” Her feet became
unstuck and she didn’t hesitate to run down his back and jump
without fear. She had done it a hundred times off the cliff of
their home so she trusted the wards in the hidden emeralds of her
leather wrapped handles.

She screamed in a terrified way, playing up
the scene. She heard Ulon roar in fright, also acting and in a few
seconds she was gripped by massive hands. She held on, drawling her
second tomahawk in preparation. Between the cracks of scaly fingers
holding her like a bird in a pen, she noticed the soldier took the
bait and came in to capitalize on what would be a sure victory. She
couldn’t keep her footing and knew it was time when her partner
gave a massive jerk and his hand opened.

Brooke rolled painfully into a spike and bit
back a yelp as hot blood nearly scalded her skin. She held still
while she watched several feet deep gashes heal on the back of the
attacker. When the blue light died, flesh and scales were whole
once more. Buckets of blood remained, but she was silent. She
carefully got up and found Ulon trying to get away and noticed the
faint illusion of herself clutching his spine. It almost made her
laugh.

Hunting instincts took over and she crawled
forward one spike at a time and timed jumps when Ulon paused to
attack, further creating a distraction and perfect opportunity. In
about a minute she stood between two horn spikes and bent her
knees. She leapt and twisted in a move honed from dancing and hit a
hard bone right in front of a suddenly surprised eye as large as
she is and before it could react she twirled her arms and sliced
through the sensitive organ four times before jumping away.

Suddenly Ulon appeared in an instant Jump
right below. His great maw clamped down on the soldier’s neck,
teeth buried to the gums while a hand grabbed Brooke and closed
around her. Intense fire was cut off as Ulon closed the airway. He
planted both clawed feet on the other’s ribs and shoved off,
opening his mouth without separating the head from the body.

Things slowed almost to a stop when Brooke
could see again and the soldier hovered in front, his eye, neck and
ribs glowing bright blue. Beside him were the green and yellow
generals. “Display of first battle showed trust and skill.” Xamii
said. “Diversion tactic succeeded in mock battle. Excellent balance
and creating the opening for Ulon to finish off. Brooke Two-legs,
how will you succeed against three elders using magic?” In answer
she held up her tomahawks. “Prove it.”

Suddenly hundreds of balls came into being,
all launched at her and Ulon. “What is going on?” She asked when
all began striking an invisible wall just outside his snout. She
noticed the pink stone called tourmaline glowing and twinkling.

“The three attack. They have applied a
combined shield around themselves.” He responded from his extra
magical sense since the flashes are so blindingly bright.

“Ulon, their shield, is it like Cage’s?”

“Clarify.” He said calmly, not worried about
any massive spells breaking through.

“Um… when I cut his eye, was his shield the
same? Could I jump on them again? Cage likes to fight as his
opponents do. If he doesn’t use magic I can cut him…”

“I understand now, Brooke Two-legs. One
moment… Yes, they left that kind of opening. No magic may pass
their shield, but they will see you coming and I for this, cannot
move.”

Her mind worked furiously before coming up
with “You do not have to. If you can make so many spells at one
time then fight back by attacking from every angle. Surround me in
one of your spells, but just before your spell comes in contact,
release me and I’ll slip right through… how high will I fall?”

“Ten feet. The barrier isn’t large, but it is
powerful. Your suggestion will work. At that drop, the wards Cage
Two-legs implanted won’t activate. I’m now blocking their magic
from sensing us. It will further mask your approach. Ready?”

Brooke simply glared and was completely
surrounded in pink light. She couldn’t see, but she felt the
acceleration send her up. It vanished just as suddenly and she fell
from about a dozen feet. She landed on the green ones back and
rolled. Surrounding them were hundreds of pink attacks being
stopped by an invisible force. She made three steps before the
green general said “That is far enough, Brooke Two-legs.” All
attacks seemed to stop at the same time as the great face spun
around. “Barely felt you fall I did. If the attack you planned was
quicker you would have succeeded, but not this time. For lesser
warriors you have advantage. Against me, no. Still, you reached me.
Done well you have.”

Pink swirled below her feet as Ulon pulled
her back into his hand. She felt both defeated and victorious. It
was a strange feeling. They then were silent in the gentle glide
back to the island. The soldier went back to his patrol.

As Brooke landed Moril spoke to the yellow
general. “It looks like Brooke Sister impressed you.”

“So it seems.” Xamii responded in a monotone.
“Ulon’s use as a distraction gave a great advantage, but such
tactics can only be used for so long.”

“But in the heat of the moment it is hard to
think of everything.” Fredrick spoke up and he crossed his thick
arms over his chest. “When you are desperately trying to survive
against a sword you miss the dagger in the other hand. Even a prick
will distract enough for the sword to pierce your heart or sever
your head.”

“Wisely put.” The dragon commented. “The
demonstration was adequate and would have killed a powerful being.
More practice is needed. Poli Silverscales, it is now up to
you.”

“Tohka Two-legs is still with the witch.”

“Meeka Two-legs is available at the moment.
It is your task to stay out of our claws till the star is directly
above.”

Meeka smiled as Brooke fell flat on her back
in the sand and asked for food. Rena hurried along to gather some
bread and fruit, arriving a half hour ago on Daku’s back with her
other siblings. The healer said “It’s alright, Poli. You can work
with me and Tohka as individuals to fully see how we will
react.”

“If you want,” Daku spoke. “I can add a third
attacker against Poli. You two will be Jumping around trying to
catch her, but I will test how fast she truly is. Never has a
dragon out-flown me before. I wish to see if she is the first.”

“An honor, White King.” Poli humbly admitted
and seemed eager to test herself if her wings slapping her length
were any indication.

Meeka climbed up her friend while Daku grew
to Poli’s approximate size and all of them took off to begin the
test.

 


“Hand cramp?” Cage asked as he opened the
door and let her outside.

Tohka’s left hand massaged the right’s palm
while flexing her fingers. They stepped out into sand under the
noon day sun. “Yes.” She admitted with a grimace. “I held my knife
for too long.”

“I told you not to worry. I was observing
every tiny thing she did. The necklace I gave you had to come off
because she couldn’t sneak past the wards.”

“Don’t make fun of me, Cage Love. I had to be
ready to stab her if she even so much as twitched wrongly. Only
your magic feels comfortable. Even thinking of what she was doing
was wrong in my mind though I felt nothing.”

“Well?!” Brooke shouted as she noticed them
come out and hurried over.

“Where’s Meeka Love?” Tohka asked as she
looked all around, not noticing the gold braid anywhere.

Cage pointed skyward. “Way… way up there.
Above the gathering clouds. Right now she is standing on Poli’s
skull, looking at Daku chasing them all over while slipping through
rings of fire. Meeka seems to be feeding Poli directions on Daku’s
current moves.”

“Really?” Tohka shielded her eyes with a hand
while searching. She noticed a very faint flicker of light
reflected off Poli’s scales. “Oh, I only see tiny specks. I wish I
had those eyes, Love.”

“So, what did she say?” Brooke prodded
impatiently. Several others, the chief included, gathered to
hear.

Tohka instead asked “When will they return? I
want Meeka here when we explain what was discovered.”

Moril said “Won’t be long now. The sun is
overhead now. How about we break for a meal? It is time for the
children to come in from the slides anyway.”

“Go on ahead. I’ll go see what is going on up
there.” Cage said before disappearing in a barely audible pop.

He stepped out into the air over a mile away,
working on air walking. His arrival didn’t go unnoticed as Daku
suddenly veered through flames as if they weren’t there. Meeka said
something to Poli who slowed down and the generals’ made the fiery
rings vanish. The griffin king began shrinking as he got closer and
made a perfect landing while his partner half ran through the air.
“Thank you for arriving. It was time for a rest.”

“How’d it go?”

Meeka slid down between Poli’s eyes and laid
there panting. She was obviously exhausted and by Poli’s sluggish
movements she too had been run ragged. “Poli is indeed the fastest
dragon I’ve ever met, but she still could not out fly me with wings
alone.”

The black board suddenly appeared and the
flight was smooth as he met up with the three dragons. The
conversation was short and all began the gentle glide and landing
on the platform. Meeka fell off like a teardrop and Cage caught her
in his arms before helping her to her feet. “Damn, you look like
hell.”

“That good?” Meeka countered dryly. “That was
harder than you knocking me senseless all day. Up, down, left,
right, summersault, loops, stopping, starting, dropping, rising… I
felt like throwing up the whole time, but I’m glad I didn’t eat or
drink. All I want is to crawl in bed and go to sleep.”

“As do I.” Poli panted as she tucked her
tired wings.

“Commendable.” Xamii announced. “Never have I
seen such raw flying talent. Even you, Meeka Two-legs, have great
potential. Others of your kind lost consciousness many times with
what Poli Silverscales put you through yet you didn’t lose
once.”

“But I couldn’t stand half the time.”

“G-forces.” Cage said. “I saw one move when I
came out and you were pressed into Poli at seven times gravity.
That is remarkable because although it was for less than two
seconds, you weren’t wearing a suit that would help keep the blood
in your head. It proves you have a very strong heart. Not many
could survive that as you did naked. If you weren’t so physically
strong you wouldn’t have lasted.”

“Correct he is.” The green voiced.

It really wasn’t long, but Meeka recovered
thanks to the casual walk. Poli and the others were already on the
beach. Ulon’s bulk drew his mate close, protectively, while she
rested with eyes closed.

Rena’s little arm waved the three of them
over to where the rest of the family sat, eating nuts, berries and
flame cooked fish filets.

Meeka crumpled down in Brooke’s lap and laid
her head on her shoulder. Brooke laughed. “Tired, Love?”

“That is an understatement. Just give me a
few minutes.”

“Wouldn’t you rather hear what the magic
woman found about me and our man?” Tohka said while placing the
cooked fish down on Meeka’s thigh.

“I can manage both.” She admitted while
lifting her head and picking the meat from the bone, eating small
bites to settle her queasy stomach. Meeka noticed many
conversations die down as they too were eager about the news. She
realized they had been waiting for her and offered a loving smile
to Tohka who got up and sat down between Cage’s legs.

