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Prologue

 


“On your feet, Filthy Savages!” The slave
driver commanded at first light.

Meeka looked up from her restless night of
being shackled and hating how they mercilessly bit into her wrists.
She saw the detachment of nearly a thousand men preparing to move
out now that they got a piece of what they came for. Out of over
two hundred Utala only four had been captured. General sorcerer
Adair thought the rest of their quarry died in a huge ‘unfortunate’
landslide. The slaver nearest brought out his whip and snapped it
deftly to show who is in command. She got up quickly when the
sorcerer turned his sights on Meeka and her Utala sisters.

Utala refer to all strong women as a sister,
related or not.

When Meeka first awoke after hitting
her head, she found herself captured with two other Utala women who
accepted her into their tribe not even two weeks prior. She didn’t
cry though she sorely wanted to after finding herself parted from
the two she loved more than anything. During the night the army had
found and captured Zatal, another tribe member and bound him to the
opposite side of the wagon. One of the women, Lanna, tried talking
to him and found out what a mistake it had been as one of the
attentive slavers came over and backhanded her with a studded
leather glove for not obeying. Lanna, a temperamental yet skilled
warrior of the Utala went to strangle the man with her bare hands,
but found the chain binding her to the wagon was too much and the
line too short to properly retaliate. The man busted her lip and
whipped her ten times until she passed out from pain. Meeka and
Moril tried helping after it was over. The cruel man spoke,
dripping heavily with distain. “Slaves are never allowed to talk unless your
masters wish it. Until you learn proper respect for your owners,
you shall be beaten without compassion or mercy. Your habits will
be broken. As a woman you will
always bow to a man and the
sooner you realize that fact the less pain you will feel. Speak out
of turn or without permission again and only a mage might be able
to put you back together. And any further outbursts like
that is a sure way to get yourself
killed. The one thing you should look forward to is being broken.
I’m sure going to love seeing you savages put in place!” He turned
around smugly and left.

A firm hand gripped Moril’s shoulder
and she turned to see Meeka’s serene sapphire blue eyes. “Remember
what I said, Sister.” Meeka whispered so that they wouldn’t be
heard. “Do not do something that will cost you your life. Endure
and we will live to see another day. I do not want to tell your
mates you died because of your temper. How will your two young
children feel if I had to tell them you died when in a few days or
weeks you would be free? Lanna didn’t listen to me and look at what
happened.” Meeka began putting pressure on the unconscious woman’s
shallow wounds on her back and arm. “We are vastly outnumbered,
without weapons, chained securely to this wagon, surrounded by
guards and they have a
sorcerer here. I don’t know about you, but I’ll bide my time for a
better opportunity. We must remain calm and strong for whatever
awaits…” She stopped whispering when a crossbow carrying guard
walked closer in the cruel night. After he passed Meeka looked into
Moril’s dangerous eyes. “As mate to Cage, your chieftain, and also
as mate to Brooke, your priestess, will you be patient with me and
follow? Even if we aren’t saved, in time we will be able to do it
ourselves.”

“I will follow you, Meeka Sister.”
Moril whispered and helped slow the remaining bleeding. “How can
you be so calm? I’m so angry that I wish I had my knife to cut the
balls off all these dishonorable stupid men. They should not ever
become fathers. They call us
savages? They are the true savages. How can you be so at
ease?”

Meeka smiled solemnly. “Because I know my
lovers are alive and will do anything to get me back. Do you
remember how angry Cage got when Brooke and I worked together and I
finally cut him?”

The woman nodded. “He is the most frightening
man I’ve ever seen.”

“Exactly my point. Now imagine what he
will do to these helpless fools when he comes for us? And they
are not Utala. We both know
Brooke will come too. It is the way she is. She loves her people
and will kill anyone who threatens them. She would rather die than
to see one of her people suffer… well after Cage beat her and
became chief… Put my lovers together and our worry is nonexistent.
What we should worry about is
what they’ll do to these slavers.” Meeka’s smile turned into a
lighthearted grin. “If I’ve learned anything from the man and woman
I love it is that there is no one right way to solve a problem,
unless we are dead.”

Moril grinned back. “That does help. I hope
they come to our aid soon… I miss Chala… She will be difficult
without me near.”

Meeka’s reminiscing of the night came to an
end as two slavers checked her shackles. In the minutes before the
driver snapped the reigns on the draft horses, to pull the supply
wagon and them, she watched as the Laqura army got their camp
broken down and formed groups. A dozen slavers surrounded the wagon
with a hand near a whip or a crossbow at all times. After the snap,
Meeka began marching with Lanna and Moril in front of her. Lanna
ceased to bleed, but her pain did little to disguise her
overwhelming anger towards these cruel, barbaric men.

They began descending the Darshay Mountain,
heading north. While slowly cutting through the trees, Meeka
watched the large man riding a bull and she had to forcibly cool
her expression when red tinted her vision. It was all because of
that mage that she and her new sisters were in their current
predicament. The sorcerer rode atop his powerful bovine Familiar
without a care in the world. Lanna, Moril and Zatal also saw him
and glared. That mage overwhelmed Cage, but somehow caught only the
four of them. Meeka always believed Cage to be unstoppable till
yesterday’s magical fight. She watched as he gave everything and
all his magic did was irritate the sorcerer. She at least had the
sense her lovers were still alive though she overheard a
conversation in the night between the mage and lead slave driver.
She and the others couldn’t sleep so they all overheard him saying
he couldn’t feel the man who fought him near the cave. The sorcerer
believed the rest dead since he couldn’t track the ‘pathetic mage’
as he liked to refer to Cage. Only Meeka knew that at least both of
her loves were still alive, or so she hoped.

The army and wagon continued down and
proceeded through the trees all day long, stopping only once to
rest. At that time the slavers gave only a small amount of water
and an even smaller piece of stale tack for the newest slaves to
eat. One of the men laughed when they saw the look on Meeka’s face.
“Be happy you get that much. You whores don’t get to eat like us
soldiers. If you obey you might get a half extra ration of water.
Wouldn’t count on it though. The only thing we have to do with slaves is get you to the market
with the least damage. From there you’ll serve your master till you
die or are sold again. Just don’t do something stupid and die.
It’ll only hurt the amount of coin our army receives.”

Meeka thought, Well why would anyone want to do something like that? Oh I
know… because you don’t deserve anything for such cruel acts and
inhuman ways.

But she and the others held their tongues and
just glared, making several slavers laugh. She and the others
wanted the men to believe they won.

 


By early evening Meeka and the others
spotted the main army of close to six thousand soldiers out on the
Tribal Plains. She wondered where the rest were, the other four
thousand, and felt it didn’t really matter since the Empire’s men
were still vastly overwhelming. The driver made the new batch of
slaves pull up to an area where several hundred slavers stood and
ringed nearly three hundred other natives. They were separated into
children, men and women. Children sat between the two adult groups
to make the more mature captives submit and not try anything for
the slavers could easily open fire on the children as readily as
any distraught and angry adult. The largest group were the children
that nearly held about a hundred and seventy, men numbered around
fifty and women were close to eighty. Not one elderly person stood
or sat among the slave groups. She remembered Cage explaining that
slavers kept only those who would be useful or would
become useful. Old people were a
liability and would only slow overall progress. The elderly were
killed without hesitation since they were considered a
liability.

The wagon came to a stop and a half dozen,
foul smelling brutes approached, one carrying dirty linen. They
spoke with the driver for a few seconds before reaching Lanna
first. One man took out a knife and cut off her leather top and
bottom. The grimy man looked at the naked woman with minor wounds
that would heal without any disfigurement. He checked her straight
white teeth and walked around to see any problems. To Meeka he
seemed more like a horse trader who determined the worth of one’s
steed and held out a hand to say “Gold.” and a man beside him
pulled out a fist sized sack and passed a tiny piece of gold that
looked like two discs with a thin bar keeping them together and was
no larger than a thumbnail. He separated one of the thin golden
discs and stood over a head taller than Lanna, turned her head and
another man held her still as she struggled and spat at one man who
grinned. The brute leader grabbed her earlobe and pierced it with
the thin piece of gold and put the back on to keep it in place.
Lanna struggled, but didn’t give these men the satisfaction of
screaming. She had experienced much worse in her life.

Another approached the young, naked tribal
woman when the brute moved next to Moril and cut her scant amount
of clothing off. The man before Lanna pulled out a dirty cloth and
made her step in the middle and pull it up around and tie it around
her neck. The cloth exposed her scabbed back and was designed to
allow a slaver to whip the slave and not destroy the demeaning
clothing. They then took her at the threat of a crossbow bolt
pushing at the back of her neck and shoved her in with the other
female slaves. The leader appraised Moril the same way and
confidently said “Gold.” Pierced her ear, not getting a scream
either.

When he got to Meeka he smiled greedily
with rotting teeth that further made it nearly impossible not to
gag on the smell. His thick beard was a mess, had dirt and food
inside the mat and body odor clung to him like no other person she
ever met. He gladly used his knife and slowly cut off her pants and
shirt. Meeka became stoic and impervious to anything after the
first cut on cloth. He walked around and grabbed her chin
painfully, forcing her lips back with a thumb to look at her teeth.
The man stepped back and grinned like a person who won the greatest
prize. He said “This whore deserves platinum. She will fetch a
price more than half this lot.” He held out his hand and got a
platinum earring. Unlike silver, this metal is practically white
and expensive. She felt his hand grope her full breasts and his
eyes leered expectantly, but she withdrew into herself, knowing she
couldn’t do anything to stop him. “A fine, full woman every man wants to bury himself
between such thighs...” He then grabbed her ear and pierced the
platinum through the sensitive flesh. Her jaw clenched as she felt
the painful bite and at the touch of his lingering hands. She felt
a warm drop of blood fall on her shoulder from her throbbing left
ear.

He then went to touch her flower when
came a deep malevolent voice. “Do not even think of that,
Appraiser.” The men turned around to find an officer riding atop a
warhorse, wearing fine armor. “The slaves are not ours until the brothels send them to us. I
will not tolerate any breach of our standing orders. These
unenlightened heathens belong to the Laqura Empire, not you. You
know the price of touching a slave you do not yet own. I would have
taken your head if you did touch that blonde savage. You cannot
ever hope to afford one such as she and if her future owner learned
you sampled his or her wares before they did, you would die
nonetheless. Clothe her like the others and I better not hear of
you disregarding the laws when we acquire slaves for the
empire again. Am I
understood?”

“Yes, Captain.” The leader grumbled and
turned around to appraise Zatal on the other side of the wagon and
commanded for a silver earring.

A man carrying the dilapidated linen clothed
Meeka and she didn’t move or react unless she was told.

“You there!” The man atop the horse commanded
and Meeka stoically looked at him. “You do not look like these
savages yet you wear their beads, why is that? Answer me.”

In a lifeless monotone, pretending to already
sound broken, she lied successfully and confidently “I was found as
a babe when a tribe killed my family. They raised me as one of
them.” Short and clear was how Cage taught her how to answer if she
were ever captured from one of their many conversations they had
together. Satisfied, the general moved on, not caring to delay his
rounds through his camp any longer.

Meeka was taken from the chain, but
still her wrists remained shackled like all others. At
least they allowed me to keep my boots and
beads. She thought in mild satisfaction. She was then
shoved in with the other tribes women who were captured and
preferred to sit down and rest. Only one or two looked defeated,
the rest were beyond pissed as they looked towards the children
being held hostage, but knew death only awaited any escape or
rescue attempt.

She found Lanna and Moril standing over with
three other women in similar linens, talking. They wore their beads
differently in their hair, which she later learned uniquely
explained the different tribes. War tribes hung off to the left
while to the right meant they supported another, but none came
anywhere near the Utala’s place at the temple. Meeka watched as the
slave guards watched them and didn’t do anything. It seemed their
only job is to keep them from running off or to use any means
necessary to stop any attempts. Meeka walked right up to the five
and saw the other three had earrings as well. Two had a silver and
one a gold, all on their left ear too. Moril said “Meeka Sister,
these are sisters from a peaceful neighboring tribe. Each one are
mate to the late chief who died protecting them when they were
attacked. Sisters, this is Meeka, mate to our new chieftain Cage
and also mate of Priestess Brooke.”

“Wait… someone beat the Utala priestess? I do not believe such a
man exists.”