“Love, you are better at explaining what she
said. I’m still trying to fully grasp some of it.” She said while
rubbing her pendant between her breasts nervously.

“No problem.” He took a drink of fresh Pine
needle tea Tohka made while he brought everyone in. “Actually it
was found Tohka hasn’t been able to have children for a reason and
likely has been pregnant before, but none have been successful. The
best analogy I can come up with is everyone likes warm water to
bathe in, but Tohka’s womb is more like a tub of scalding water no
child can grow properly.”

“But Tohka Mother doesn’t feel hot.” Rena
said as she touched her other mother’s leg.

“Not heat-wise. Tohka’s body isn’t balanced
enough at the moment to carry a new brother or sister. Her body
tends to be more acidic, Kiddo. Like all the oranges you like to
eat. To have a baby of her own she needs to be more like an apple
or bread.”

“So there is a chance you mean?” Brooke’s
expression was a mix of concern and hope.

“Yes, but it will take some very
delicate, and I do mean delicate
work. Work not even I can do and is currently beyond me. It
will entail minor alterations to Tohka’s brain to fix some hormones
it releases so once she is pregnant the baby will have everything
it needs. But I can verify that the witch isn’t making anything up
and knows precisely everything there is on how to give Tohka the
best chance. The witch believes it will take maybe a week each day
to help Tohka out along with drinking and eating a protein based
diet and not consuming anything with a high acidity during the
process. Once it’s over all that we must do is wait till she
ovulates and try.

“As for me, I scared her a bit.” His devious
grin made others chuckle. “When she tested my sperm to determine
the genetic material she actually fell off her chair. Apparently
while although when I loose my seed I send out maybe a hundred
compared to other men who send out hundreds of thousand sperm, but
if one binds with an egg it will be an instant pregnancy. My
swimmers are stronger than any she’s ever seen and have a very tiny
portion of my mana inside. It is the proof that all my children
will be warlock. She’s never seen sperm she can detect with mana
before.”

“But, Cage Love, only a hundred? You’ve shown
me what this sperm looks like and how many are released each time
you loose. But you have as much seed as you always had an it tastes
the same.” Brooke admitted.

“Determined as survival trait.” Mox said as
he snuck up on everyone. The black dragon laid down. “Mating fluids
of male warlocks are mostly to keep females from seeking other
males to couple with. Females had it too, but males especially
tended to make any female they mounted come for more. If you were
not spirit mated it wouldn’t be as intense, Brooke Two-legs, but
you would return again and again because his fluids make your body
feel better. Like drug. His seed is a complex mix of testosterone
and other chemicals females crave beyond the intimate act of
coupling.”

“You sound like you want to say more?” Brooke
noticed.

Mox grunted. “It was another reason we
betrayed the White King and sent the warlocks to Earth. Human males
and females had become addicted to warlock coupling. In time all
would be born warlock and we feared. It is why we initially
stripped ability for Cage Two-legs from making hatchlings with the
great barrier around the universe. Some warlocks mated with every
female and could make thousands of new warlocks without knowing the
danger. If he was like this we would have stopped him till he
learned responsibility. But he is responsible and made a promise to
my mate. We of the eldest agree you have the right to have young.
Cage Two-legs both is and isn’t like his ancestors. But he is the
most trustworthy I have acquainted with. He will not impregnate
every female he crosses pathways… though I do have request.”

“And that is?” Brooke asked while wrapping
her arms around Meeka.

“Females want strong hatchlings. Cage
Two-legs is strongest two-legs on Raliea in all measure. Some will
want his child for status and try deception so he is unaware. If a
female raises a warlock down dark paths, much can be destroyed. As
I must that you care for any fluids he expels, allow none the
opportunity to capture a drop. Swallow it, fill your womb or burn
it if spilt…”

Meeka piped “We already do that. We don’t
miss anything and I or Tohka wash the bed sheets every few days,
mostly because of sweat. Cage already told us this and we gladly do
it. We all like his taste and filling our wombs. We waste nothing.
As you said, we are addicted and love it.” A few women giggled.

“Eases my mind it does.” Mox sighed. “You
will make fine mothers.”

“Thank you.” Tohka, Meeka and Brooke chimed
simultaneously and laughed.

“When will I expect a new brother or sister?”
Rena asked immediately after.

Tohka shrugged and laid her hand atop Cage’s
resting on her coppery lap. “I do not know. The magic woman could
not tell me when would be best to try. Your dad will tell me when
he learns, but I will keep trying till I make you happy, Rena.
After she sees Meeka and Brooke, she will help me.” The child
priestess was content.

“Mox, so what did you think of my notes?”
Cage asked casually.

“Read through the darkness of the rotation I
did. Your ninety third hypothesis is of most intrigue and all that
you detailed makes that one the most viable from our own
assessments. A study is currently being initiated in my colony when
I recommended it.” Mox admitted and grew a bright grin that was
almost frightening if not for the mirthful onyx eyes hard to
distinguish from pupil. “And it was met with complete success.”

The four other dragons reared their
heads in total surprise and roared “WHAT!”

“Mox,” His gaze returned to Cage. “I’ll
translate for my people since you still have difficulty and you’re
finding it hard not to misuse words.”

“Grateful.” And he began rapidly
explaining.

The tribe looked to the tribe protector for
clarification. “The idea I had he spoke of was having a female who
hated a male because he took her female, just like what I did to
Brooke and Tohka when I showed up. She had to want to kill him for
a time while also wanting the female he had. Utala and dragon
society is almost scary at how closely they resemble one another.
And apparently there are many who are in Tohka’s circumstance. Most
female dragons are bisexual or entirely lesbian and only couple
with a male to have offspring.” Then he explained what Mox was
saying. “Unbreakable dragons, who’s mate died before they hatched,
have no color. And I know some wonder why Daku has color though as
the last of his kind. His didn’t die before he hatched. They were
never born.” Daku affirmed with a serious nod while curled in
Sean’s lap. “Apparently one female just twenty minutes ago just
spirit mated to a male. Her circumstance was almost exactly like
ours. She didn’t have a true mate, but was in love with a female
for over three thousand years and has hated the male that took her
female for more than a hundred years. She even tried maiming him a
few times… and acted on it, but he healed and recovered. He has
four mated females and isn’t the least bit offended she did what
she did. He understands. But she followed Gralla’s command after,
she and Mox had a conversation, to mate the male who had what she
felt belonged to her and be loved by him and the very female she
thought she lost. And without her knowing, Gralla had the male give
a gift to the female to show he did care for her and never once
held animosity. The female dragon accepted the gift and broke down
in tears to realize how foolish she had been… and just like that
she is now fully mated to him and his four loves.”

Cage’s fingers wove intimately with Tohka’s.
“My hypothesis was that the spirit of the one unable to meet its
mate in the mortal body needed three strong emotions to shift. It
needed jealous hate, physical loving and lastly to be given a token
of meaning that proves they care. It was after sex while emotions
were high that the gift must be given and that the individuals do
not realize what is happening. Forethought of the parameters could
ruin the binding.”

“What did he give her that could make a
dragon realize such love?” Someone asked.

“Mox,” Again those dark eyes shifted back to
Cage’s black. “while we are being so open, show what Gralla gave
you in your courtship.”

“Very well.” He balanced and used the claw on
his index finger to lift a thick, pale scale at his breast to
reveal a vibrant reddish orange scale hidden.

“For beings who can get or make anything,”
Cage gestured as he sat. “nothing to them is more intimate and
valuable than their own scales. The beauty of a dragon scale is
beyond compare and they only give away a single scale to their
mates. In their society a scale is who they are and to share that
is the ultimate commitment… Generals’ show yours.”

They allowed it. The green had four different
size and colored scales hidden while the Xamii had nine individual
lovers.

“And so now dragons have found at least one
way to aid those who never had the chance to meet their mate.” Cage
said.

Mox laid down, his great head almost touching
and a dozen feet from where another Utala sat. “And my peoples are
already thankful. New life is blowing into the colonies. Four more
trials are already underway at the moment. Our debt to you since
your short arrival seems to continue growing. And you, Tohka
Two-legs, are held in great esteem to my people. What you have done
for us is greatest magic I have ever witnessed outside of watching
my eggs hatch.”

Tohka looked down in complete embarrassment
and went to leave till Cage whispered in her ear “Don’t. I’m right
here. I know you have a difficult time being center of attention.
What can I do to get you to stay?”

She looked over her shoulder and
whispered. He nodded with a crooked smile and let himself stiffen.
As a distraction he found a dolphin in the water and sent it out of
the water to do a flip. Some children were watching the sea and
yelled and pointed, making everyone turn to see the spectacle.
Tohka took that moment to raise herself up and slide down on his
shaft. She shuddered and held still, relishing in the joining. When
attention returned they simply noticed her smiling, not that she
had risen slightly and crossed her ankles to keep others from
figuring out what she had done. Not even her own nearby mates
realized her deception. Tohka felt more confidence now and managed
to hide the sultriness from her voice rather well. “I do not want
thanks, Mox Shadowscales, just to not be pointed out. I’m just glad
someone else is as happy as I am right now. It was an accident that brought this about,
but if anyone else can feel as I do, I’m glad it could now be
known. I know how loneliness was for me and do not wish it on
anyone. But I would appreciate it if you stop looking at me like I
knew about this all along. I did nothing special, just fell in love
with two beautiful women and a handsome man.”

“Though I and most of my kind will disagree,
it shall be done.” Mox allowed.

Conversations broke down into smaller groups
till the meal was over. Tohka didn’t move from her exquisite
comfort and Meeka fell asleep not long after eating, right on
Brooke’s chest. Brooke loved the intimacy, especially when more
clouds continued building and didn’t need to move to the shade of a
tree. The children went back to the slides just as soon as they
were allowed.

About the time Poli recovered and said “Tohka
Two-legs, fly with me.” A warrior knelt between Brooke’s lounging
form with Meeka’s head lodged between her breasts and Cage to say
“The magic woman wishes to work with you, Brooke Sister. Meeka
Sister too.”

Tohka extracted herself from Cage’s lap
carefully and managed to do so without arousing suspicion. “What
are we going to do?”

Poli answered. “Same as I did with Meeka
Two-legs. The general’s request it.”

“I will do what I can.” She said and went
climbing.

Brooke managed to rouse Meeka and together
they and Cage went inside to sit in front of the witch. Meeka was
reluctant to remove her bracelet, but knowing her man was there,
she did so, especially since Brooke played with her tomahawks,
knowing it wasn’t just to pass the time playing. Brooke was ready
to sheathe the crescent heads deep into flesh at any moment.

When it was Brooke’s turn, Meeka flipped her
perfectly balanced daggers around. Protecting the woman she loved
too.

By the time darkness arrived the witch
finally spoke to each. “Brooke, Meeka, you each have nothing
pressing to worry about in terms of bearing children. You are each
healthy and will likely have larger than the average child because
you and your husband are all so tall. Your hormones and bodily
functions are perfect for having children. Tohka will be the only
one in need of my services since I dare not try improving Cage’s
sperm count. I might made a grave mistake since his sperm are so
unique. But I wish to know the moment any of you three do grow with
child. I will wave my fee just to follow their development. Contact
me for any complications.”

“Will do.” Cage admitted

“Then in the morning I will aid your wife.
And do please remind that lovely woman from earlier that I want her
husband to show me how his lance fairs. I’m indeed intrigued.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 16

 


It was another eight days that passed, mostly
rainy, but that didn’t stop anyone.

Tohka began her treatment and stuck to a
strict diet the entire time. She laid down on a soft table and a
spell was used to put her to sleep and relax the body while the
fertility witch did alterations no brain surgeon could ever
achieve. And during the treatments Poli kept one eye trained
through an open window and was very protective of her friend and
followed the witch’s every step. This pleased the whole tribe,
Meeka and Brooke especially, glad to have such a great friend.

So the overprotective dragon gave Cage ample
time to train in his new skills that were progressing ever faster
as he became more and more comfortable with how it felt. About a
quarter of the sequences were female based so he skipped the
breasted illustrations and was about ten pages from mastering the
entire book. In it he learned new weaving spells for the weapons he
recovered from the Stronghold. Powerful and useful spells that
activate in a specific movement rather than by word or reaction
most wards utilize. Mostly the fighting styles required a sword
although the most powerful weapon used in warlock training was a
hammer which caused an earthquake that shook the entire island
slightly on the most minor of supplied energy. If Cage added more
he feared destroying his home and was grateful for Daku’s coaching.
The fastest weapon though was the long spear. It could pierce
nearly anything and fly right back to the user like a
boomerang.

Barbav, Frill and Megdline were rarely
around, but were known to be constantly working in one of the caves
Ulon made.

The other dragons were patient, but worked
when time was available. Ulon and Brooke trained most of the time,
learning how to better coordinate and fight and now could best a
general alone in open combat. The second eldest general, the yellow
one Xamii, became rather attached to Moril and they fought Ulon and
Brooke. It was clear then that the advantage was right in front of
them, but Cage said nothing although he clearly saw they had made
up their minds. One mistake could screw it all up so he stayed away
from Barbav so she and Megdline could work it all out.

Poli though would fly, attack and mostly
evade in the later hours when Tohka and Meeka were free. And they
showed that their combined efforts were mainly good in support of
others. It was Poli which suggested she could carry wounded on her
back and showed how as twenty Utala laid down and were stuck to her
back, acting wounded, while Meeka tended to injuries and Tohka
assisted. That in particular intrigued the generals’ for in war,
most cannot move or Jump to safety. Poli didn’t care if she was
seen more as transport so long as she could save lives, especially
if others can work while in transit so she doesn’t need to work on
healing if danger is near. Breaking tasks between a single
objective is key.

Most of all though, the tribe had noticed
Cage was doing something to the island. It was clearly, if slowly,
growing each day and he came clean on the details. He explained how
he had been tasking the wards that protect them to start gathering
all the land under water and bring it from miles away towards the
west to create more space where more trees may grow, more animals
can live and more room for their giant guests and neighbors. A gap
in the reef had been made, which too would expand in time, allowing
the sand, silt and nutrients to add to the island. He decided to
keep the east side of his island untouched so as to not need to do
additional work by sliding the entire island slowly away from the
Vlaran coast. It would take nearly to summer before the island was
more than bountiful, but the island will have doubled in size by
minimum. He had wanted to do it for awhile, wanting to have the
extra space and much of the sand below the Jamma Ocean to the west
went unused. The dragons truly liked the idea of more legroom and
contributed a generous helping of their mana to the network to keep
all things running smoothly. The benefits weren’t difficult to win
over his people. More land simply meant more territory for them,
and more future hunting opportunities. Only minor monitoring every
week would be needed to make sure that not too much sand was taken
which would alter the ocean’s currents that brought warm water from
the north to his home.

And Meeka was happy to always keep in touch
with her parents each day.

 


Tohka’s eyes fluttered open and the witch
smiled as she sat up. Before she could say anything the witch laid
her staff across her lap. “My task is at last complete, Tohka. Your
body can now safely carry a babe without complications. But it will
still be weeks yet I’m afraid till you can try.”

Her hand rubbed her taut abdomen. “Poli?”

“She is correct.” The silver eye blinked in
the open window. “For your kind, all is in proper alignment to grow
a hatchling.”

Tohka slid off the table, slipped her
necklace back on and said “Thank you magic woman, I will be
grateful to you and make my man send magic to know when I carry his
baby. Should I continue eating as I have?”

“Not necessary.” The young looking
woman waved a hand. “I had you do it so I knew how much to alter
your hormones and functions. Eat whatever you wish, but make sure
your husband senses any changes when you succeed… Yes, yes,
mate. Sorry, I know you don’t believe
in husbands. Most women I deal with marry and is a habit.” Tohka
relaxed, not needing to remind her again. “My ship will be
collecting me in a few hours when I contacted them
yesterday.”

“Would you like to enjoy the outside?” Tohka
offered. “The sun is still out for once.”

“I would like that.” She stood and opened the
door. One male warrior turned and didn’t ask questions. The witch
said “Before I leave I wanted to thank you and your wives again for
allowing me all the pleasures you gave. I will certainly be
recommending this circumcision for you pleasured me as strongly as
a man with a lance twice your size.”

“You are most certainly welcome.” He admitted
and led the way down the stairs. Privately he whispered “If we go
to Vin’re again, my mates want to have you again.”

The witch beamed. “I will look forward to
such a day. Though I prefer men, those wives of yours certainly can
make an old woman like me think otherwise.”

“That is why I won them.” He proudly
stated.

Outside they found Cage and Daku fighting.
“What are they doing?!” the witch said as she watched Cage slice
off his partner’s wing with the pale sword and saw a counter as
Daku’s greater body bit off Cage’s naked leg. Cage flipped around
and his only remaining leg barely bent at the ground before a blast
of sand and wind blew around and he inhumanly jumped fifteen feet
and nearly severed Daku’s head from his shoulders.

They fell together, but suddenly Cage used
force to open the beak and retrieve his missing leg while it didn’t
bleed from more magic holding it all in. He plucked the missing
limb out of the beak and fell on his bare backside as it appeared
Daku was dead. He placed the limb together and a few brief seconds
of blue, the ankle twitched and movement restored without even the
slightest twinge of pain. Cage leapt to his feet and drug the
severed wing back and reattached it before pulling the head back
and repairing the damage. With a twitch, Daku returned and his
glazed eyed snapped back into focus.

Tohka laughed. The witch asked with genuine
concern and hesitation “Do they do that often?”

“Quite. Every other day actually. Usually
before I come to you they fight. For once, Cage got the better of
Daku. Usually my mate gets cut in more than three pieces. For once
it was two this time. I’m used to it by now. Meeka still cannot
watch. My mate enjoys fighting as much as sex, as you can see by
his smile. Daku too.” She pointed and the witch watched as the two
wrestled playfully into the water to wash their blood away.

“Such brutality.”

“Not for them. They live and love to fight.
They battle each other for enjoyment. It is in their nature and as
a woman, I want him in me. It proves he is a strong man and will
make strong babies. What more can a woman want?”

“Our ways are clearly different.” She shook
her head.

Brooke and Ulon approached, but she leapt off
his nose and he caught her before setting her gently down. “Love,
you are out so early? Is it over?”

“She says so.” Tohka grinned as Brooke
embraced her.

 


Just past noon the fertility expert left and
Cage lay stretched out with his hands behind his head, leaning
comfortably back on Daku’s soft ribs. They were relaxing under the
shade of a palm, watching Poli doing exercises with her two
favorite people while dodging her own mate as the task was to
capture and let the humans battle while falling on a dragon’s back
and the silver beauty was giving her all, staying just out of
reach.

“It is such a beautiful
day.” Daku thought while closing his eyes to enjoy the
peaceful moment.

“It sure is. Better than all the rain. At
least the kids got to play on the slides without needing to pump
all day.”

“Your cubs’ laughter is calming and exciting
at the same time. I love hearing it. Even Ananna is having fun. She
said my name last night, clearly too.”

“Ha, she called me Da
Da!” Cage thought and chuckled. “I didn’t expect it because babies on Earth say it there all
the time and she never heard it. And though you weren’t there, I
saw Nolan and a woman he held at his hip. They were crying, but not
in sadness. I promised them they would be known to their daughter
as I captured their image in my diamonds and when she gets older
I’ll show Ananna who they are and just how much they still love
her. And when I did see them, they didn’t gather like mist. They
dropped in through the roof, but I know I wouldn’t have seen them
as I was a few weeks ago.”

“I too saw them and they asked I not tell
your mates. They were there when she said my name. They both love
her as much as we do. She is an adorable cub.”

Cage sat up when he saw gold come in and
land. “Looks like Granny finally returned to us again…” he paused
as his people at the beach began mumbling and Megdline asked “Is
something wrong?” and Elder Metak asked skeptically “Megdline?”