“He is very strong.” Meeka stated simply and
looked to them all. “What have you learned of our situation?”

The other woman with the gold shook her
head. “Not much. Our tribe was captured yesterday morning and less
than half of us still live. We did not get out in time before they
swarmed us without honor. All I have been able to learn is by
morning we will be sent off to the slave market somewhere in the
Laqura Empire called Bepop… it is to be a long journey with these
men who like to call us savages. They are the savages for we do not hurt
others as they do.”

The two with silver earrings put a hand on
her shoulder and said “Peace, My Love.” when they saw her anger
mounting. One stated “We know that they are stupid men who are more
like rabid dogs. We must live and prove we are their betters as we
always have.”

“You’re right, My Loves. I would be lost
without you.” The woman said softly and continued. “These worthless
fools, from what I’ve learned, takes our people and neighbors
north, when we reach a group size like this. To make matters worse
they will send a mage to keep guard over us. They have close to a
hundred in this large group. The only honorable thing I’ve learned
is they won’t rape us with that general giving orders. When we
leave his command’s influence, I don’t know what to expect.”

“What I want to know” Lanna half
growled and pointed to her bloody ear. “is why they so
kindly put this in my ear.” Moril nodded as well.

The woman sighed. “It is how they tell us our
worth, like a man could know what a woman is worth.” She snorted
and crossed her arms beneath her covered breasts. “Copper is
lowest, my loves are silver,” The two women at her side glared at
the grimy Appraiser as he strode away. “we three are gold and our
sister Meeka here is the most valued, platinum. They will separate
us later, using our earrings. The more valuable the metal in our
ear, the greater the woman will fetch a larger price. All of us
sisters will wait for the most opportune time to free ourselves,
but at the moment we wouldn’t dare attempt anything. Especially
with all the children being held as hostages.”

Nearly every woman, Meeka included, looked
past the guards where all the young children were together, crying
out for their parents to come to help. Impotent anger filled each
one, especially when a man cracked a whip to make the children quit
calling for their parents. The kids stopped yelling for help, but
couldn’t stop from crying.

Meeka felt pure hate for these
worthless excuses for men from Laqura and thought;
Cage, kill them! KILL THEM
ALL!!!

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Blinding headaches became more common, but
never easier. Luckily Cage had a sky high pain tolerance from being
paralyzed. The first thing he noticed after the throbbing behind
his eyes and the tenseness in his neck dissipated is whispering and
the crackle of a small fire and yet there also was a faint echo. He
tried opening his heavy eyes and groaned.

“Mother! Dad is waking!” Rena shouted as she
stayed near him.

The tired tribe became alert and Brooke
rushed over.

“Rena, not so loud.” Cage groaned as he sat
up slowly. He began shaking his head as suddenly he became tightly
embraced. He looked over as Brooke began to shake. “Babe, what’s
wrong? Why are you crying?” He looked around and blinked “Did we
make it into the cave…? The last thing I remember…”

Cage’s eyes went wide and his headache
vanished for a moment as he suddenly got to his feet and took a
fighting stance. He looked around, finding only the Utala standing
inside a cavern. Fifteen feet above stood a semi-sturdy ceiling and
torches only illuminated a hundred feet at most of the cave as
total darkness allowed no outside light in or it could have simply
become dark. To his left stood fresh debris from a recent cave-in
and to the right waited complete blackness. Around him stood men,
women and children also looking startled and fearful. Horses and
supplies were further away from where most everyone else
congregated. When he didn’t sense any nearby threats his
defensiveness melted and he spoke his thoughts aloud. “I remember
fighting that sorcerer… using my flames against his… dropping thick
trees in his path… What happened after…? Wait… I overdid magic
again and passed out, right?” He turned around to see Brooke crying
silently in agony, but it was what she clutched in her hand that
drew his attention. It was Meeka’s eight inch, bowie-style, single
edged knife with an engraving on the round pommel of a shield with
three dots and three lines making up a triangle. The way Brooke
clutched the blade to her chest and entire broken demeanor gave
Cage a particular cold chill down his spine he hadn’t felt in
several years. In a slow and tense voice he asked “Where’s
Meeka?”

Brooke dropped to her knees and Rena came
close and wrapped her spindly little seven year old arms around her
distraught mother.

Cage looked around and tensely asked “Will
someone tell me what is going on?”

Elder Metak went to go forward, but his love
Shania put a hand on his arm and walked closer, drawing the new
chieftain’s attention. “Chief, your other woman left to go help you
and the priestess hold their forces back, to give us more time to
get everyone else inside. Brooke and three others carried you into
the cave, Meeka wasn’t with them when Brooke had us close the mouth
of the cave. Yours and the priestess’s woman weren’t the only ones
who are missing. Six others are likewise unaccounted for.”

Cage found it hard to swallow the frog lodged
in his throat as he turned around to stare at the collapsed part of
the cave. He closed his eyes and began to breathe heavily through
his nose. “It’s no use getting upset about the uncontrollable. We
cannot allow our emotions to cloud rational thoughts. Until I know
exactly what happened to Meeka and the others I must focus.” Even
though he whispered to calm anger and personal weakness his voice
carried to the rest of the tribe who watched him expectantly.
“Meeka wouldn’t want me to do something stupid. She would want me
to keep a clear head and figure out what to do.” He looked at the
rubble for a hard minute, trying to relieve the painful weight on
his chest from all the dark thoughts that filled him with all that
could have happened to her.

He turned around and met everyone’s
eyes, including Brooke’s. Cage walked over to his love and picked
her up. “Until we know what happened definitively to Meeka, we must
remain strong, especially now. If she needs our help we cannot sit
here crying. We both love her so let’s do what we can right here
and now. Our people need us.”
Brooke wiped the tears with her forearm and felt his long corded
arms surround her. In a whisper he said “And if she’s dead I’ll
kill every single one of them motherfuckers.”

New tears tried forming on her, but when she
stated “Not alone, I’ll take half.” they receded. He pulled away
and she felt his lips on her forehead. Those calm, confident words
and gesture eased the heartbreak and dread she felt for her
woman.

Rena apparently stood close enough to hear
and drew her own little four inch knife and said “Leave some for me
as well. They hurt you, Mother, you too Dad and Meeka Mother is
gone and I want to hurt them back.”

Cage pulled away from Brooke and dropped to
sit in his heels to look his recently acquired stepdaughter in the
eye and smiled. “Don’t worry. I won’t let your mother and I have
all the fun, Kiddo. I’ll let you play with a few of their biggest
and meanest men. You will show them that even a little girl of the
Utala is a deadly little critter.”

Rena grinned and sheathed the knife back to
her thigh. She had tears as well and opened his arms and she
quickly rushed in for a much needed, fatherly hug.

His sure words seemed to truly make the whole
tribe relax now that their chief is back to retake control and
help.

Rena’s words made Cage look more closely at
himself and others. His arms, feet and shins were unharmed thanks
to special material that became one with his own flesh and no
weapon so far has even nicked the metal hard skin. Beyond the
headache he felt scratches and puncture wounds on his right side
and back. His personal check shifted to Brooke as she sustained
several deep cuts on her arms and back. Even some drying blood had
trickled from her ears and down her neck. The beautiful woman was
almost completely covered from head to toe with dirt, most likely
from the cave-in. His gaze swept to everyone else just as dirty. He
felt tired and weak so he began asking questions “Brooke, tell me
what happened after I did my last spell. Before that though, can
someone bring me my pack.”

Rena gladly volunteered and moved quickly to
her horse where she tied their four packs. She grabbed the largest
and brought it back to see most of the tribe had sat down again to
rest and recover. She gladly handed it to him and sat down right in
her mother’s lap for closeness and comfort.

Brooke wrapped her arms lovingly around her
child and waited for a moment as Cage began eating carrots and
peppers, sipping on his water. “First, I know you want to know how
long you were out and it has been only an hour, approximately.
After you collapsed, that magic-man and Familiar made an explosion,
causing much dust and debris. I believe the dust is all that saved
us. Myself and three others were able to get you into the cave.”
She looked down and kissed the top of Rena’s head. “I knew we had
to block off that clearly powerful magic-man or all of us would
suffer at his hands… I saw a few of our hunters still had the
arrows you spelled and I figured that if they worked on those men
protected from normal arrows, that it could cut through rock. I
didn’t have time to consider anything else to put something between
our people and that man. The arrows worked better than I thought
and collapsed the entire mouth. It must still be daylight, but for
the moment, we are safe.”

“Hmm… I’m surprised the arrows didn’t break…
Maybe because the magic felt resistance of the stone it parted the
rock like it would against a magical barrier… The speed I put on
them would surely make the arrow go much deeper and loosen the
rock’s stability… We’re very lucky the whole mountain didn’t come
crashing down.” He grinned after the spoken reflection of the
plausible way it worked. “Good thinking, Sweetheart.” She smiled at
the odd endearment he used, being from another world and all. He
looked around and asked “How far back does the cave go? Is it a
dead end and we’ve simply made our own tomb?”

Elder Metak shook his head. “We have sent a
few to look and they returned not long before you awoke. They said
the tunnel is deep and has many branches.”

“So we are in a labyrinth of caves?” He
inquired.

The old, retired chief nodded. “We believe
so. My grandfather didn’t tell me much, but he did warn there were
dangers as anyone familiar with caves can attest. But the hunters
who went searching said they didn’t see even the slightest hint of
a nearby exit. For the moment I believe Brooke’s rash thinking
saved all of us. If we don’t find an exit though…” His sentence
hung for others to fill in.

“Alright, what about the kids? Did they all
make it? Who isn’t here?”

Brooke gladly picked up the conversation.
“Other than our love, Zatal, Hammit, Lanna, Quitte, Allai and Moril
are missing. They were the warriors with us when you fought that
man on the bull. All of the young ones are safe, as are each of the
elders. One of my sister felt labor pains, but while we rested
Jada’s pains stopped. Since we pushed so hard these past few days I
decided to allow everyone to rest here for the time being.”

He nodded and she saw he appeared to feel
better.

Cage felt less exhausted as the food hit his
stomach. He closed his eyes and focused on all the injuries and
knew the wounds were dirty and would get infected in little time,
but he saw that at the moment water needed to be rationed. He sent
a healing spell to first cleanse the wounds of all foreign
particles and followed it with another to nearly instantly heal
every site. Intense itching blossomed all over his skin and he knew
the magic began to work. The only down side to rapid healing is the
overwhelming itching. It’s like wanting to scratch a scab, only ten
times more annoying. Further making it unbearable is when it is in
one’s ears. The villagers saw blue light come off from his body as
he sat still and became anxious.

When he opened his eyes he felt a large wave
of exhaustion and tiny black dots swimming in his vision. He began
to breathe slow and deep till they cleared nearly an hour later.
The Utala began relaxing for the first real time in five,
hard-pressed days.

Eventually he looked up to say “Before we can
even think of staying here we need to find water. I’ve never done a
spell like this before so I’ll need complete silence. Caves are
well known for having leaks or springs so I should find us a place
with water. When I find it we can rest through the night in
relative safety. Now, please I need silence.” And they gave it
willingly.

Never had he attempted such a spell, but he
knew if there is to be any way to help get them out he needed to
find the best way. He closed his eyes to focus and pictured wanting
to find a way to the nearest readily available water source and
maybe a way out. With that in mind he lifted his hand, opened his
eyes and felt the tingle of magic between his shoulders blossom as
the spell began. The six inch string of white light seemed to rise
straight out of his palm. He last used it to find Meeka’s money
when someone foolishly tried stealing it back in Vin’re.

Cage felt his magic flow into the glowing
string that began to undulate like a snake. The tip bent and aimed
down the tunnel when something unexpected happened. The white,
wormlike, string began to sprout threads like a growing tree root.
Everyone else watched the working of magic. The string also began
to get longer, now ten inches and the end still connected to his
upturned palm. The branches of light began to weave and split
apart. In only a few seconds the white string of light took dozens
and dozens of paths. Then all of a sudden there came a tiny red
pulse of light on one of the stems, then another further on another
string pulsed the same color. Cage began to quickly get lightheaded
as the spell fed on his already depleted mana, the body’s fuel to
utilize magic. He gritted his teeth and said “Someone… Hurry and
draw this in the dirt… I can’t hold it for long. Hurry…”

Rena reacted first to his command while
everyone sat in amazement. She pulled herself out of Brook’s grip,
grabbed a rock and ran to his side and began drawing in the dirt,
as best she could copy from what she saw.