Alarms went off and Cage and Daku jumped to
their feet, the warlock grabbing Ghosts Bane off the ground and
sprinting over. Megdline backpedaled as the two of them jumped
between her, Frill and his people. The pale blade turned pure
black. Then Cage blinked and pulled his energy out of the sword,
adding it to his diamonds as he asked “Granny? What happened?”

Megdline gave him an annoyed expression
before hearing Frill laugh and turned her sights to her Familiar.
“What is going on? Why are you acting so oddly…” Then she heard her
own voice and jerked upright. A magical mirror suddenly
appeared.

The sorceress no longer appeared in her early
to mid forties, but maybe eighteen. Her complexion was flawless, no
wrinkles and her tan was even more golden than Cage’s. Her lips
were full and high cheekbones glorified innocent looking silver
eyes. “What the fuck?” she whispered one of her favorite curses she
picked up from her student and extended grandchild. “BARBAV!” she
shouted and almost immediately the powder blue dragon general
appeared. “What have you done? I’m young looking again!”

The general looked to Cage as he repeated her
question, still unable to speak more than a few simple words let
alone understand. She responded and Cage laughed. Megdline look
ready to spit nails. “She says it was the consequence of the bond
she made with you. Its side effect reverts your natural body back
to its moment of greatest prime. Judging, I’d say you look no more
than eighteen, twenty tops. She says you can return to your
previous appearance. You know how to do it.” Megdline looked cute
as she sulked for a moment before looking back at herself and
changed before their very eyes as she reverted to a beautiful
middle age woman, even adding a select few strands of her black
hair to turn gray. “So, Granny, I take it you finally met with
success and are basically Barbav’s immortal Familiar?”

The mirror vanished and she looked normal for
her again. “Something like that. I just molded her magic and made a
spell beyond my power. Even my husband would have struggled with
what I made with Barbav’s power. Next thing I know she is holding a
blue ball of light and Frill saying she wants me as her human
companion. I was hesitant till this incorrigible hairball pushed me
into it. The thing is, I feel no different or why she chose
me.”

“Well she likes you.” Daku said. “As for
feeling different, you won’t. I know of this spell, but if you were
not already a mage, you will not change. If you were normal and
were bound, you most certainly would have found a difference. It is
also a rather sexist spell. If a man is bound he will gain greatly
improved physical prowess, but a woman will become a witch.”

“Whoa, really?” Cage asked.

“His words are truth.” Mox said as he
approached. “So much mana is in the bonding process it causes
forced evolution. In two-legs’ especially. Females can use power
outside their bodies. Males are internal. It is chaos magic, unable
to determine why. Casters will not notice change as they touch
mana, merely rejuvenated youth and immortality.” His great eyes
settled on Barbav and changed languages. “If you bound yourself to
Lord Zikon’s mate, I assume you’ve made a decision?”

“Yes.” Four sight mirrors appeared in front
of her snout. Each one of the generals. “Return to the island.”

 


In minutes all the generals stood together
while the entire Utala tribe gathered expectantly while Poli and
Ulon stood behind them. The five spoke rapidly in a private
conference. Then Mox was permitted to join. It was nearly an hour
of tense waiting before the six broke up and the great black dragon
said “A judgment has been made and all have put favor in binding
the races of Raliea.”

The Utala tribe cheered, Ulon and Poli roared
and Daku loosed a shrill roar.

The task was met with success.

“Megdline Two-legs, you and Frill four-legs
will accompany Barbav to Fire Mountains and speak with Rex Nattan.
Other generals leave, but one stay. I go in my young’s place.” He
stepped aside and let Xamii approach.

She laid down and locked eyes with a lone
individual. “Moril Two-legs, impress me you have with each
rotation. Honor I give and gift of partnership.” She turned her
palm up an a huge yellow ball of powerful magic swirled within.

Moril smirked. “And how could anyone guess
this result?” Her family laughed. “I am the one honored and fully
accept.” Moril leapt into the swirling energy.

A minute later an entirely younger version of
Moril exited. All her tattoos were the same, but everything of her
spoke of youth, power and sex appeal. Chala came right up to her
true spirit mate and touched her face while tears spilled. “My
Love, you are as beautiful as when we were making love out on the
plains when it rained.”

“I feel like it too. My urges are stronger
too.” Moril suddenly yelped as an illusion surrounded them, showing
them as a pair tangled together in the grass while a storm bathed
them. Then Moril dropped to her knees in exhaustion as the image
vanished.

“Easy.” Cage said as he caught the chieftain
and laid her down. “Moril, you just did magic without intending and
you are not strong enough yet to make something so large.”

“Correct.” Moril’s new partner said as she
gently touched a claw to Moril’s forehead. Moril sat up as energy
was gently transferred. “Rest, Little One. I will guide you of your
new gift. Time will be needed to make power stronger. I will tell
my mates to bond with yours so no quarrel arises. As leader here,
you must stay. I give resignation as general to be here. Rex Gralla
will understand my intentions. Just wait.”

Cage plucked a rock from far away and held it
between them. “Teach her to levitate this as one would use weights
for muscles. It is relatively safe and will teach her control and
not to do magic accidentally. That illusion was too much.”

“Permissible.” She responded.

“Here, Moril, hold it and imagine it rising a
few inches and keeping it there. Stay focused or you will be liable
to either kill yourself or someone else.”

She held it and simply looked at the rough
stone. “Never will I make fun of Meeka Sister again.” Moril shook
her head.

Suddenly Cage’s attention went to the rock as
she made it rise. His eyes watched the magic leaving her hand to
lift. New vision made the object seem to warp like the waves of a
mirage out on the desert. The mild distortion had him suddenly
piece things together and he stood, turning to lock eyes with Daku.
“I remember!”

The griffin cocked his head slightly and
blinked. “Context to be helpful.”

Cage’s mind raced and he said “The egg, a
griffin’s egg! I remember where I saw one!”

“WHAT!?” Daku leapt forward till they were
eye to eye. “Your emotions… you are certain of this?”

“Damn right I am. Tell me, does this mean
anything to you?” Cage turned around and used an open space to
create the illusion from his memory. The white sand turned to mimic
snow and right in the center was what looked like a small pyramid
waving like a mirage, but at the peak was the clear teardrop shape
at its top.

“Cage, tell me immediately where you found
that!” Daku demanded without delay.

“Does it have meaning?”

“Yes, that was a griffin hatchery my flock
used during the nexus war. The slopes resemble those from the
Stronghold. But why isn’t it clear?”

Mox said “Where was this, Cage Two-legs? That
is my illusion spell only those with a dragon’s strength could see.
If the spell is strong enough that you remember how this looks, we
might be redeemed.”

“Frozen Forest. When Brooke and I were
cutting through it I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me
because she didn’t see anything.” He answered. “It was before
Granny found us, but I finally remembered by watching Moril lift
the stone. Are you saying what I think you are saying?”

Nothing was said yet everything was between
all the ancient dragons, warlock and griffin. Rena although was the
one to break the silence. “What is it, Dad?”

A smile of hope spread on Cage’s face when he
said “There is a good chance Daku isn’t the last griffin after
all.”

Mox hurriedly said “I will return immediately
with our finest soldiers. You will lead us to the hatchery.”
Blackness swirled and he disappeared.

“My Friend,” Daku said with a voice thick
with emotion. “tell me this is no ruse. If that old spell is active
it means life continues inside.”

The warlock grabbed a fistful of fur with
both hands and held his gaze. “Daku, I would not joke of this. I
would have forgotten if you didn’t make that egg carving. That
unique shape bugged me all week long. I didn’t realize it up so
close, but the wavy, mirage-like appearance finally clicked with
Moril.” Cage then tried using seeker’s thread, but all it did was
rise straight up. “Look, I’m doing it right now. It won’t let me
lock onto its position, but just knowing of it makes a conjuring
rather than not gathering. I know where it is too.”

Daku swelled in size to that of an elephant
and said “How I missed it I do not know when I followed, but this
is the best news in more than ten thousand years.” Cage summoned
his robe from home and slid it on, sheathing Ghosts Bane last. Cage
then leapt, using his new skills to add to his natural abilities,
and threw his legs around his Familiar.

Brooke was the next to say “Love, it will be
faster without us. If there are babies, bring them here. We will
protect them.”

“Yes, bring them.” Moril said as she
struggled to stand, still too weak. She gave up and spoke anyways.
“Frozen Forest is too dangerous for the tribe to follow. I just
hope all doesn’t fall apart.”

“As am I.” Daku said.

“White King, we volunteer to assist.” The
beige general spoke.

“No, you must report to your Rex, Semek. Even
a day could make the difference in preparing for the great war. And
tell Rex Semek that if my flock has survived for more than two
million years, I will resume as king and all laws remain.” He
ordered and immediately leapt into a run before snapping his
wings.

Right as the griffin and warlock left the
safety of the island over a hundred dragon warriors arrived. Rex
Gralla leading with Mox at her side. She didn’t bother with
needless Draconian questions. “Where will we Jump to, Cage. Show us
the nearest area of destination. We will move swiftly from where
you tell us since we cannot go directly there.”

“It will be quicker to follow my
coordinates.” A thought lowered a single ward. “When I disappear,
Teleport to my position. I’ll only be visible for ten more seconds.
Don’t wait. You can use a sight mirror to see the landscape from
above and go there.”

Daku flew directly into darkness and a soft
‘pop’ later they reappeared nearly a mile away from the forever
Frozen Forest. Daku barely had time to land on the top of a nearly
barren hill before dozens of incoming Jumps appeared overhead.
After ten seconds he ended the vulnerability, but already all the
powerful dragons were there. “Hey, Daku, you better ride on my
shoulder. Dragons will not be able to fly through without
triggering traps.” To emphasize it acres of trees were
unceremoniously ripped from the ground as each landed.

By the time Daku shrunk and landed on his
shoulder did Rex Gralla walk up and glare at the forest. “White
King, if we had known a hatchery survived we would have rescued
them.”

“No time for apologies. You all just follow
me and be careful.” Cage said and felt a moment of nostalgia as he
created the thin pressure beneath his feet, being the forest they
moved at was the first time he learned it. The frigid air remained
the same as he looked to be skating on boots downhill. The only
difference was a full host of dragons hot on his heels and were
also skating on all fours.

The cut area became denser with trees heavily
loaded with snow. Cage began to wonder what the dragons were going
to do because they headed straight to where nobody called Frozen
Forest home for it was too dangerous. And the sky was completely
covered in thick clouds, enough to show the outline of the sun was
missing. He didn’t have to wonder long as he slipped through the
trees, flowing around them like water. Behind him timber was
leveled in the might of Rex Gralla and her warriors. Her head was
held high while her chest toppled some of the mightiest pines and
oak as if they were saplings. But Cage’s sharp memory led straight
to an area where less trees hindered him.

Over the crashing sounds of acres of trees
falling in the dragons’ charge Cage said “Gralla, you all showed up
in two minutes. I never expected you to rally forces so
quickly.”

She didn’t slow as more trees fell beneath
her, some snow clinging to her scaly breast. “My mate arrived at a
most opportune time, Cage. I was deciding on the next general to
order the colony’s defenders since I already knew what my daughter
Yamii decided four rotations ago, binding with the new leader of
your people, Moril if I pronounce it correctly.”

“Yep.”

“Those you see with me are all potential
generals who have honorably fought countless battles.” She paused
to flick her house sized hand to knock away another tree. “We were
making the final decisions between ten candidates when Mox arrived
saying you saw a still active griffin hatchery. All here followed
me to free the hatchlings. I still do not know how one has survived
the ages and gone unnoticed for so long. Mox is the keeper of the
spell you saw which disguised and protected griffin eggs from
pillagers and he alone knows the spell. We know not how this one
was missed. All six hundred and thirteen hatcheries we established
have been accounted.”

“Well how long has Frozen Forest been
around?” He asked while slipping around a pit he could now see. The
perfect circle was fifty feet wide, snow disguising it and would be
too dangerous, but the circling mana waited hungrily for prey.

“Eleven thousand cycles, caused by a
misguided soldier dragon and a warlock. It will require another
three thousand cycles to dissipate their battle and heal the land.
Many thousands of spells remain from their battle, but we have
successfully severed the connection to the planets abundant mana
sixty nine cycles ago. Much of the power still saturates the soil.”
Then her wings spread as she said “Caution must be taken here.” All
the dragons slid to a stop, as did Cage as he saw a translucent,
netlike wall crossing between two huge hills with a valley mostly
clear of trees, but dotted with hundreds of pits.

“What is it?” Cage asked.

Rex Gralla looked back and forth before
saying “A velocity activated spell that will slice through one’s
body and if it touches wards at great speeds it will wrap around
you and sling you into space too fast for any living being to
survive. We must walk through here without magic’s aid.”

Taking her advice Cage’s feet hit the cold
snow and they went from smooth to porous almost instantly. He led
the way, the ground shaking like an earthquake as over a hundred
giants followed and avoided the treacherous holes. To occupy the
time to pass beyond the net that stood over a mile away Cage hissed
in their language still “Mox, this spell you used, could a warlock
have copied it?”

“Unlikely, but what are you pondering?” The
black one asked from behind his mate.

“Well, why did I alone see it? Why couldn’t
Daku as he followed me through here with Brooke? Why didn’t you
know about a hatchery that has your spell? Why has it been missing
for so long without anyone’s notice, even before you said the
battle between the soldier and warlock created this frozen
nightmare? Someone was bound to have seen it and I doubt you of all
people would forget a hatchery. So I asked myself just now, why did
I see it when you didn’t have a clue it existed and why even Daku
was surprised when I showed both of you the illusion from my
memory.” He drew Ghosts Bane and Rex Gralla barely tensed her
muscles, but she saw the pale blade wasn’t going to be used as it
didn’t turn black. “What if your spell was modified with blood
magic?”

Surprise showed in Mox’s expression when Cage
tapped the infinity symbol in the guard. “Of course! That makes
sense, Cage. If a warlock used their own blood to bind the spell it
could hide the hatchery from every eye except another with
warlock’s blood. Your ancestors must have spied and learned my
spell and modified it to their own ends. If they made a hatchery…
wait, I remember!” Cage looked over his shoulder while sheathing
the sword. “White King, in your memories, how many eggs were
reported stolen eighteen rotations after we sealed the nexus?”

Daku closed his eyes to search his genetic
memories and said “It is clouded to me, but there was one scent of
a vile warlock my mother ate before I was concieved.”

“Yes, he was cruel, but he was convicted of
stealing griffin eggs, dozens if I’m not mistaken. He said he
destroyed them before your kind drew warlock blood. I remember he
was caught stalking me during the last five cycles at the nexus. It
was a prelude to your thousand cycle war between your peoples. What
if he didn’t destroy the eggs, simply hid them as maybe a
bargaining tool?”

“Then if Cage hadn’t come, nothing would be
known of this.” Daku said, filling with hope. “How far are we,
Cage?”

“If we can get to moving faster after that,”
he gestured to the ever immense netting. “and travel without a
break… by nightfall or just after.”

“We shall not rest till we find the
hatchery.” Rex Gralla said with conviction.

“Fine by me.”

As they traversed the field and passed the
net, avoiding all the deceptive, seemingly bottomless pits, they
reapplied the cushion spell and skated on the exact path he and
Brooke first took when going to rescue Meeka, Lanna, Moril and
Zatal from slavery. No break was made, but they did drink while on
the move. Gralla made no attempt to move around trees as she was a
monster of destruction. She and her followers didn’t care about
anything except their purpose. While speeding around another hill
Cage spotted all the caves he and Brooke took shelter in and shook
his head as he had already moved further in a few hours rather than
the previous days.

They later came upon more odd traps that
required more walking, but they passed by quickly. Each glide
forward Cage could sense Daku’s anticipation. Even without the
mind-link, Daku quivered on his shoulder, claws digging into the
robe’s fabric.

“Relax, Big Guy, I’m going as fast as I can.”
Cage whispered.

Daku realized what he was doing and looked
down at the small holes his claws made. “Sorry, but I’m so
overwhelmed. I truly hope it is a griffin hatchery, but fear if
there are eggs, what consequences may result after millions of
years. It is believed an egg could be healthy forever so long as
the shell isn’t cracked from the outside, but never has an egg gone
so long before.”

“One step at a time, Daku. One step at a
time… Just stay beside me and relax. For once, let me do something
important for you.” Cage slid over a trap and didn’t fall, like
last time he learned the levitating, skating spell.

“I’m just hoping to see another of my kind
living for the first time in a thousand years. Just one, that is
all I really want. It would be disheartening if this warlock hid
only dragon eggs and really broke my flocks’ eggs as he claimed.”
Daku sighed. “I need to remember patience.”

“Don’t. If you haven’t noticed, look behind.
The most patient race in the universe didn’t hesitate to show up,
just to help out and offer much more protection to help you and
I.”

His statement had the hundred or so following
dragons’ roaring their allegiance.

When darkness fell the whole area around
their train was lit brilliantly with light. A thousand miniature
suns bathed the landscape as they continued. Cage was forced to
displace the air in front of his face as it had become too frigid
moving so fast against the biting wind. Still they didn’t even
slow.

 


By just before midnight Cage slid to a stop
and raised his voice magically so even the furthest follower could
hear. “Be careful! The valley up ahead is actually a ravine! It is
likely weight sensitive as well as magic. Anything heavier than a
human will trigger the ravine to open wide and eat you. Brooke and
I almost died here when crossing through, but on the other side is
our destination. Better let me go first and see if I can cut down a
path along the steep hill magically. The trees are too thick and
will annoy you if you have to level them anyway.”

“Then we shall rest for a short time.” Rex
Gralla said and many of the soldiers collapsed flatly. She though
stood regally proud, bathed in false sunlight, keeping a constant
eye on Cage as he slipped away.

In the valley Cage extended his senses, only
to remember that after a few feet it just fizzles out. Exterior
sensory was deprived along with the numbing feel of constant magic.
He didn’t want any mistakes made so he conjured up a miniature
swirling vortex and blew all the snow off the ice and forced it
down the long pass.

A roar of wind shredded the vortex as a
gaping maw of ice opened up a quarter mile away. He kept pushing
and creating more cyclones while unsheathing Ghosts Bane and
walking up a slope. By the time it reached the end of the valley
Cage discovered thirty two ravine traps.

Daku leapt off as Cage dropped into a stance
and turned his white sword black and made a sudden, singlehanded
slash at a reasonable angle. A single arc wave of slicing energy
slid through trees, rock, dirt and mountain as if it were butter.
The angled slice coupled with gravity made a massive landslide
which effectively buried the ravine’s cap. The thousands and
thousands of tons of debris triggered more spells and the ice
buckled.

A monumental blast of air shot up from the
weaker weights, bringing debris with it, but they watched as soon
as the landslide was consumed, the icy road reconstituted itself as
if nothing happened. “That was interesting. Must be miles deep if
it can consume so much dirt and trees and still be deep enough to
make more ice.” Daku quipped.

Cage looked at his handiwork as his partner
climbed back up and he narrowed the lids to say “The power and
trajectory were nearly perfect. I cut a path all the way to the
lake with one swipe and I can just make out the pyramid from
here.”

“Where?” Daku and Rex Gralla said together as
she came down with her mostly recovered troops.

“Look just past the last visible patch of
brown dirt I cut through. Do you see that frozen lake? Right in the
middle. Even from here it remains like a mirage… only it’s glowing
this time. My ascension hasn’t made it any clearer.”

Blue and fiery orange eyes narrowed to peer
further. “I see nothing. White King?”

“Neither do I, Rex.”

“Your hypothesis is likely correct.” Mox next
said to the warlock. “I am blind to it, but our senses are too
diluted to be of any use by this place. If not for our eyes, much
will threaten us.”