Unable to keep the magic going longer he let
it go and leaned back to breathe as if he ran as hard as he could
to the brink of collapse. The threads of light vanished like the
switch of a light bulb. He fell on his back and heard furious
scraping sounds just before he found Brooke leaning over him with
concern. “You need to not push yourself so hard, Cage Love…” She
looked away for a moment to smile. “Excellent work, Rena…” She
returned her worried eyes to him, moved and lifted his head to rest
on her smooth thighs. “What was that magic you did anyway?”

“I believe he just made us a map of the
caves.” Elder Shania assumed with a touch of awe. She moved over as
Rena huffed “Dad, I did as much as I could.”

He chuckled between breaths and ruffled her
shoulder length of black hair like her mother. She giggled and
knocked his hand off her head. The eldest woman of the whole tribe
knelt beside the child and looked closely at the dirt drawling to
say “Zanza, come over here and see if this looks anything like the
cave branches you and the hunters found earlier.”

A great warrior huntress who helped Cage
learn about the Laqura enemy approached and knelt. She put her
finger close to the dirt, but not on it to disturb the work. The
woman nodded “If what I saw the chief do is correct, we are here…
the first three paths are correct… we took each for a little ways
and by the looks of it the chief’s and Rena’s map are just as I
remember scouting… so the red lights… I don’t know what they
mean…”

“Either a way out or a place where we can
locate water.” Cage stated from Brooke’s lap when he caught enough
of a breath. “That is how I worked the spell and I got a feeling
those pulsating red areas are where we’ll find a better place to
set up camp. Take a piece of leather and a piece of charcoal to
copy Rena’s good work.” The girl blushed at his praise while
grinning at the attention. “Take a scouting party and use the map
and see what the closest location means. Be careful and don’t take
any unnecessary chances. Don’t take any unneeded risks and be
absolutely sure you tell me if I’m wrong. If my spell isn’t right,
I need to know so it can be corrected. The rest will stay here and
recover.”

“Yes, Chief.” Zanza said and hurried away,
grabbed a piece of hide and cut a section off her own tent for it
hadn’t stayed together as well as the others. She returned to find
Rena as the best little helper of all the young had gotten a piece
of charred wood from one of the few fires that lit the section of
cave to see by. Zanza began carefully copying the hastily drawn map
in the ground.

While the huntress continued to draw, Cage
recovered enough to sit up. He dug in his pack and retrieved the
coiled rope he kept. He then downed all of his water and Brooke
asked “What are you doing, Cage. We should not drink all our water
at once.”

“I know, but it is necessary.” He said and
outstretched the rope and empty container. “Zanza, take these. I’m
going to be out of commission for a few hours at least. The rope is
strong enough for one person at a time if you need to climb or
rappel, but if the map leads you to water, don’t drink it whatever
you do. Fill up my container and bring it right back. If you drink
the water straight you might be fine, but then again it might make
you sick if something defecates in it or something poisonous might
grow. Let me check if it is safe first.”

“I will, Chief.” Zanza said and took the rope
and empty wooden water container. She threw the rope over her
shoulder and rolled up the piece of leather. “Who would like to
accompany me?” Six volunteered and armed themselves with a bow,
arrows, a lance, knife and carried simple provisions. They wouldn’t
take any chances as their chief requested. The group grabbed three
torches, keeping only one lit to conserve and expand what time they
could explore. The tribe watched the glow get ever fainter down the
tunnel as the hunters went off.

Brooke said “We should all rest while they
are gone. Children, stay away from the horses. No telling how they
will react after being in the caves with us.” Brooke went to her
horse and pulled out a fur, holding the tears in as the memories of
her first time with Meeka was on it. She brought it over and laid
it out. “Rena, you rest with your father and I.”

She beamed and came over to lay down. Brooke
looked over her shoulder to find Cage already on the fur and asleep
in mere seconds. Brooke wrapped her arms around Rena and put her
between herself and the sleeping giant of a mate. She closed her
eyes and saw only Meeka hurt somewhere and all alone. She had a
nightmare while Cage slept soundly, never having dreamed
before.

 


Hours passed and the group started getting
worried until a child who watched the tunnel shouted “I see a
light!”

That woke Cage and many others who had fallen
asleep. His headache remained, just not as prominently as before.
Much of his strength also returned, enough to move without pain. He
roused Brooke who had a trail of old tears. She woke with a start,
doing the same to Rena. The two actually looked better after
sleeping as well. He stretched out aching limbs and then moved
forward to meet the seven returning figures. Brooke stood at his
side. When they came close he admitted “From how much better I
feel, you have been gone awhile. What did you find out?”

Zanza said “We had trouble getting water from
the first, nearest location. It was deep down in a hole no man
could fit. We had to tie your container to the rope just to get it
down. While we were out we also decided to go to the second
location and see what it had to offer. It took more time because we
missed a turn. We only found it because we heard the water drip
loudly from the ceiling. The second was easier to collect because
it was a large underground pond. We collected water from it as well
and didn’t drink as you warned.” She held out two containers, one
of wood and one of buffalo leather. She smirked “I hope you can
determine which location the two sources come from.”

He chuckled and Brooke scowled, not finding
their situation humorous. Cage took the two samples and opened his
container first. He sent a spell to the water and watched as a
thumb size accumulation of putrid gunk separated from the water and
wrinkled his nose. Zanza and the others also grimaced. He looked at
her. “Aren’t you glad you didn’t drink any?”

“I am now.” The huntress responded.

Cage used magic to throw the horrible glob of
problems away on the cave wall, away from everyone. He turned
around “Who’s thirsty.” Many adults backed away. “Wha…” He looked
at the container and chuckled. “Don’t worry, I cleaned it like I
did for all you when we gathered. Here, I’ll show you.” He tilted
his head and took a dramatic swallow to prove the water pure. A
five month old pregnant woman approached. “I’m quite thirsty,
Chief.” He passed it over. He waited while she drank it all and she
said “Thank you.”

He then poured the contents of the water skin
into the empty bottle. Again he cleaned it and this time only a
small pea seed sized blob of gunk slipped out of the water. He
smiled and sensed what lay contained in the blob. “It seems this
pond is our best bet. It just has a bit of algae. It will be more
than safe enough to drink straight.” He handed the drink down.
“Rena, share this with any of the youngest kids who’re thirsty.”
The girl took it and went off to the others. “Zanza, do you
remember your way back to this pond?”

“Without a doubt. I have a good sense of
direction. If we pack and move out soon, we’ll reach it in about
two hours.”

Cage turned around. “You heard the woman!
Let’s pack up and move out.”

In twenty minutes everyone was ready and
Zanza led the way.

 


Like she guessed, in approximately two hours
they found a moderately sized cavern with a pool of clear water.
The space offered plenty of room to spread out enough to not be
considered cramped. Smelling the water, the horses and hunting dogs
became excited and hurried over and began drinking their fill, not
dropping the water level in the least. While the horses drank, the
people took off the burden and brought bowls to give to the caged
chickens. Cage took a piece of cloth and cleaned himself up and
washed his clothes, leaving them to dry on a hook-like protrusion
in the rough cave wall. When all other began to drink he said
“Listen up!” They stopped as his voice echoed another two times.
“We’ll rest here for the night. What I need from everyone is to do
a wound check. I don’t want anybody to get an infection so bathe
yourselves, but not in the water. Use a rag or something. We’ll
fill up in the morning and don’t want dirty water. Don’t bother me
if all you have is a scrape or a minor cut. If you were with me
when I fought earlier I know you have wounds, especially to your
hearing, Brooke you too. Clean up and see me. If you are alright,
start supper while I help the wounded. If the wound is deep, don’t
downplay it. If you slow us down with an infection it will be your
fault. Clean up and get to it.”

Cage sat with his bare back against the wall
and bottom on the fur before creating an orb of light and fed it
enough inner strength to last till morning while Brooke and others
began cleaning off all the dirt and grime that plastered against
everyone’s skin. All Utala stripped naked to check every inch of
flesh. One of the warriors arrived first, peppered in deep gashes.
Cage sent his magic and removed a few deep splinters someone missed
and would have definitively caused a raging infection if left
untreated. The man began scratching and cursing till every wound
sealed closed without any evidence of the injury. Brooke stood
seductively in front of him and he focused on her dozen gashes, but
no splinters. She endured the annoyance of rapid healing and sat by
his side.

In all, thirty really required help, the rest
he sent off to do other things as their wounds weren’t severe
enough. He felt very tired afterwards and Rena, with other
children, brought food to her parents after being cooked. Brooke
ate first, knowing he doesn’t eat first as a general rule. He
doesn’t want to be poisoned.

After the filling meal he coaxed Brooke to
sit between his legs. He felt her mildly chilled flesh on his own.
The cave was cold as it is and bathing made the chilly temperature
worse. Brooke felt much better in his arms, but her other love is
somewhere not with them and she didn’t like the feeling. To
distract herself she grabbed the glowing ball of soft white light
and said “It feels almost like moist leather. What are you doing
with it?”

“I’m going to use it to tell us when daylight
breaks. It will flash brightly to say dawn’s arrived. It will allow
our people knowledge that it is night out and give them peace of
mind that they have time to rest and sleep.” He put his arms
beneath her breasts and leaned her further back on his chest. In a
low voice he said “I know who is really on your mind. I miss her
too.”

Brooke began to silently cry and Cage felt
her shake slightly. He kissed her cheek and put his chin on her
soft, feminine shoulder. They sat further away than most and in
shadows to avoid others so she said emotionally “I miss her and
want her back.” Her throat thickened and slightly choked. “She is
my woman and I cannot even know if she is alright. I want her in my
arms, to kiss her and know all is well. It is hard to sit here and
do nothing.”

“Would you be this sad if I was in Meeka’s
position and she were here holding you?” He wondered.

Brooke leaned to the side and looked
seriously at him. “I know I
would. The two of you are mine, just as we are to you. Yes, you
have a lance that gives pleasures I never knew, but I love you for
more than it. I love how Rena has blossomed in so few short days
with you. I love how you treat our people, giving all you have to
see us safe. Most of all I love how you treat me as an equal. Meeka
too. I love each of you for my life doesn’t hurt anymore, always
remembering what Rena’s father did to me. Do not ever question my
love, for I couldn’t ever look upon any man as I do you. It is the
same with Meeka. I might be a priestess and a warrior, but I’m
still a just woman.”

“Not just a woman. You are my woman.”

She finally smiled and gently gave him
a moment’s kiss. “I will always be your woman just as you
are my man.” He smiled back
and she moved to rest against his chest. She sighed “I just want to
know if Meeka is well. Knowing she’s somewhere alone, without us,
is hurting me. I wish to know she is alright. Just seeing her would
be enough.” Brooke felt Cage go rigid and sat up and looked over
her shoulder. “Cage Love, what is the matter.”

“Seeing her, hmm…” He mumbled as his eyes
lost focus to reflect on an idea. “Brooke, you are a genius.” She
tilted her head to the side, questioning. “Maybe there might be a
way to do just that, see her.”

“How?” She asked with growing excitement and
hope.

“Magic.” He affirmed. “Let me tinker with a
few ideas.”

“Do whatever it takes. I’ll be quiet and not
distract you.” She twisted and sat right before him. Patiently
waiting until he smirked. “What?”

Cage chuckled. “It might be better you sit
beside me. I cannot focus when you are sitting before me like that.
You and Meeka are nearly impossible to resist making love to when
you sit like that. Whatever you do don’t show me your flower unless
you want me to take you.”

She smiled wryly and held up a single
finger and wiggled it from side to side. “Then I must not distract
you. I too want you, but not
without Meeka. So long as she isn’t with us I’ll not make
love. I wouldn’t enjoy it half as much without her.” Brooke moved
to his side, careful not to tempt him further. “But I will still
kiss you.” And to prove it she kissed him deeply, stopping just
before she went too far. She still loved the taste of pure sugar
she got from him. She leaned back and said “Start
trying.”