“Let’s go.” Cage said as he skated around and
over fresh stumps or where mounds of frozen dirt once stood and was
now gone. Behind, the reptiles were more anxious and it showed in
their speed. Cage had to push harder just to stay ahead and not
need to worry about getting stomped on. But there was plenty of
room for two behemoths to run together.

Miles were eaten up in no time at all.

Then Daku held on when Cage slid to a sudden
stop at the lake’s edge. “Damn, there is no way we can cross those
spells. The entire lake is riddled with them.”

“Dangerous indeed.” Rex Gralla said and her
eyes darted everywhere. “There are too many spells to strip and
they are connected and shall implode like a bomb if any tampering
occurs. It is locked by a phrase and will not open for us.
Something is certainly hidden in the center of this clearing.”

“If any tampering results in an implosion
then it will destroy the pyramid. And I doubt anyone alive knows
what it is and for all we know, one error could trigger a
self-destruct function. At the moment I see only one option.”

“Me.” Daku said matter-of-factly.

“Give us some time, White King. We must be
cautious and maybe your immunity to most magics will cause just
what we fear. If there are hatchlings, we cannot make risks
worsen.” Rex Gralla spoke. Daku balled his furry fist and realized
the truth so he dipped his beak. “Surround the clearing!” She
ordered. “Follow the magic and how it is woven. Do not attempt to
use magic of any kind until we understand all.”

The host surrounded almost every inch and
laid down with wide, unblinking eyes. Cage also studied and spoke
with the Rex. “Gralla, you see where all the tendrils emanate
from?” she grunted. “Well to me it looks like some kind of metallic
gemstone that is housing a fake griffin egg. Now that I can look
closer, it is some kind of red stone sitting on top of the pyramid.
I think that is the control crystal and power source.”

“Show me its appearance.”

Cage stepped away and created what he was
seeing. “It looks about eighty to ninety feet tall, four sides.
When I circled around just now I found a rusted metal door here, I
think. A lot of snow is hugging it, but compared to the granite
looking stone, the rust was distinctive. The tip was cut level,
holding up the fake egg. Does the red mean anything?”

“It does.” The Rex admitted. “During the war
between your two races, female griffins captured, and were slew,
sometimes carried an egg yet to be laid. Warlocks painted the shell
red, but broke the stem. It was a sign of aggression and cruelty.
To paint that red likely meant he planned to instigate the war
right after the nexus’ closing. But this metal gem, can you enlarge
it. I know it is difficult to see it clearly with the spell, but it
might help.” Cage glared at the pyramid and transposed the housing
magically, enlargement it. Every moment it became more detailed as
he pieced its look together.”

“I’m afraid it is, White King.” The Rex
admitted her concern.

“I must have missed something.” Cage said as
snow crunched underfoot.

Daku explained “That is the rarest substance
in the universe. It is called Verill and can only be touched by
magic. Any living creature that touches that object will die from a
violent reaction. It is anti-life. It can hold more power than the
rarest of diamonds,” Blue eyes shifted to his partner’s hand. “can
kill instantly and is said to do so in the most excruciating ways.
I thought all of this from Raliea was eradiated in the sun?” he
shifted the question to the Rex of Blind Mountains.

“As did we. Apparently we were all played
like fools.”

“It is a good thing I can no longer die. If
my ancestors knew of this hatchery they would have still touched
it, but that was before we bound ourselves to warlocks. Most likely
it will be me that must destroy the Verill or at least get it away
so it can be sent away forever.”

 


By the morning after a whole day’s work, it
turned out that Daku was right. It was found there was no way for
anyone to get in or destroy the Verill any other way. Over a
hundred highly skilled dragons made it quicker to realize such and
found any magic that so much as gets within three hundred feet of
the pyramid will activate the worst spells.

Everyone stayed surrounding the lake, but
were up and poised to react in the worst possible scenario. Daku
took on the size of a small whale and stretched his muscles in
preparation. Cage again made sure the long rope was tight before
coming around. “Remember, I’ve calculated the height as eighty five
feet from the snow. You have only four feet of room to grab. We’ll
mind-link so I can guide you. Go in fast and get out.” Daku clicked
his beak and nodded.

He then jumped into the air and flew away to
gain what he needed.

Cage though climbed Rex Gralla and
stood on her forehead. “A little lower.” She lowered her head. “A
little more, more… Stop. Your head is now aligned with the top.” He
turned around and thought “She’s aimed
right at it. You ready?”

“For more than a thousand
years.” The ancient king responded and shot right for
them at high speeds. He passed right by Rex Gralla’s head like an
arrow released from a powerful bow.

“Daku, up ten feet!”
A flap on the wings made the correction without a moment’s
hesitation. “Right on target! In five,
four, three, two, one… Now!”

The streamlined flight slowed marginally as
huge furry hands spread. One angled down to lift and the other to
wrap. Daku felt his knuckles scrape a hard surface just before he
shrieked in pain. Never had he felt such and none ever heard a
griffin make such a noise. The intensity made the king buckle and
tumble through the air, clutching something to his breast. Snow
exploded on his landing and he writhed, but retained just enough
consciousness to hold on.

“Pull!” Cage screamed while clutching his
head as the pain of Daku bled through their link and they shared
the torture.

Five dragons bit down harder on a thick rope
tethered around Daku’s ankles and drug him away from everyone. The
five ran as hard as possible.

Mox waited and watched for the very moment to
act. The very second the pyramid was revealed he magically jerked
the Verill out of Daku’s grasp and moved it as far away as
possible. The moment the housing felt magic it glowed and made a
sucking noise before an explosion detonated not ten feet from
Daku.

The pain abruptly cut off and left Cage
disoriented. His body hurt and his ears registered Rex Gralla’s
words. “Rest, Little One. I’m holding you. The White King has lost
all of his legs in the implosion, but is being tended to.”

It was hard to control his breathing before
sitting up in her large hand, her head arched to show great
concern. “I’m better, just need a drink to wash my mouth out. Bit
my tongue.”

“I smell the blood.” She said and watched as
he pulled out a canteen and stumbled to the ground to spit.

A few seconds after he looked over and
saw a bloody mess and ran straight to Daku’s side and poured his
power in to aid in regenerating the lost limbs, blood, bone, muscle
and fur. As his true partner, Cage’s efforts made the process
doubly effective. Halfway through Daku stirred and Cage sent
soothing thoughts and “Relax, it will be
over soon?”

Pain and a touch of deliriousness
tainted the return thoughts. “The hatchery…
did we make it?”

“Your pain wasn’t needless.
It is still standing and now everyone can see it. One more leg,
femur… and there. You’re good to go.” Everyone stepped
back as a blood soaked king rolled to his stomach and shook his
head to clear it.

Suddenly a lavender colored dragon roared for
all to hear “Eggs! GRIFFIN EGGS!”

“MOVE!!!” Daku roared and those words shoved
his headache far away as he ran for all he was worth across the
snowy ground. His newly regenerated limbs pumping him faster than
any had ever seen him go. His eyes were wide as he aimed for a hole
that had been ripped open, where a rusted shut human sized door
once was secured. He had to shrink, but didn’t stop. He looked
around where the dragon who roared had created light.

Beyond words not even Draconian could
express, Daku pealed out a shrill roar that made the pyramid
resonate and the magic of it shredded the light in the process, as
only white kings can do. It reappeared moments later to show Daku
smiling while tears flowed.

Cage stepped inside as no dragon could fit to
find his partner standing in the center of a room, wing spread and
crying happily. All around him were griffin eggs colored in mostly
brown or gray shells, all secured in individual recess’s in the
stone. A single walkway led to the center, but pillars showed an
opening right above where Daku stood. Each egg resembled a precious
teardrop in the cold room. He walked right up to his partner and
ran a hand along his length before looking up in a dark hole.
“Think there’s more?”

“Wha…?” Daku came out of his emotional
reverie. Then he peeled his eyes away from all the eggs and
followed the gesture. Excitedly the king leapt, but not before Cage
hopped on. Leaping like a jungle cat they entered another room and
Cage created light.

Even more eggs were found. And the last upper
level housed even more.

“We’ll… Daku, is it safe if I get close and
see if any are still alive?”

“Yes… Please do so. I need to know this is
real!” He slid off and approached three and came within a foot
before sending his power. Daku was impatiently anxious. “Well? Are
they?”

“Alive. Each of them. I found a
heartbeat.”

Again Daku yelled in joy.

“We must get them back to the nest and make
them hatch.” Daku said all in one breath.

“Whoa, Big Fella, we need to find a
safe way to transport them and just how can we make them hatch? There are too many and I tried
lifting one with magic. They are also immune.”

The excited king took a calming breath and
said “The coolness keeps the cubs from hatching. I will show you,
but they can be stuck to something magically. It is good we have so
many dragons, but there are too many eggs to Jump. Do you have
cloth to bind and send them one at a time by rope?”

“You know I do, but first we should count
them and empty the bottom level first. We do not want to trip and
fall on them.”

“That we do not. It will kill them if they do
not hatch on their own. And meat… they will be very hungry.”

“You go organize Gralla and tell her the
plan. I’ll count.”

Suddenly Cage found himself hugged and thrown
to the floor. “Thank you, Cage. My flock can rise from extinction!”
and then the embrace vanished as Daku flew down to the ground and
ran to the entrance to find over a hundred eager faces. “Eggs!
Hundreds! And they are alive!”

Each dragon threw their head back and
billowed a roar that shook the air itself as well as the ground.
Afterwards Rex Gralla asked “What will you have of us?”

“Myself and my partner will begin bringing
them out shortly. Safely place them on your back. We will leave
this place, go to his island and begin hatching them all
immediately. Have an escort ready as soon as we leave this
forest.”

“Then it shall be done. The flock shall
finally fly again!” She vowed on her very life. “And it will be
protected till your species is no longer endangered.”

“Thank you, Old Friend.” Daku ran back inside
and began counting. About halfway through he stopped cold.

It was a few minutes before Cage dropped down
and said “What is it? Something wrong?” Daku’s beak was parted and
had the funniest look. He came over and saw he stared at a grayish
egg. “Hey, snap out of it!”