Cage focused and conjured an image of Meeka,
like in a vanity mirror. Brooke got excited and nearly yelled for
everyone to come see when he said “That won’t work, it’s just a
memory of her… how should I structure the spell to find her in
real-time? Would I see her surroundings or just her? What if… no,
that is ridiculous. Perhaps a locater like the thread combined with
a visual image… that might work. If it can find her coin purse and
show a mini version of the caves it should be able to find a
person. Wait, they have mages, would they be able to block me? If
they can block maybe they can do a trace and locate me… I would
also have to set the spell to hide or sever if a mage figures out
something.” Brooke listened to his rumblings and realized just how
much Cage had to think to do magic. He knew and thought of things
she wouldn’t. She remained quiet, watching and listening.

He nodded to himself and began structuring
all he had thought through in the attempt to locate Meeka. He felt
the magic flow and an image of Meeka speaking to two women in
shadows appeared.

Brooke exclaimed “Cage! You did it!” and a
few seconds later the image vanished. She turned to see what the
problem is to find Cage unconscious, his head slumped forward. She
immediately understood the situation as Cage used every bit of his
strength to do that after already being weakened beyond anything
she could understand. She went to him, finding his heartbeat strong
and even, feeling glad he only slept and not something much
worse.

Most of the tribe heard her yell and rushed
over to see the priestess laying Cage down on their fur. She stood
and smiled happily “Cage found our love. He had exhausted himself,
but he did do it. I saw her!”

“Did you see anyone else?” Chala, Moril’s
sister-mate, asked in anxious hope.

“It didn’t last long to see much, but Lanna
and Moril were with her and talking.” She smiled, feeling a
tremendous weight lift off her shoulders.

Several cried out and hugged each other at
the news that their loves were still alive. Another asked “What of
Zatal, Hammit, Quitte and Allai?”

Brooke shook her head. “All I can
conclude is my love, Lanna and Moril were seen is because they
were near her. Cage needs much
rest and I say he deserves it. He got us this far, but at least we
know some of our sisters still live. The image I saw was brief and
unexpected, but I know they
live.” She noticed the ball of magical light and picked it up. “I’m
telling everyone to get some sleep. This will flash brightly, from
what Cage told me, when it is sunrise. We’ll move on and get out of
here at that time and I want everyone fresh and ready. Put out as
much fire as we can afford. Who knows how long we’ll be down here.
We might need to ration wood like we are used to. If you must
speak, do it quietly and be considerate, especially for
Cage.”

Each one knew how much he has done in so
short a time and were forever loyal to him. They backed away to
converse silently while Rena pulled her mother’s arm with little
tears streaming down her round cheeks. “Mother, did you really see
Meeka Mother?”

Brooke smiled in delight and picked Rena up
to twirl her around and hug her to her breast. “I did. She is alive
and my heart is at ease.”

“Mine too.” She replied with a sniffle.
“Mother, I’m tired, can we go to sleep too?”

“Of course.” Brooke said and put her darling
daughter’s little feet on the ground. Mother and daughter held on
to each other while Cage slept soundlessly. They happily fell
asleep together, better than before by the recent and intentional
cave-in. Brooke dreamed much more pleasant thoughts.

 


A brilliant flash and a startled scream
roused everyone. Many drew weapons, searching for threats and
danger. Cage sat up and looked at all of their anxious expressions.
He began to laugh and said “It’s just morning.” He stood and
stretched. Some joints popped from laying in a single position all
night. The tribe relaxed, hearing those words and a laugh. Several
also chuckled at their own reactions to the sudden wakeup.

Brooke quickly cooled her expression and slid
her tomahawks back on her thigh. She quickly came closer and asked
“Cage Love, will you please show me Meeka again? The others missing
too?”

The tribe turned expectantly, wanting to know
just as desperately.

“I’m sorry.” He shook his head slowly. “You
don’t know how difficult the spell was to maintain. If I’m to do a
serious look for anyone I need another full day to recover. I got
the feeling it wasn’t the distance that drained, but the strength
of the spell. It was very difficult to hold on to. Right now we
need to find our way safely outside the mountain. For now, we know
she is alive and it will need to do. By tomorrow I know I’ll be
plenty strong enough to do the spell. For today we need to move
on.”

“But I want to see her.” Brooke stated.

“And you think I don’t?” She balked at his
nonchalant tone, hearing a touch of sadness. “I have to make
priorities. My first responsibility is to get us the hell out of
here before we run out of food. We only have a three day supply and
the horses have enough till tomorrow. I need to do the spell I did
yesterday and find us a way out and far away from the army that
makes us stand right where we are now. What takes more priority for
Meeka, looking at her or getting out and holding her?” He turned to
the others. “What of the rest of you? Should we get out of here or
look at images?” When none spoke he said “Now that we can think
rationally we need to first eat and then I’ll do what I can to find
us a way out.”

Silence remained the loudest noise outside
the crackle of a fire while food cooked. When everyone ate enough
to curb their hunger Brooke apologized. “Cage, I’m sorry for
asking. I saw her alive last night and I just wanted to know more…
it is hard to remember that magic tires you. I know you too are
worried.”

He reached over and kissed her forehead. “I
know you mean well. Everyone is worried for those not here. In
life, nothing is easy. Life is a never ending struggle. Some are
easy to overcome. Others well…” He left unsaid. “And usually the
right decision is by far the hardest. Waiting is the most
excruciating of all. But when we get what we struggle for…” He
grinned wryly. “It makes the reward much more desirable. Besides,
if anyone hurts my new family they will find out just why the
spirits call me Lord Death.”

A chill settled over the Utala as all their
eyes widened at him. Brooke grabbed his arm and seriously asked
“What do you mean they call you ‘Lord Death’?”

He held up his gauntlet, showing the grinning
skull and black, octagonal diamonds for eyes. “Ceembura, gave me
the name. I guess I forgot to mention what name he bestowed upon
me. Also when the spirit of Queen Eleia came to get my help to save
Tate she too called me that. Why do you all look at me like a snake
just crawled into your bed?”

Brooke eased her grip and let go, she looked
to her people and said “He does not know our ways or our legends,
but from all we have seen, does anyone have doubts he is the
one?”

Cage blinked in confusion, but since he
didn’t feel any hostility he didn’t back away. The people were just
greatly surprised. He tried following the conversation, only to get
more perplexed.

Elder Metak crossed his arms over an
extensively tattooed and scarred chest. “Priestess, I have seen and
heard many of his tales and believe them, even coming from another
world to our Reliea, but for Cage to be what you are thinking… I
cannot believe. I never believed that old legend either. The only
way the legend is true is if it plays out.”

“What is this legend?” Cage wondered and took
a drink.

Everyone nodded when Brooke looked at them.
“Cage, do you remember me telling you it has been several
generations since the Utala has had a Mage?”

“I do.”

“Well, in all of our history we have had only
four. When the Utala was first started, our people were led by the
first Utala chief and he made us the home we just left. He wasn’t a
far-seer like the one who spelled myself and Meeka and gave us
identical prophecies, but he did tell a story that was passed
through the years. The words are long forgotten, but the message
remains.

“A powerful magic man will one day guide the
Utala to sanctuary before a great cataclysm threatens them with
extension. He will be the judge of the living and afterlife. He is
to become a living embodiment of Death.”

Cage chuckled and said “And you believe I’m a
representation of the fictional human construction of Death? Do I
wear a black hooded robe and walk around with a giant scythe?
That’s ridiculous.”

Metak chuckled “That is my point as
well.”

“Why did any of you think I’d become Death?
Just because a spirit called me Lord Death?”

Seriously, Brooke said “Cage, the spirits
never give someone a name lightly, from all that has been instilled
in me. For you to be named, as you have, must be not taken lightly.
For the departed to refer to anyone as Death, the harvester of
life, has deep implications for us, your people. To also add to the
story our tribe is Utala, the old name for reapers. We have always
been a deadly and feared tribe as the name is apt for us. My Love,
if the legend is true and you are indeed Death then we are to be
your warriors, your reapers. Even as children we were taught that.
I too hope it is not true for it will mean a great time of unrest
is near.”

Cage looked at all the serious faces.
“Good thing I don’t believe in prophecy or legends. Back home on
Earth we had prophecies too and each for time there was a
rational answer. Sorry, but I’m just
me and won’t portray myself as anything else. I’m not writing off
prophecy all together. It is just that I don’t have all the
information or facts. This Great Prophet you spoke of might have
manipulated events to play out. I can manipulate people too and
make them do things as I want. It really isn’t hard when you know
how. Until I know everything, I won’t put stock in prophecy. I live
my life my way. I want each of you to do the same. I’m not Death
and you are not my warriors. You are my people, my new family I’ll
protect.” He then grinned. “You folks have quickly grown on
me.”

They were quiet for awhile till Rena asked in
confusion “How could Dad be Death? How can a living man be anything
else? Spirits are strange.”

Cage roared in laughter with many others,
Brooke included.

 


“You guys ready?” He asked.

“Yes, Chief.” Zanza and two others replied,
surrounding a piece of leather a foot long and wide while holding a
piece charcoal from the snuffed fire.

Like the day before, Cage conjured the white
string and it began to grow and split off, creating a magical map
of the tunnel systems they found themselves in. the magic flowed
much more easily after a night’s rest and a meal. The white strings
grew over a foot in every direction. Some ended short and others
went further, creating new branches. Several red pulses popped up
in different areas and where the end stuck to his hand there was
also a red pulse within the white light. Off on one of the furthest
tips of the light was a dark blue pulsation. As he struggled to
maintain the much larger magical map he said “Better make sure you
jot down where every blue end shows. It’ll likely be our needed
exit like the red means water.”

“Already on it.” One stated. Cage didn’t know
who because it was growing hard to sustain the map as he could feel
his magic spread at great speeds through the whole cave system and
everything it found was instantly translated to the light strings
above his hand. It looked like paths of an anthill going all
over.

Sweat began beading on his forehead and he
began to slightly shake. Brooke put a hand on his shoulder for
comfort, but he didn’t take notice. The three map makers drew
quickly on the hide for what they saw. Three minutes passed until
Zanza looked at their work and stated “Chief, we are done.”

He let out a rush of air at hearing those
welcome words and bent over to put his head on the cool ground.
Brooke and others looked at the map and writings of a single mark
for red or two for blue. Cage didn’t move till his breathing evened
out and looked over their work. “Good job. It is nearly exactly how
I memorized it.”

“You memorized it, Chief?” Someone asked.

He nodded. “Yes, back when I was training on
Earth I had to memorize every building and terrain to complete a
mission. Would you like to test me?”

“Do we have time to waste?” Brooke said.

“I need to rest for five minutes before I’m
able to even move properly. I need to pass the time somehow while
everyone finishes prepping the horses.” She nodded and he turned
his back to the map they copied. “Starting from where we are, the
nearest blue light would be if we leave this area, take a right,
another right, a left, go straight and pass by two right turns
before taking the central fork and…” he kept speaking unerringly to
the nearest marking of blue on the map.

“Amazing.” Brooke said then wondered “If we
were to start from that point, where is the nearest one to it?”
again he gave clear directions. “You really did memorize the whole
system.”

He stood “Now we just need to get out. I’m
feeling better.” He smiled and winked, making his beautiful woman
shake her head with a smile. “Brooke, you get everyone ready while
I and a few hunters scout ahead. I’ll leave markings along the way
for everyone to know you’re on the right path.”

“Aren’t we sticking together?”

“Just to be on the safe side we should send a
few ahead and make sure all is safe. This is what I’m good at.” He
looked to Zanza. “Ready to have my back again?”

“Why would I want your back?” The warrior
huntress queried in uncertainty.

He chuckled. “It is just an expression. It
means will you follow me and be sure to tell me about something you
see that I don’t. Scouts always protect each other.”

“Well then I shall watch your back.” Zanza
affirmed. She looked over “Love’s, want to scout with me and the
chief?”

Four beautiful young women and a large man by
the name of Rin with a bright orange bead of a warrior came over.
All except one woman chose to come. The remaining woman said she
would watch over their children and kissed each one before doing
just that.

“Be safe.” Brooke whispered to her new
love.

Cage smiled. “You too, Brooke. Make sure
everyone moves safely. If something happens, send someone ahead.
We’ll do likewise.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


A lone torch illuminated the cave for the
five of them. Cage led, keeping the fire one of the huntresses held
to his back to retain clearer vision. The cave made eerie echoes
that put all of them on edge, but their chief’s calm confidence was
reassuring. He left the map with the main group, relying on his
sharp memory to guide them through the confusing caves. Sounds
became more bearable when they didn’t hear the tribe’s echo
haunting them. Zanza and her mates talked little, explaining only
once that when working, they focus on the task to prevent costly
mistakes a diversion talking creates.