The nudge got him back to reality and had him
mumbling before shaking his head. “Cage, she is right there…”

“She who?”

“My… my mate. I feel her call.”

Cage narrowed his eyes and saw the gray egg
change color to pure white and mixed with a reddish brown. He
laughed “So she is. Maybe your other true love is here too.”

“Truly?” He asked with a thick voice.

“Never know till you look right.” He
grinned and began counting this room since someone was preoccupied.

Not a minute later and up on the second lever
the king shouted “Cage, she is here too! Both of my mates are
here!”

“Talk about the luckiest day of your life!
And just so you know, there are three hundred and ninety three eggs
and each one is alive!” more roaring deafened all other sounds.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 17

 


Waiting eagerly for them outside Frozen
Forest just before dawn of the next day were over a thousand strong
dragons and at the heads were the other four Rex’s along with
Zikon, Theresa and all of the First Council. Something that has
never happened before outside the protection of Twilight. Daku
walked forward proudly from the forest, as large as Rex Nattan,
largest dragon on Raliea. On his back sat Cage who cared for the
two most precious of eggs to leave the hatchery. The remainder were
guarded fiercely by all who followed.

Zikon flew over while all others held their
place. “It’s true! Never have I thought to see real griffin eggs.
Boy, you never cease to amaze me.”

“What’s going on, Grandpa? Why are you here?
Gralla contacted only the other Rexs’.”

“There are no more secrets between us and the
dragons thanks to whatever you did to convince them. We were
notified immediately when you found nearly four hundred eggs. I
know you want to go to the island, but I would like to ask if you
could bring them to Twilight? Our wards are…”

“No.” Daku spoke in a tone that would not
bend as he spun his head all the way around. “I will not risk my
flock or un-hatched mates there. I would rather go to the southern
colony beyond the reach of most, but Cage’s people are beyond
approach. I trust them. There are too many dangers Twilight faces
and my flock will be in less danger where I nest. And your people
are not dragons. They can choose to do what they want regardless of
what you tell them. Not so with the colonies. Once a Rex gives
orders they are bound by more than honor. They cannot go against
their Rex, it is impossible. Fewer humans mean fewer dangers to my
flock and the island is safest. I will raise my flock there.”

“I understand.” Zikon sighed. “But Theresa
and I would like to fly to your home. And as per our agreement, I
can come and go so long as I give ample warning and do no
harm.”

“I will permit it, but some of the other
councilors wanted to kill my partner, if they had their way they
would have doomed what he alone discovered and I will not have them
near.” Four councilors and their familiars disappeared, knowing who
they were and left in shame. “With that settled we must leave
immediately.”

Rex Nattan turned his head and growled “Take
flight. We will safely protect what we once failed. We will not
rest till the flock is again whole. Kill any who get in the way.
Guard the skies and make way.”

More than three quarters shot skyward and
blew apart the clouds to search for threats. Zikon pulled back and
the remaining first class sorcerers on the council climbed either
on Theresa or their now bound dragon. Daku, when Rex Nattan got
word all was clear, took to the sky. Rex Gralla was right behind,
carrying more than fifty eggs stuck along her spine.

It took five whole minutes till all flyers
were airborne and magic swirled through the sky, mainly to not be
seen in any possible way. More than forty miles of air was
protected, and in the heart flew the most precious cargo of all
time on Raliea. The air pressure caused by mighty wings made the
flight disconcerting, like thousands of small thunder strikes. To
fill the time flying southeast Cage pulled up a sight mirror and
said “Grandpa, any news on Granny? I would have thought she, Frill
and Barbav would be here with Nattan.”

“She wanted to, but Rex Nattan is using her
as a liaison to help his colony to accept humans as partners in
almost every way. She is quite busy especially when she explained
Rex Nattan gave General Barbav clear instructions to prove we are
worthy. I spoke to her a few hours prior and said progress is slow,
but steady and to tell you, you are no longer a dimwit anymore.
You’ve graduated to jackass.” Zikon smiled in the mirror beside a
purple orb with which to speak.

The two men laughed at that. After a report
on events Cage switched channels to his home and found much of the
tribe inside together, out of the rain. He told his family they
were on the way, already knowing how good the news was.

“So about three days?” Brooke clarified while
embracing Rena in her lap.

“As best I can figure. None of us will stop
till we are safely home. How are the pools coming along?”

“Two days until it is done. We are waiting
for the rains to quit before going back to digging more tide pools.
Eoin and Cody are at the forge making more shovels and picks while
Poli and Ulon set up the remainder tasks. The pools will be ready
to bring more babies into the world. And the meat will be close,
but we can feed them.”

“Alright, but we won’t need to worry about
too much. Gralla is having six wyverns slaughtered and brought to
the island as soon as the cubs come out of their shell. Apparently
griffins have a ravenous appetite when they hatch and after two
million years in a shell, I can’t blame them.”

“Tell her we appreciate it.” Elder Metak
chuckled.

“I’m going to stop for a little while. I need
to be ready for anything. All these eggs so close together,
anything could happen.”

“We love you.” Meeka said and he returned the
words before ending the conversation.

Over the course of the next hour’s flight no
alarms were raised, but Daku’s flight became sluggish. Cage pulled
the two eggs that held his partner’s mates closer and said “Hey
man, you’re tired. Neither of us have gotten a wink of sleep in
five days, but you are worse off than I. Let me take over for a few
hours and we’ll trade places at sundown.”

“No, I can keep going…”

“Look, Daku, I’m not going to hold a debate.
We’ll have our work cut out for us with nearly four hundred
griffins born in four days. As a white king you will need to be
fully capable of controlling them. And if you don’t do as I say my
people will be in danger if you can’t keep the cubs contained. Now
shrink your huge ass down and go to sleep!”

“Fine! But you will need to do so after
me.”

“Promise.”

Cage hooked a large teardrop egg beneath
either arm and conjured his flying board and flew while heads
turned to Daku when they felt his enormous release of power to
shrink down to the size of a squirrel. He then flitted over and
crawled into a pocket and curled into a ball to sleep. No one
bothered him, but Rex Gralla flying over a hundred feet behind
simply raised a scaly eyebrow, being the closest one who heard
them.

And at just past sundown Daku crawled out of
the pocket completely refreshed and resumed his immense size. Five
minutes later Cage was out cold and since his ascension he finally
slept for more than two hours. By midnight though he came to and
asked for any problems. Daku simply shook his head. So many dragons
were impossible to even consider finding let alone be bothered and
five mighty Rex’s meant serious protection.

 


Midmorning of the third day there came a
great sight. Cage Island. The whole area was magically swept both
in the air and below the watery surface before Rex Gralla got the
all clear there was no sign of danger and none would be capable of
teleporting in for over a half a day’s flight. Waiting proudly on
the landing platform to either side were Ulon and Poli’s defensive
forms. They scanned everything and allowed plenty of room for one
to land at a time. With so many giants shading the sky, the Utala
people along with the former Blind Mountain colony General Xamii
waited on the beach. Off to the west Cage even noticed a pair of
great soldiers escorting a sailboat away at a much more increased
velocity. He could only smile at the reaction of those people.
Seeing a dragon was rare outside the great mountains, but here were
more than a thousand.

Daku got the thumbs up to land and angled
perfectly for the platform and did so perfectly between Poli and
Ulon who smiled brightly before returning to watching the sky. Cage
asked “Is all ready to go?”

Ulon nodded. “Go to the smoke. I have made
all the pools necessary for them all. The other two-legs are
keeping the stones hot until the moment you tell them to drop into
the pools.”

“Thank you for your efforts.” Daku said and
walked briskly to the jutting pillars he towered over. Just about
when he reached it Rex Gralla landed and followed. Cage gave the
password and was allowed in and watched as another dragon landed
behind his Rex, also carrying more eggs. Rex Gralla barely paused
to give her password before keeping pace.

The train of a hundred egg carrying dragons
followed and last to come was Rex Nattan, right behind Theresa and
Zikon. The remainder of the First Council had already returned to
Twilight after realizing Cage would not let them have access to the
island or would alter the wards to let others watch how griffins
were born. They were pissed, but they knew he wouldn’t budge on
this.

Coming over the bridge, Cage found his people
all ready and anxious. As soon as they crossed onto the beach Moril
said, standing on Xamii’s forehead, “Welcome back, Protectors.
Follow us to the pools. Rex Gralla, will you give my people
permission to climb up your backs and check all the eggs and care
for them to safely take them off your backs”

“Not until the hatching pools.” The Rex
gravelly spoke. “Unbind I must dangerous spells that surround their
placement. To near now would kill.”

“Alright. Please follow me and Xamii.” Moril
said and the yellow giant began walking southerly along the
beach.

Three were not on horses racing around to
reach the pools first and a simple spell levitated Cage’s true
loves up to him. As soon as they landed Meeka cooed “So these are
real griffin eggs?”

The next thing she did made his jaw drop. He
yelled “Meeka! You’re doing magic!” he said as he watched her
touching the gray egg and send her mana into the shell to sense
what lay inside.

She smiled and showed her bare wrist. “And
not just that, my curse is practically gone and I can touch the
power that has been missing all my life. A true gift has happened,
My Love.”

“The same for me.” Brooke said as she raised
a hand and created a green ball of light and snuffed it just as
quickly.

“And me.” Tohka said as she turned around and
showed a golden ball too.

“What the hell is going on?” He asked
suddenly and narrowed his eyes.

“Something amazing.” Meeka said with a
bright smile. “Apparently the moment you found these eggs Poli and
Ulon heard a voice from a Rare One and they created a spell that
has bound the five of us into one. Ulon and Poli can’t explain how
they did this spell, but somehow it reacted to the spell the Great
Prophet did to me and Brooke. All that power we didn’t know what it
was doing actually was some kind of advanced binding. Something
about resonating on a frequency and the bond being as deep as an
actual Summoner and Familiar. What is amazing is it has bound all
five of us and so long as one lives, they can bring back the
others. And I can only hear Poli’s thoughts, like Tohka, but Brooke
can only speak with Ulon and we can’t think to each other… I don’t
know everything, but so long as at least one of us is alive, we all
will be. Brooke even scared the life out of me when she stabbed
herself through the heart and walked around for ten minutes before
pulling it out. Ulon healed her immediately after thankfully… Oh,
and I can now control my curse
without your crystal.” She said with a huge smile. “But now my mana
doesn’t get so consumed to do whatever it was the Great Prophet did
to me. I have been clearly classified as an upper second class
sorceress. Brooke is a first class sorceress and Tohka is a first
class witch. Megdline told us this before she and Barbav left. We
wanted to surprise you and I want to say I’m beginning to see now
about the body I never knew about.”