Before they took another right Cage punched
the wall as hard as he could for the tenth time.

The first time he struck the wall Rin, the
man who fought and won four of the five women that walked with
them, asked what he was doing and went to check his hand for
injury. Cage simply admitted “I’m marking our path for others to
follow. My skin is stronger than metal and as for breaking bones,
when I was training with the old man I punched and kicked a wooden
log for over three years every day for an hour. I made
micro-fractures in my bones that healed and made them stronger.
It’ll take a lot more to break my bones than for most people.
Besides I’d rather release my frustrations on the rock instead of
dulling your knife.”

The warrior tried punching the rock too and
found it seriously hurt. His women and chief laughed, but it didn’t
hurt his pride.

After enough fresh rock peeled off from a
rapid series of punches they moved on. The others knew he hit the
mountain for his beloved mate wasn’t near. They didn’t know what
they would do if it were one of them in his or the priestess’s
place and didn’t wish to consider the notion.

The cave walls narrowed, but not enough for
those following to get the horses stuck. They would have to go in a
line to continue. Later the cavern opened wider than expected. Cage
looked and there was a deep pit consuming much of the room. A ten
foot wide path skirted the monstrous cavern. Amazingly even three
airliners could fly side by side straight down with room to spare.
He got down and had an idea. He conjured a red orb and roughly fed
it about two minutes worth of mana. He tossed it own the hole and
all watched as the light sped down. In a few seconds the light
could no longer be seen and made it feel as if it were bottomless.
Cage made three more and threw them as hard as he could in
different parts. One barely ricocheted off the far wall and
dropped. His shoulder hurt from the pitch required to toss such
distances. It revealed the wall riddled with large holes that
likely ran deeper into the mountain. In a few moments each light
dropped from sight. “Well this could be a problem.”

“How so?” Zanza asked.

“If someone or a horse falls it’ll be
impossible to save anyone. What I want to really know is how these
caves were made. It’s been bugging me for a few hours now. I don’t
see any normal tool marks associated with tunneling. I’ve been in a
few caves before, but some tunnels are too straight and huge to be
natural and I didn’t see any marks. It looked more like something
expanded or pulled out large chunks of rock. And these aren’t even
lava tubes. Can any of you fill me in on what I don’t
understand?”

“Chief,” Rin began. “What do you know of
dragons?”

“Are you saying dragons did this?” Rin nodded and waited to be
answered. “All the fiction stories of my world claimed they were
fierce and dangerous, a deadly pest to man. They stole sheep and
other animals and burned villages to the ground. They hoarded gold
and killed any who got in their way.”

The huntresses and Rin gave him a ‘Are you
kidding us?’ look. The warrior planted the end of his spear and
slightly leaned on it. “That is not the dragons we know of. Dragons
here are great beings of power and humility. They are mostly
peaceful, but their pride has limits and their magic is great. A
year ago a young dragon thrice the size of a horse visited our
people and asked to hunt a buffalo in our lands. They do not take,
and if we were to say no he would have flown to another tribe to
ask them. We would never dare tell a dragon no because they are
fascinating and usually when there is great disaster or famine they
help those who helped them. They do not interfere in human affairs,
but natural ones they aid. For instance, if we lost all our buffalo
herds and were about to starve, that dragon we fed would bring us
enough to feed us as we did for him. There is no such thing as an
ugly dragon for they have vibrant scales more beautiful than any
gem or treasure.” The warrior gestured his hand to the enormous
cave they felt like dwarfs in. “Only these great creatures could
make a cavern. They prefer to be in the air as much as underground.
It seems this mountain was left long ago, but stories make me
believe dragons made this place. It is exactly how I imagined the
stories, minus the dragons.” The warrior ten years Cage’s age
smiled.

“Great, now I want to go see a dragon. Do you
know where I can find one? When I get Meeka I want to take her too.
She wants to see one as well.”

“Dragons, to my knowledge, nest in the Fire
Mountains, near the city of Misty Way and the Blind Mountains where
Twilight and the Magical Council call home. At least, that is what
the stories say. Dragons don’t give out too much information about
themselves.”

Cage became fascinated by this news. He
looked around one last time to state “Someone needs to head back to
the others or just to where I last marked our path and warn them
about the gaping hole and this ten foot wide passage. Be sure to
tell Brooke to keep the kids touching the wall at all times.”

One of the women grabbed an unlit torch and
lit the head before moving back.

The rest carefully walked around the cave,
following the reasonable path. In fifteen minutes they entered
another tunnel and proceeded.

 


“Is that light?” Zanza wondered hopefully as
they turned another corner.

“It is from my memory.” He heard something
sliding. “What is that sound?”

Zanza didn’t hear his whisper. She and the
others smelled fresh air flowing in. In excitement to get out of
the suffocating cave, she moved quickly past Cage.

Sliding sounds grew louder and something
moved, catching Cage’s eye.

Reacting, Cage reached for Zanza’s arm,
gripped and jerked her back. She went to yell at him until she
looked in shock. Biting at Cage’s feet were several snakes. Cage
pulled her away just in time as he felt sudden and momentary
pressure striking the top and sides of his foot. He created a white
light when he realized the snakes couldn’t pierce his skin/boots.
He tossed the orb ahead to find a pit writing with venomous snakes.
Some hung oddly from the roof by holding the ceiling with their
tails. He’d never seen snakes do that before. Thankfully the snakes
weren’t large enough to strike his flesh just above his calf
muscles. One of the snakes must have broken its fangs on his foot
as it slithered away. He slowly backed away, needing to kick two
reptiles to stand safely with the others.

“Chief, thank you for watching my back.”
Zanza admitted. She looked at the confusion of the others. “I will
explain later.”

Rin asked “Chief, are you well?”

“Yeah, thanks to my protected feet. They
couldn’t pierce my skin to use venom.”

“How are we to get past? There are hundreds
and our people need to get through here. What’s to say the other
exit is better or worse.”

Cage spoke “I don’t want to kill them if that
is what you suggest. We are the trespassers here. I too do not wish
to find another way. The only thing I can do humanely is to draw
them or throw them out…”

With an epiphany he snapped his fingers and
whispered a spell “All female snakes within my line of sight go
into an early mating frenzy. Increase hormone and pheromone
production to gain every male’s undivided attention.”

The spell started and immediately every
snake’s behavior changed. The ones hanging from the ceiling dropped
and rushed to every female now in heat.

“They are eating each other!” Rin
exclaimed.

“Nope!” Cage laughed. “They are in a mating
frenzy and can think of nothing else. Look, that is called a
mating-ball.” He pointed to the growing ball of males surrounding
every female. “This will make things much easier to manage.” He
outstretched his hands and every writhing ball rose by magic. It
wasn’t too hard to maintain. “Wait here until I come back. I don’t
want any of you bit if I missed a straggler.” Cage moved forward,
carrying three dozen large balls of snakes. He stepped outside the
cave and placed them far away from the entrance, knowing they would
be occupied for some time. Stagnant water lay near the cave
entrance and he used it to wash off all the venom from his feet.
Last thing he needed was to transfer the venom to another.

Cage looked around to understand just where
they would find themselves and realized they exited into a valley
between several mountains. From the sun’s current position in the
west, they had cut through a mountain or two and safely escaped on
the south side. Untouched trees explained that none lived near and
any trails belonged to game, not man. He hurried back into the
tunnel, seeing enough to know they successfully escaped from real
danger of being obliterated. He did a quick search and found only
one snake remained behind. He brought it out, biting his hand
without effect. He released it near the others, washed his arm and
announced “Come on out!” Rin and his loves cautiously stepped
outside and quickly looked much better out in the open. He then
said “Steer clear of that area, but go scout for a suitable place
to make camp and if you find any food or game make sure to bring it
back. We’ll have hungry people coming. I’ll wait here by the cave
till the rest arrive. It’ll be dark in two or three hours so do
what you can and tell me if you find anything.” The women and Rin
smiled and moved off into the forested valley, giving a wide berth
to the area he deposited the snakes.

 


Darkness consumed the valley and several
hours of waiting came to an end when Cage heard a jumble of voices.
In the time he waited, he shaved with a magic knife of his own
creation that cut only hair. He also did a complete exercise
regimen when he could not sit around the whole time worrying about
everyone and Meeka. He felt less anxious though the tree that
obliged his release lost quite a bit of bark. The snakes remained
elsewhere occupied, not one even tried returning to the cave. After
the strenuous workout he had found something delectable.

An orange glow grew with the voices. He
smirked and hid behind a rock just before a torch came within
sight. He heard Brooke’s voice state “The exit must be close.” He
peeked and saw she led the entire tribe.

Right when she got close enough he jumped
right in front of her, making Brooke scream in surprise with
others. He laughed till she smacked his arm. “Don’t do that!” She
put a hand over her racing heart.

“Couldn’t help it.” He chuckled and saw she
was about to smack him again, but he caught her hand and kissed it.
She relented and relaxed, seeing him well. Cage looked to the
others and said. “Follow me to the exit.” That raised everyone’s
spirits and lessened worry.

Brooke laced her fingers intimately with
Cage’s as he led the tribe outside. Fresh, clean air and open space
made some cry in happiness or just relax. Seeing stars and the
crescent moon told night had clearly arrived. He said “Rin and the
others found a suitable place to make camp. Follow me there so we
can all rest.”

That got no disagreement. Even the horses
were eager to move.

Cage led the tribe downhill, avoiding the
snake area and using a game trail. On the way he asked “How did it
go?”

Brooke avoided a branch. “Slowly. We had a
difficult time fitting the horses through the tunnel before we
arrived at the empty dragon cavern. It wasn’t easy keeping everyone
safe and walk around that gaping hole. We nearly lost a horse on
that narrow ledge, but we all made it through alive. The sister you
sent back warned us what lay ahead and we certainly needed it. And
you, Love?”

He told her about the snakes and she
shivered, obviously disliking the creatures, but she laughed as he
explained how he made them go into a sex frenzy.

An orange glow ahead signaled they arrived at
camp. Rin, Zanza and the other two women came over to welcome
everyone. They found a reasonably flat area near a clean running
stream. Lush grass would make a more comfortable bedding. Two large
fires cooked two plump deer the hunters took down and the smell
made the village hungry. Cage didn’t even need to say for them to
find a place and bed down for the night. The spitted deer cooked
while the people let the horses roam and other foods were stewed.
Only a few warriors scoured the nearby area for threats.

Conversations turned lighter now that the
Utala weren’t confined in a mountain. The fresh meat was
distributed to everyone besides Cage. He found a filling meal for
his own dietary preference. A bush of almost ripe berries, edible
flowers and wild potatoes, that had to be dug up, sated his hunger.
Cage sat and watched interactions as Brooke and Rena sat on the
large, soft fur. When it seemed stomachs were full he pulled out
his container. “I have a treat for everyone!” He announced. He
looked over and smiled “Zanza, did you and your sisters do as I
asked?”

The huntress grinned back. “Sure did.”

“Good, bring it over.” Zanza and one of her
lovers brought over a wrapped blanket to the fur, intriguing
everyone. They opened it to reveal a large stack of flat, circular
bread. He then knelt before the stack with his wooden water
container and said “Children, I can use your help.” Nearly every
child ran over. He opened the mouth, began lightly pouring a thick
golden stream on the topmost piece of bread and said “I followed
some bees and found us some honey. I want everyone to share so each
of you give your mothers and fathers their own sweetened bread.”
One little girl took a piece to her mother who thanked her, took a
bite and Cage watched as the woman’s eyes widened at the delectable
treat.

Cage gave everyone the dessert, saving the
last three for himself, Brooke and Rena. A drop tried to escape his
chin and before he could go after it Brooke leaned in and licked it
straight off. She smiled mischievously to say “Can’t let such a
rare treat go to waste.” She gained a thoughtful look and said
“Though this honey is sweet, when I kiss you your taste is even
sweeter.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “I would not lie about that. You
taste much sweeter. I do have a question. How did you collect the
honey for you do not look to have been stung.”

He leaned back after swallowing the last bite
and said “While I waited for close to five hours I had enough time
to learn how to make a barrier much like what those the men and
mages had that made arrows useless. It is much like using magic to
move things around. I just think of a sphere around myself and I
can regulate its strength and properties. If I add more mana to the
barrier it becomes increasingly stronger. It works a lot
differently than other ways to use magic. Usually when I add more,
the magic can sustain itself. Not so with the barrier. It just gets
stronger or weaker depending on the amount I give and cannot remain
on its own without me focusing. Properties of the shield vary on
how I want them to. Like the soldiers, they could block arrows, but
not close range attacks. It also seems the more I block against the
harder it is to maintain and yet the stronger it becomes as well.”
He saw Brooke followed while Rena just listened and didn’t
understand. Cage held up his sealed container and the inch of
remaining honey. “When I figured out how to make a barrier, I set
the spell to repel bees and their larvae. I found the hive not too
far away and pulled out a few combs to harvest the raw, fresh
honey. The bees swarmed around me, but couldn’t get near because my
shield repelled them just outside my reach. I took only what I
needed to share with everyone, leaving the bees more than enough to
not be weakened. No one was hurt and I got what I wanted.”

“And it was very kind of you to share. Honey
is a very rare treat of all of us, My Love. And it is quite
dangerous because I know people who have died from getting
stung.”

“Me too. People often go into anaphylactic
shock and die from a sting. My bounty is proof of concept. Now that
I can defend myself with magic, it will give me a moment more to
retaliate.” He looked down and clenched his fist. “If only I knew
how to do this, none of us would be missing.”

Brooke laid a hand over his fist. In a
loving and compassionate voice she said “Hindsight never does any
good. We cannot change the past for we live in the present.
We cannot fight against what
has been done. What we can do
is plan to fix a mistake and overcome our own weaknesses. If the
mistake is made twice we have not learned a valuable lesson. It
would show a weak mind, something we all know you do not suffer.”
He sighed and then chuckled through his nose. “What is so
humorous?”

He shook his head. “I keep trying to compare
you and the Utala to the Native Americans back where I’m from,
before my ancestors wiped out their much better way of life…” He
looked right into her eyes. “The only real similarities I’ve
noticed is how you make teepees, wear leather and fashion simple
yet effective tools and live with nature, destroying little. You
use nearly everything of the animals you kill and respect them for
their life lost so you can continue. You believe in spirits… well I
do too in a different way. But that is where the similarities
end.

“Your people know how to farm to supplement
the need for meat. Instead of following buffalo migrations you take
care of them like cattle and let them roam. Instead of relying on
bone or rocks for weapons you somehow use metal. And women are
truly equal in strength and are as deadly as any man and knows how
to kill. And more than that, you speak much more differently than
they used to. Instead of speaking in vague ways, you and your
people are direct.”

“Is this a bad thing?”

“Certainly not. It just further reminds
me I’m on another world and not back in time. Raliea is amazing. I
so love you and your people. You aren’t exactly intellectuals, but
aren’t nearly close to be considered ignorant. Your entire people
view the body as beautiful and don’t care if clothes are on or off
since in all reality it doesn’t truly matter. It isn’t shameful to
show what you look like, like so many others believe. The body is a
beautiful thing. Even wrinkles, fat or what most might consider
unattractive is natural. It shouldn’t be hidden unless there is a
reason. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder and if you are secure
in yourself it shouldn’t matter what others think. I love how the
whole community works together to get things done. There isn’t a
struggle for power like I’m used to. Yes there is a struggle for
everyone, but overall, I’ve seen much worse. Hell, I even have bisexual lovers.
Nearly every woman here is bisexual or lesbian and it isn’t a
problem. It is how things are meant to be. Love who you love and
everyone is fine. I loathe closed or small minded people. If they
knew what I felt before I met you and Meeka they would understand
it is a beautiful thing, true love that is.”

She smiled pleasantly “You’ve been holding
this in for too long. I’ve never heard you talk quite like this. It
is strange at times for me as well, falling in love with a man from
another world. Rena even said it is odd to have a father quite like
you as well.”

“Mother!” Rena admonished and her coppery
cheeks reddened slightly. “Dad, you did not hear her say that did
you?”

“I haven’t a clue what your mother said.” He
said and winked. Rena looked down in embarrassment.

Brooke wrapped her motherly arms around her
child. “It is nothing to be ashamed of. It is a fact he is not from
Raliea. Would you also not want to believe he is a magic-man?” Rena
shook her head and Cage touched the three beads laying just out of
peripheral range on his left temple. The bottom green signifies he
is chief, the red middle is a musician and the uppermost white
declares him to be a man of magic. A mage.

“No, Mother. I just like to think Dad is from
here is all…”

Cage looked to the twenty three year old
woman he loves and his new seven year old stepdaughter. “If it will
make you feel better, I never really considered my world, home.”
Rena looked up into his gentle expression. “I never had a real home
before your mother and Meeka bulled their way into my heart. Nor
did I have a real family besides the old man. Even you, Kiddo, have
came into my life unexpectedly. Having a family is new to me as you
seeing me from another world is to you.”

“Really?” She gave him a small smile.

“So Brooke, what else do you find odd in your
mate?”

“Quite a lot actually. You are a never ending
puzzle. The only thing I know for a fact is how you make me orgasm
just by inserting that massive lance inside me.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You speak like this in
front of children?”

She nodded as if she never considered
it to be anything taboo. “It is good for children to know all about
sex, especially the pleasures. Girls Rena’s age and above make love
to each other quite often. It is more healthy to know what life has
to offer besides never ending hardships. Under supervision of an
adult, we occasionally allow the boys and girls to give each other
kisses and cuddles. There is no mating rights for girls till after
they have finished and recovered from their first moonflow or are
over thirteen. Getting pregnant too young it dangerous for mother
and child. It is rare in our tribe to bleed before fourteen years.
We make sure our children know exactly what love and making love is
all about so there is fewer mistakes and hostility. We do not allow
children to see lovemaking of adults till they are bleeding so they
see what to expect. When Rena comes of age she will see how you
make love to me and Meeka. When she stops bleeding, a boy of age or
a young man may challenge her, and she accepts or
is the challenger,
if he wins she will become mated that
night. She will not dishonor herself and lose on purpose. The male
must prove he is capable to love her with his own life. If she wins
another may challenge until she finds a worthy man to father her
babies.” Brooke noticed how he shifted his seating arrangement.
“What makes you so uneasy?”

“I’m not sure I’d be comfortable having our
daughter watching me make love… Furthermore, do mothers and
daughters become lovers? And I’ll never do this, but what if a
mother loses a challenge, gains a new man who also challenges the
daughter, would that be legal in customs?”

“Absolutely not.” She further explained
calmly, knowing he just wanted to know and would never do as he
questioned to her child. “That would be wrong and incest. Mothers
and daughters might become considered sisters when the girl gets
her beads, but it is forbidden for a man who is not the father to
challenge or be challenged to mate both women and make them also
sister mates. For instance, it would never be allowed for you or
Rena to challenge each other because I’m
your mate. I could not make love to her as I do to
Meeka.”

“Thank goodness.” He sighed. “What a relief I
don’t need to worry about.”

“Furthermore,” Brooke continued,
feeling better that he didn’t see her child as ever becoming a
potential mate. “Rena will have
to one day see the three of us together. It is part of the
rite of passage and something she’ll need to fully understand. When
our daughter receives her moonflow she will also gain her first
Utala beads only an adult wears. It is what all girls dream of till
the day they can become a sister.

“It is the same for boys to become brothers.
Since boys don’t have moonflow they become men when they prove
themselves and must hunt a large bull unaided. It speeds their need
to mate females by sexually frustrating them. Until he can kill the
male buffalo he will not be considered a man unless he kills
another man who wandered onto our lands in honorable combat. The
boy must prove he is worthy to feed the tribe or defend his
brothers and sisters. If he dishonors himself, no woman will accept
his challenge or will be banished.

“As chief, you must understand our laws
as I must learn them all and
pass it on to the next priestess.”

“How does one become a priestess
exactly?”

“Most times we are touched by magic.” She put
her hand on her tattoo-like mark that took away all her scent. “But
when I grow old, and one isn’t touched, a child is chosen and
spends a great deal of time with me, learning all that I know and
have experienced so that my knowledge is passed on. For the moment,
Rena is my daughter and a priestess in training. If I perish before
a true priestess is selected or touched by magic she will teach the
chosen one or will likely be selected as my replacement. It is how
we live.”

“Is that another reason you always separate
the children when a stranger visited?”

“It is, My Love. If all the adults were
killed, Rena would rise as the next priestess and lead the
children, and even the young mothers who are sent to protect them,
to a place of safety.”

Cage reached forward and rubbed Rena’s little
head. “Now I understand why you are the smartest student. It’s no
wonder you learned to walk without making a sound so easily. You’re
as important as your mom.”

Rena simply grinned and asked “Why do you rub
my head?”

“Get used to it, Kiddo. Or would you rather
have this…” He struck faster than either could react as he grabbed
Rena’s arm, pulled her out of Brooke’s embrace, put her in a
headlock and rubbed his knuckles quickly back and forth atop her
head. She squealed in surprise as he playfully said “Noogies!”

Brooke got mad for only a moment till she
understood what he was doing and laughed as her daughter struggled
to rid herself. Rena began punching his side as hard as she could,
finding out quickly how ineffective it is. He might be six foot six
and lean, but he was solid throughout his body. She felt like she
kept punching a hard log. Eventually she yelled as he began doing
the noogies faster “Dad! Enough! I give up! You can rub my head
whenever!”

“I thought you might say that.” He chuckled
and released his hold, Rena moved quickly to her mother’s side. Her
quick shyness made others watching laugh.

Open air and a good laugh further released
the tension everyone felt.

Cage lay back on the comfortable fur
cushioned by the grass. Brooke and Rena also laid down. Before he
went to sleep he asked one last question “Brooke, about the metal
the tribe has and what makes up your tomahawks, where do you get it
and how do you craft it? From what I’ve seen the Utala are almost
all warriors, not blacksmiths.”

“The metal we have comes from a falling star.
It happened long ago and mages called it a meteorite. Several miles
to the west of our lost home was where we gathered all we needed of
the iron. It is as you say, our people are warriors. There was a
peaceful neighboring tribe that weren’t many in number, but they
were blacksmiths and so long as they forged the metal we needed, we
protected them from other warring villages. They wanted protection
and peace and we needed the iron to make our weapons more deadly.
For as long as the Utala have been, so have they. It is a shame we
couldn’t help them this time.”

“Like you told me earlier about hindsight.”
She nodded and he watched her wipe a tear away. He reached over the
slumbering Rena and tenderly cupped Brooke’s soft cheek. “Get some
sleep too. We all had a long day moving through the mountains. In
the morning I’ll look for all the missing. I will be stronger
then.”

“I love you, Cage.”

“And I love you. We’ll get her back, I
promise.” She smiled and kissed his hand before he leaned back to
fall deeply asleep.

 


A full night’s rest in comfort recharged Cage
as he awoke to songbirds telling of a new day. He tried to be
careful sitting up, but somehow Brooke became the one laying
sandwiched between himself and Rena. His move roused one of his
most loved people and she opened her eyes and smiled up at him. She
also sat up, disturbing Rena too. “Mornin’, Ladies.”

“Good morning to you, Love.” Brooke gave him
a kiss on the cheek as Rena said while rubbing her eyes “Morning,
Dad.”

He rose and stepped into the forest to
relieve himself. Afterwards he went to the stream to wash his body,
rinsed his clothes and put them on wet. Returning to camp, he found
most already awake and eating.

Cage sat back beside Brooke and ate. He kept
noticing several impatient glances and knew exactly what they
meant. Water in his metal cup boiled and he made a pine needle tea
and the warmth felt good, warming his core.

“Gather around.” Cage commanded and everyone
came in at a near run. The children sat nearest and the adults
moved around to gain a better vantage “As promised I’ll look for
those missing. I feel much better and more confident to work that
magic.” The area grew quiet just as the sun first peeked over a
small mountain.

Structured like before, Cage sent the spell.
A three foot oval appeared like a mirror and a image of Meeka
instantly stood before him and all who looked. He didn’t ever
expect to see what stood before them. His eyes tinted red as a grin
appeared, one meant to show his anger. Her writs were bound in
shackles and tied to a chain with others. He could see resentment
and anger in her blue eyes. Others gasped and the murderous look on
Brooke’s face could scarce explain the rage she exhibited. In
Meeka’s ear was an earring she never had before and flecks of dry
blood showed they didn’t allow anyone to clean themselves. Dirt hid
little of her overwhelming beauty, but her long golden hair was
disheveled. Covering her was an ugly and likely soiled cloth that
looked more of a burlap material. Not one person was happy with
what they saw.