“Well hot damn! Now I don’t need to worry so
much about you all.” He grinned. “And what do you mean about
controlling the curse?”

Meeka pointed to the beauty mark at the
corner of her mouth. “Unless I send some power here I can kiss
whoever I want without fear. And I’ve kissed almost everyone in the
tribe, just a peck of course.” She said wryly.

“And I still have no scent, and cannot
control it, but my power is great and makes me feel happy so I can
protect my women when you are gone. Tohka passed out when she does
spells, but for some reason Meeka and I do not… at least with
nothing big.”

“That because you two have been having your
power sucked for all your lives. Tohka never used a spell before
and will need time to strengthen herself… If a Rare One taught the
spell to Ulon and Poli it would make sense.” Cage thought up on the
spot.

Tohka brushed her fingers along the smooth
surface of the reddish egg. “We will have much time later to learn
and want you to teach us, Cage Love, but right now we need to have
these odd eggs hatch.”

“I’m just glad all of you are same and a
little upset this was done without me. I would have loved to watch
the five of you bond together. But you’re right, we will have the
time and I will teach Brooke my offensive spells, Meeka you will
become a great healer and Tohka will get a bit of both. We should
also learn from Ulon and Poli since they’ve been doing this before
any of us were ever born. I’m also modifying your gems as we speak
so you can access them yourselves without getting hurt. I can tell
you put all your gems in a pile on the nightstand by the bed.”

Brooke nodded and Cage felt her following his
mana stream and tried figuring out what he was doing. From the
concentrating look on her face she didn’t have a clue.

While he worked he hugged his girls tightly,
happy to know they all have great power and have been bound
together with dear friends.

 


Daku finally stepped off sugary white sand
and onto gray rock dotted with perfectly circular holes all about
ten feet wide and five deep, all lined up in three long rows,
filled with seawater and over on a higher level burned a bonfire
heating bowling ball size rocks. Daku positively quivered with
excitement and began shrinking to the size of a large bull. Those
on his back carefully slid off and waited for what to do next. The
tribe dismounted from their horses and sent them away. The steeds
were all to happy to leave the predators and fled to the thick
forest.

Before Daku said anything Rex Gralla laid
down and said “Remove the eggs you may at this time.”

The Utala adults all began to move to the
carriers. Some climbed with ropes and large sheets of cloth to very
carefully lower one fragile egg at a time down to someone else
waiting.

“Bring one hot rock to each pool now.” Daku
finally voiced. “Bring the water to a boil and place the egg in as
soon as the violence of the water settles, but still bubbles.”

“Won’t such heat kill them?” Someone
asked.

“No. My kind can only hatch in boiling
seawater. Anything less will not work. The dragons will make sure
the rocks stay warm till the cubs hatch.”

With Daku’s assurances the tribe began
scraping off the wood and ash to reveal the round stones. Then Cage
decided it would be quicker to use a bit of magic and lifted the
thoroughly hot stones off the neat pile to drop them one at a time
in each pool. The water had an immediate reaction as angry bubbles
frothed the surface. Steam rose immediately and each person
carrying a precious three foot long egg stood in front of a violent
pool, keeping a close eye. Daku didn’t leave Cage’s side for
obvious reasons, but he did talk and get hugs from Sean and
Rena.

In a few minutes the hot saltwater evened out
its boiling rate all around and the king of the flock said “Now,
place the fat end into the water, but do not burn your feet.”

Cage carefully slid the reddish egg into his
pool and Brooke did hers as well right beside his. Every egg also
went in. Out of the carriers, only five remained to stand beside
the five great Rex’s and Theresa, who also held the observing
Zikon.

“What do we do now?” Sean asked as he watched
only the very tip of the egg sticking out of the water.

“Wait. It is all we can do. The cubs will
begin reacting soon. The heat will make them fight to get out and
come into the world.” Daku said as he looked at all the steaming
pools.

“It is already working.” Cage said. “I’m
sensing their very slow heartbeats picking up. Instead of twenty a
minute, it’s jumped to forty… no fifty… now sixty. I can tell their
muscles are beginning to twitch… Daku, all of them are reacting
now.”

“It will still be a few hours yet.” He
chirped.

“Wyvern meat is coming.” Rex Gralla suddenly
said.

“I shall bring it.” Rex Nattan said and
walked across the water, where most dragons stood to observe
without getting in the way. His great gold scales glittering as he
moved towards the entrance.

 


By late in the afternoon Cage, Daku and the
dragons were suddenly on alert. Questions were asked till the
warlock said “Quiet!” He tilted his head and angled his pointed
ears to the still boiling water. “They are hatching!”

“Hurry! Away from the mound of meat.” Rex
Nattan said in his avalanche loud voice. “Once the hatchlings smell
the blood and flesh they will go to it. Even as cubs you two-legs
won’t survive.” The Utala all moved away quick, fast and in a hurry
from the small hill of raw food.

Crack. Crack. Crack. Came more and more and
more frequently. Soon it became all that could be heard alongside
the surf.

Then there was one sound different, a keen
cough before a squawk and heads turned to watch a foot long pink
creature pull itself out of the dirty yellow looking water. It was
obviously weak, but the cry was strong.

Immediately Daku flew over to the first born
griffin to hatch in over two millennia. The white king proudly
stood in front of it and rumbled an odd sound deep in his chest.
The cub clicked it beak and let out a squeak before sniffing the
air and sharply looked away before letting out a hungry squeal and
awkwardly stumbled with purpose, flapping its small, wrinkled,
featherless wings. It learned quick as it began to run and leapt
beak first into the dead flesh and began ripping chunks.

More began pulling themselves out of the
water, all naked and featherless, but no less that purely
beautiful. All the women of the Utala said ‘Awe!’ so many times it
was redundant, but no less amazing. Everyone smiled.

Then Cage broke the area of silence to say
“Daku, better get your ass over here!”

“What?!” dread crept into the king’s voice
and it vanished instantly as two tiny griffin’s crawled out of the
hot water and stared at each other, chirped several times and
rubbed their heads together. Daku flew straight over. And just as
he landed the two obvious female griffins parted and looked up. “Do
you know me?”

Right in front of everyone, the two newborns
grew to his size and despite their hunger they clearly said “You
are mine!” and they both rubbed their heads against his and
rumbled, none more loudly than the king of the flock. Even without
their individual personalities they knew him as their future
mate.

“Go. Eat.” At the sound of food the two
females turned to the crawling mound and ran over, not caring if
any got in their way, but none were trampled. They dove right in,
filling their hollow bellies.

“They talked.” Zikon said as he heard it.
“How? they were just born.”

“Only because of memory.” Daku said joyously,
trusting the sorcerer with this information. “They have memories
from their parents, but have not became who they are. That will
come like any other cub. They are beautiful, no?”

“Understatement.” Cage said as he patted his
friend’s side. “Do they already have names?”

“They will choose their own one day.”

“Well all the eggs have finally hatched,
every last one. You finally have a flock again, My Friend.”

“Thank you for this, Cage. Hope has been
given to me again.”

 


 


 


 


 



Epilogue

 


In the throne room of Laqura Castle, Empress
Vika sat hidden in the shadows of her throne again. The only sign
she was there was one bare milky white leg resting on a fresh skull
that had been recently cleaned and she had yet to turn it to gold
and add it to her throne. The hall’s doors opened and General Adair
and Colm the long horned bull came right in. He ordered her staff
“Leave us!” and they didn’t wait to find out if her were mad or
not.

Empress Vika allowed him to do so for simple
amusement rather than scolding him on who orders her servants and
slaves. As the door shut she said “And what have you come to tell
me, General?”

Adair went to a knee beside Colm. He did not
lift his head. “My Empress, reports on our efforts are ahead of
schedule. Supplies are working well and the portal remains secure.
The Heedi Rova colony is almost prepared to war and will be ready
in one month from today. Our pets have been trained and will be
ready to deploy at the same time. We have yet to learn what is
happening in the south as all of our spies are either in hiding or
their heads are sent to the gate. So far sixty two of our spies are
dead and I do not know how they have been found, but something is
in the winds. We do know over a thousand dragons neared the
boarder, but then left. Our current allies say they are around the
warlock’s island. He must have returned from The Deep. Either that
or we are being conspired against. But we have confirmed dragons
have been visiting both King Skylar and Tate, spotted in their
cities. We’ve yet to know why, but both accounts say the kings left
the conferences angry. I believe the dragons are warning they are
going to war and telling them bad news.”

“Good, if there is dissent between our
enemies it will be much better. The world will be mine by winter.
You’ve done well, General. So well I’m willing to give you a
gift.”

“I only wish to serve you, Empress and to
crush the unenlightened.”

“As you should. But this gift is a reward for
your loyalty. My cycle of fertility is at last upon me. I am
willing to bare another son with you. Give me passion and your seed
so we may have yet another enlightened child since our first will
kill his traitorous brother very soon. This child’s arrival will be
the beginning of a new age under my rule. After our coupling you
will send word of our impending war that will no longer offer
sanctuary for the enlightened. All in Vlara and Emroc shall be
ruled by me and live as slaves. For all time and that of their
children’s, children’s children till none will dare oppose me. I
will become a goddess, the first and only goddess in the
universe.”

General Adair smiled and shrugged out of his
robes. “Then allow me to be the first to worship my goddess.”

“Come and fill me, General. None shall have
me as you will this day. Then we will make history.”

 


 


 


 


 


The conclusion will come to a close in book
five:

Empress’s Endgame
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