Meeka was not alone in being bound and forced
to march.

Cage needed to try something and manipulated
the spell to zip around to stare at Meeka’s face. The spell shifted
until Meeka’s face is all that could be seen. She looked discretely
around and ahead. The lack of surprise informed Cage that she and
others couldn’t see while he could see her. He pulled away to see
more of the area and found three large wagons pulling the captives
north. The more he saw the greater the anger and with it came a
grin to kill every slaver. Over two hundred were bound and led,
escorted by maybe fifty guards and a mage carrying a staff and a
medium sized dog walked confidently by his side. Cage zoomed close
to get a closer image of the middle age appearing mage. The spell
didn’t seem to alert the mage either, even when the figure
dominated the whole view.

“Chief, to the left. It is Moril!” Someone
said.

He moved the image and sure enough he saw the
female warrior in similar clothes and bound. In her freshly pierced
ear was gold. “Moril Love, what happened?” A woman named Chala
whispered heatedly the silence and sounded more like a shout.

“Lanna! Chief, three to the left.” He moved
it and everyone saw the other warrior’s back had been whipped
little more than a day ago. Her lip was swollen and scabbed from
someone striking her hard. Her man growled “I’ll kill them.” And
her sisters were also angered.

“Cage, please search for Zatal.” Brooke asked
in barely controlled outrage after seeing her woman’s condition.
She gripped her weapons so hard it hurt and it helped to calm her.
Cage though stood motionless, keeping himself from letting his
emotions cloud his judgment.

Everyone watched as the image changed to find
the man wearing a loincloth only. He slowly walked with other men
as a captive and in his ear was silver as well. Cage glanced to see
the man’s five women shaking in anger while also gripping their
weapons. Four of his five mates were starting to go livid while the
last hugged all their nine children he fathered.

“Hammit?” another asked tensely. The image
shifted completely and moving slowly through the woods was a man
and woman. It was obvious that they escaped and were using trees as
cover to continue evading. A man said “That’s my woman, Quitte!
They are both alive and well.” He sighed and sat down with his
mates after seeing her well.

“Chief, the only remaining is my man Allai.”
A middle aged woman asked.

He remembered the person and the image
shifted. The woman wailed “NO!!!” at the sight of a man with a
thick piece of wood sticking out of his neck. Lifeless eyes stared
back at everyone. One other woman cried out at seeing their love
dead. The man was kind and recently became a grandfather. To stop
the pain of seeing his corpse, though none would forget the morbid
image, Cage turned the spell back to Meeka. He panned back, looking
at every detail he could about the train’s formation, the weapons
the slavers carried, the speed at which they traveled and even how
they reacted.

The three minutes of using the magic made him
see spots again. He had no choice except to cancel the spell. The
tribe was about to assault him with questions as to why the
pictures vanished until they saw him shaking his head to clear it.
They still wanted to know much more, but everyone has limits, even
the chief. He went to his water container, leaving everyone behind,
and filled it with water. He then began shaking it, blending what
remained of the honey. He figured the sugar would help as it always
does. He took a large gulp of the sweet drink and stared out over
the valley, considering everything he witnessed. He could hear and
feel the hostility of the whole tribe at what had been done to four
of the lost seven. One died near where he fought the mage. Likely
shrapnel from the explosion killed Allai. Two were definitely
headed east, by the tree shadows he remembered.

Meeka, you won’t be bound
for too long. I’m coming as soon as I can. He thought
a moment before Brooke wrapped her arms around his chest from
behind.

“My love,” Brooke said quietly, also angry
and sad at what she saw of the captives and her love. “our people
need to understand what they saw and find a path to follow. We
won’t work well without a leader. Especially those of us who’s
mates are bound to be enslaved. We need a plan.”

He took another long swallow of the sugary
drink. “I will, but first tell Metak to come over here. I need to
speak with him alone before addressing everyone. We’ll certainly
leave within the hour. If they have questions tell them to work
together and if someone is still lost I’ll explain what I can. Have
the kids pack up as much as they can.”

“Just the elder?” She wondered oddly.

“Just him. Chief to retired Chief.” She let
go and walked over to the group.

Less than a minute passed before the old man
came closer to say “You needed to speak with me?” Cage turned
around, finding themselves able to speak in private, and sat. The
elder sat before him. The babbling of water further obscured the
conversation.

“I’ve thought through several scenarios and
none will go over well with our people and I’ll need your help and
advice.” The old chief didn’t show any outward reaction and simply
listened. “We both know Meeka, Zatal, Lanna and Moril are being
held captive and I cannot allow them to be enslaved. I cannot leave
anyone behind, I just can’t. Even if it weren’t Meeka out there I
would go save the others. This is where problems will arise and I
need your insight. We both know the whole tribe wants to turn
around and go after the four, but to go in force will not work. The
slavers would hold our people hostage like they do to the children
to make the adults more submissive. The mates of Zatal, Moril and
Lanna will be the most difficult with my ideas.

“We cannot bring the children along and must
get them to safety. That won’t be a problem with the parents, but
they won’t be protected enough if I take all the warriors and
hunters. A large group will slow us down if we go after the train.
More than five people will complicate the rescue mission. I can see
in your eyes that you’ve also considered splitting up.” Metak
nodded once and remained silent. “What we need is the best skilled
to go after Meeka and the others while sending a sufficiently
capable force to get the children to safety. Already Hammit and
Quitte head east to the ocean, likely to follow the plan we told
everyone. They will take the beach once they find it and I’d like
for you and the kids to do the same and hope they meet up with
you.”

“I did not think of that, but you will be
right.” Metak voiced.

“The problem I face is how many I should
take? What I find hard is it would be best if I went alone, but we
both know it wouldn’t be ideal.” The old man inclined his head.
“Out of everyone here I can trust only one person to accompany me.
Brooke has skills superior to any other in the tribe. She proved to
keep a clear head despite her anger. She knows her priorities and
is the best fighter we have. My issue is this, if I take Brooke
with me, can I have your help to take the title of chieftain and
get everyone to travel to Kote?”

Elder Metak closed his aged eyes to
contemplate for several minutes. Cage watched as Brooke kept people
away from them and had the villagers clean up to leave soon. The
old chief opened his eyes. “Being chief has never been easy. We
must always consider the best solutions for our people, especially
when they disagree. I am glad I’m not in your position, but I
cannot disagree with any you have said. Every hunter knows that
when you go hunting a herd of buffalo, small numbers make less
noise, smell and can get closer without being seen. Anger and
impatience will likely ruin any hope of freeing our people from
those men. And as you say, Brooke might have a temper against men,
but she can control it better than the mates of the other three. We
also cannot risk weakening the protection of the young. So far, it
is because of you that we’ve come to this point and remain free.
Because of your magic you are worth more than a dozen of our finest
warriors, not to mention how deadly you are in physical combat.
Brooke is a fine match to your skills as she can be the most
stealthy of us all and her weapon skills are great. If only the two
of you go I can persuade the rest to follow me as the eldest member
of the tribe. Shania and my other six loves will also likely
support me. The question is what are we to do while you go save our
people?”

“I’ve thought of that and I need you to do
something important.”

“Anything.” The man said. “You’ve extended my
life and made me feel twenty years younger. Also you’ve given me
the ability to make love to my mates again.”

When no one looked Cage pulled out Meeka’s
knife from his pack and handed it over. “When we leave the valley
and reach the safety of the south side of the mountains and split
up I’ll need you to lead our people to Kote. I left the map in your
pack to guide you. I put it there last night knowing I’d separate
to find Meeka anyway, but now that she’s been captured my plans
changed. Stick to the plan and head for the coast and use it to
reach Kote. Once you get there in the next few weeks head alone or
with a few warriors to find Meeka’s parents Cillian and Tiffa. Show
him this knife and tell him everything and I’m going to save her.
He will know the truth because he has a similar knife in his boot.
I’ll also let you have her pack. Inside it is a small fortune of
coins. Use it if needed.”

“As for my island, don’t bother trying to
reach it without me. The area around Kote is abundant with
wildlife. Make a temporary home in the forest or near the ocean and
get accustomed to it. When I return to Kote I’ll bring our people
to a well protected home.

The old and fit man discretely hid the knife
in a pocket of his leather pants. “How will I know what this
Cillian and Tiffa look like?” Cage focused and created an illusion
of the two in question. Metak stated calmly “Tiffa looks almost
exactly like your woman.” Cage nodded and made the magic fade away.
“This will not be easy to overcome, but I know the difficulty a
chief faces better than anyone. When do you think we should inform
our people of this unfavorable plan?”

“There is a road that runs east to west from
Emrocan Port along the Darshay Mountains before going north to
Castle Emroc. When we reach that road is where Brooke and I will
break from you.” In a serious voice Cage said “Metak, if Brooke and
I do not meet up with the Utala at Kote this time next year,
consider we are dead and have been lost. You must move on and find
your way without us. A year will be more than long enough to find
and return to you.”

“That is how or tribe lives. If one of our
people do not return in a year we mourn for them and must move on.
If you return after a year we hold a celebration, but such a thing
has occurred a handful of times. I know only death with prevent you
from rescuing your woman and the others. Brooke is the same. I will
wish you good luck now, but I think another suggestion will work
now that I think about it.”

“What do you have in mind?” The old man
deviously explained and Cage smiled. “I like the way you think. I
have a way to fix the concern too...”

The conversation came to an end and Cage got
up. Metak called his elder mates over to explain the plan as Cage
scooped up his pack and helped finish breaking camp. As he worked
he studied the seven elders. Each sat still and didn’t react as
their age and wisdom prevented needless worry in others.
Occasionally the women would glance at Cage, revealing nothing. At
one point they all nodded and the conversation continued, but their
hushed voices and running water made it impossible to overhear.
They spoke and gestured calmly, not reacting in any disappointed
way or speaking angrily to voice an opposite opinion. Cage saw
Metak pat his pocket where the knife hid and another round of
nodding took place. Seconds later Shania and the others spoke. They
stood together, each one looking at Cage casually and inclined
their heads with discretion the rest of the tribe missed,
acknowledging his judgment to be the best option and had their
support.

Brooke finished what she was doing and
approached her male love. “Cage, what have you decided?”

Others also listened. “We are going to head
down the valley and go from there. I have a plan, but it would be
prudent it not be spoken till the right time.”

“What of those captured?! You aren’t going to
abandon them are you?!” One of Zatal’s women nearly shrieked.

In a calm tone he said “I never said we’d
abandon them. If you haven’t forgotten Meeka, mate to myself and
Brooke, is there too. I promise you, I will never abandon one of my
people. Right now we need to find a way out so that we get to them.
I worry greatly for my love, but if I don’t get the tribe to safety
first she’ll beat me senseless. Will you continue to follow and
trust me?”

Angry tears flowed down the warrior’s cheeks
as she nodded.

“Alright then… Zanza, have the hunters
located a safe place for us to travel down the valley?”

The huntress nodded while stroking the neck
of a trained dog. “If we follow the stream for a half mile there is
a large game trail that will lead us to a trail caused by a
landslide made many years ago. It will last for awhile heading
southeast. When I reached a high point I spotted a great meadow at
the bottom of the valley. It also holds a lake where I believe many
animals go to drink. From there we would need to hike over a
smaller mountain to most likely escape these confining walls.”

“Since you know the way, lead on.” The sturdy
woman grabbed her weapons and moved to the bank and began walking
with four other women with similar weaponry. One brought another
leashed hunting dog eager to please.

Cage shouldered his pack as Brooke mounted
her horse with Rena.

They cautiously followed the slippery stream
bank for a half hour and turned onto a large trail. Once free one
of the children asked “Chief, I have questions.”

More children and a few curious adults
listened in silence. Brooke most of all. “Go ahead, I welcome
questions.”

“It is about my mother, Lanna…”

He saw the embarrassing distress on the ten
year old boy. “Tell me.”

“Well… what was that ornament in her ear? She
never wore anything except her beads.”

Cage sighed and looked up to Brooke who
nodded to tell the truth, no matter how ugly. “The earring is
something they did similarly in my world.” Cage kept walking and
dug his coin bag out and pulled out a copper, silver and gold. He
handed it over and asked “I know the Utala do not use money, but
can you tell me which metal is cheapest to more expensive?” The boy
simply didn’t understand. He returned the coins to the chief who
held up a copper. “This is the smallest coin of worth and would buy
about a small bowl of soup and a piece of bread.” He then held the
copper. “Ten copper equals one of these. A silver can feed you for
about ten days.” Then he held up a smaller gold coin. “This can
feed you for a hundred days without you needing to do anything.” He
put the coins back in the bag and closed it shut. “The most likely
reason for the earrings is to tell how much they think your mother
is worth. Its kinder than other markings. Some use tattoos or even
use a hot iron and brand their slave. When I was learning about the
men who took your mother I reasoned this. Most likely they will use
the earring to sell your mother for more money at the slave market.
She is quite beautiful and will cost more to be owned.”

“You mean someone can
own my mother?”

“Some think they are better than any
others and see anyone who isn’t as rich or influential as inferior
and use them to work. They see people as you see buffalo or that
knife on your forearm. To them we are tools or cattle. I couldn’t
tell you how many human traffickers I took pleasure in killing.
Usually I don’t care if I take a human’s life, but
their death fills me with joy.
Slavers don’t have a right to dominate others or beat people down
till they break. Those bastards don’t know what it is like to be
tortured… well, until they strayed into my line of fire. Don’t
worry, kid, I’ll be sure you mother is rescued too.”

The boy grimly nodded and looked up to ask
“If silver is worth less than gold, why did your mate Meeka have
silver in her ear. She is, don’t tell my mother I said this, but
she is more beautiful. Meeka should be gold too.”

Brooke steely asked “I would like to
know this as well. For someone to make my woman a silver when she is certainly a gold is
disrespectful. If this is how men truly categorize a person’s
appearance and price them that is.”

“It might have looked like silver, but it was
too white and clean a metal. I saw only two other women and a
powerful man with similar earrings. Most likely it is platinum, a
more valuable element. It is a rarer metal than gold and thus more
valuable. It means Meeka’s worth is greater than many others. Only
someone with the deepest pockets can likely afford her.”

“How can deep pockets…” Brooke began and then
understood “Oh you mean they can put more of those coins into the
deeper pockets.”

Cage grinned.

Brooke then said “I’m glad they see the
greater worth of my woman, but won’t like what is coming if they
do anything to
her.”

He said “The slavers already did
something.” Everyone looked to him at
hearing the cold threat. “They just pissed me the fuck
off.”

“All of us.”
She amended and many heads nodded in agreement.

The end of the trail came soon and Zanza
showed the path along a small ridge. Cage noticed Brooke focused
only on the back of Rena’s head for some odd reason. He couldn’t
ask why as he remained preoccupied keeping the children and animals
safe on the rocky path. An hour later they stopped for a few
minutes to break. He stared from the high point Zanza mentioned. He
saw the large meadow to determine they would reach it an hour or
two past noon.

The time of rest ended and they moved on. It
wasn’t until they got off the ledge that he noticed Brooke finally
look around and relax. He figured she had a fear of heights. Quite
likely it as a result of growing up on the plains. He determined.
It would be reasonable because she grew up on flat lands, never
worrying about falling unless she climbed a tree. Several others
also were more comfortable after exiting the ledge.

Hunters found another stream which they
followed and continued gradually making way downhill.

 


Thick vegetation began thinning as the sun
began its initial descent. In minutes of following the growing
stream they came upon a lush meadow. The serene landscape relaxed
all who looked upon it. Thick grass and wildflowers smelled fresh
and clean as an array of birds chirped musically. Clear water and a
gentle breeze cooled off all their hot, sweaty bodies. Cage sighed
“We rest here for an hour. We can all bathe, cool off and have a
bite to eat.” His words went over well with those who heard. The
children took off their weapons before making a mad dash to the
water with a laugh. Before even one kid made it Cage sped past them
all and did a series of acrobatic flips off a rock to end in a
cannonball, causing a large splash. The kids saw and ran over to
the large rock to use as a ledge and emulated their chief. Their
laughter caused the adults to enjoy the children’s delight.

Cage swam deep and laid on the bottom of the
small lake, staring up at all the children trying to follow his
lead. They couldn’t hold their breath long enough to even reach
half his depth. After five tense minutes Cage kicked off the bottom
and breached the top. “Chief!” one of the children called. “Were
you using magic to breathe under water?”

“Nope. I just have a great lung
capacity. I can really hold my breath.” He looked over when he saw
Brooke without her leather top or bottoms run to the ledge and
showed a fast aerial dance that surprised and intrigued him in a
aesthetically pleasing way. She moved fluidly and with such grace,
slipping into the water like an Olympic diver and not creating much
of a splash. She swam beneath the children and emerged right in
front of him with a satisfied grin at his reaction. “You
also have a good lung
capacity.”

Brooke gave him a deep kiss, making her
people relax and have a laugh so easily. They swam for a few
minutes before exiting. The adults also went for a swim or used
sand to wash their bodies. Hygiene is an important part of their
tribe.

 


Cage began to noticed an unease in the
animals as the children continued to play to their hearts content.
He and Brooke sat together with their belongings while most adults
watched over the children and relaxed. The dogs scented the air and
their ears perked. The pointed ears began to wilt and they whined
quietly. Horses swiveled their ears back and forth and stomped the
ground in agitation. Clucking chickens began heading for the trees.
He remembered the last time an animal had such a reaction and felt
a chill in remembrance. In an ominous voice he asked “Brooke, are
your horses naturally skittish?”

Her brown eyes went to his face as he slowly
rose to his feet. She looked to the horses and stood too. In a
similar tone she said “No, they do not show fear. Neither do the
dogs. They would run at a herd of charging buffalo without pause.
The birds are also silent. The only thing that I’ve known our
animals show fear is…”

Their eyes met with concern.

Cage turned around and shouted at the top of
his lungs “OUT OF THE WATER NOW!!! MOVE!!!”

Before he could utter another word
there came a heavy thud of air
pressure. It could be heard and
felt. Silence truly stunned everyone. A moment later came
another thud, only louder and the pressure stung at the
senses.

On the cloudless day came an ominous shadow
from above.

Cage looked up to be blinded from the sun
until a huge being blocked it. He had seen a wyrm over fifty feet
in length and the creature descending upon them had a length of
over a hundred and fifty feet with double for a wingspan. Cage
looked at its two huge back legs with four curved claws like some
great falcon that could swoop down and grab whatever it wanted. The
back legs were thicker than an aged oak tree and protected by
thick, bony scales of brown, green and red for camouflage when on
the ground. The wings were leathery, without scales and the sun
showed thick veins pumping blood to the membranes. A huge breast
showed it to have powerful lungs capable of feeding the creature’s
blood. A long tail covered in scaly spikes curved to half spin the
descent and it acted like a rudder. Extensively muscled shoulders
were needed to pump the gigantic wings to fly and it had it in
abundance. The prehistoric reptilian’s head attached to a fifteen
foot neck and had spikes all around the skull that acted like
horns. An eye of two feet in length looked hungrily upon them. From
all that he could see Cage understood what it is thanks to Meeka’s
explanation when they once faced a wyrm.

It is a wyvern.

The wyvern opened a huge mouth and roared
defiantly. The frightening roar scattered birds and was louder than
the air pressure its wings created. All screamed and fled for
cover. All but one who grinned and held his ground.

Parents ran for their children and went to
flee while animals were already ahead and ran for their lives from
this monstrous predator. The wyvern’s descent was too fast for
anyone to get far enough to escape.

Cage felt a large tingling sensation just as
he saw the wyvern’s chest swell. He had a deep rooted suspicion on
what is to come next. He gazed at the open mouth as a bright orange
light spewed out into a roaring flame.

He felt the jolt of adrenaline increase
reactions and knew if the flames weren’t stopped that everyone
would be killed. He could sense the flames weren’t normal and acted
like napalm. They would eat whatever they touched without care. The
love of battle surged through Cage as he brought a hand up and
created a barrier over the entire area where his people cringed,
waiting to be bathed in flame. An intense firestorm battered
against the barrier, draining Cage quickly, but the flames were
blocked. With a grin and twinkle in his eye told what he wanted,
but even he felt deep down his strength would result only in death.
The barrier blocking the flames told him that it was not yet time
to face such a creature and prudence to be in order. He needed to
hide and fight another day, no matter how much it went against a
good fight. It wouldn’t be a fight, more a slaughter. But he sensed
something that said one day he would have the fight he dreamed.
Right now it is time to hide.

Hide? Cage
thought. Where to? Everyone won’t make it.
We need to disappear… Wait that could work!

A huge buff and thud from the great wings
said the wyvern sensed the magic and stopped, but continued angrily
spewing flames and swirling them.

He looked around, seeing the Utala staring at
the ceiling of flames. He yelled “TO ME!!! EVERYONE, COME TO ME!!!
HURRY!!!” Brooke barely heard him over the great sounds created by
the beast and sped while also yelling to hurry. She came close,
fear evident in her eyes. A nearby family rushed and the movement
had all the others running, knowing it was their chief who repelled
the flames. Black dots began to swarm in increasing numbers within
his fading vision and as the tribe pressed themselves in close he
shrunk the protective barrier, reducing the strain of size and
distance. Heat still blazed through the invisible shield, but not
direct flames. The tribe came closer, seeing the flame approaching
until all they saw and heard is a seamless orange, roaring inferno.
He yelled again over the roar the flame and wyvern created “BE
QUIET!!! WHATEVER YOU SEE, BE QUIET!!!”

Cage then manipulated the barrier to allow
light to pass through without reflecting anything for all it
shielded within.

The wyvern obviously felt the magic decrease
as the spewing flames ended and it landed on its immense legs to
cause a minor earthquake that made a few stumble. Thanks to the
closeness of everyone, none fell. The barrier began to clear from
the beat of wings and it showed a horror of curved teeth. The great
eye of the wyvern looked within twenty feet of them. All around,
the once serene and peaceful meadow lay afire. The wyvern folded
its wings and walked on a joint with a single claw larger than a
sword. It took a step closer and stuck its tongue out, like it
tasted the air as a large nose breathed deeply. Cage knew they
weren’t seen, but also it could sense the magic. It had the stony
brown eyes of a hungry animal, not one of human capable intellect.
It didn’t have a hateful, ever consuming look like a wyrm though.
The slit eye looked more like a wolf, intelligent enough to be a
truly successful hunter, but not like a human who can think beyond
instincts.

Its nine foot long head twitched as a child
whimpered, telling it had great hearing. With Cage’s height he
could see over everyone as they either looked or shook fearfully.
Adults quickly put a hand over every child’s mouth or pressed a
suckling babe to a nipple. The gigantic eye swept back and forth,
showing it couldn’t see exactly where they were, only it felt
magic. Cage felt glad it worked so far. He too found it impossible
to locate exactly where magic was being used, just the strength and
proximity. He only hoped it wasn’t smart enough to figure out that
the stronger the tingle, the closer you are.

A shrill whinny took the wyvern’s focus off
the sensation. The horse lay on its side, struggling as the flames
ate at it. They watched as the Wyvern walked on the wing joints and
back legs. It blinked and the consuming flames disappeared. It
opened its great maw of dagger-like teeth designed to rip meat
apart. It bit the horse, tossed the mare as if it were nothing into
the air, opened its jaw wide and swallowed the steed whole. Another
horse ran into the field with a flank on fire, in its own terror it
ran right towards the reptile. It suddenly slammed a wing on the
horse, snapping its spine. With a full stomach the wyvern dismissed
the magic, picked the horse up with its teeth, reared on its back
legs while raising and extending its wings. It stood over forty
feet in height. The mighty back legs squatted as the spiked tail
lay straight. The legs surged as the wings came down. Incredible
strength propelled the wyvern into the air. It took several pumps
to properly fly.

Cage held the shield as it circled overhead.
He felt another surge of magic and went to prepare for another
onslaught, but suddenly all the fire disappeared. Smoke and ash
rose from the lingering heat. Devastation is all that remained
behind.

Feeling the thud of the wyvern’s wing beats
fading, Cage dropped the barrier and collapsed from the strain.
Brooke saw him sag and yelled “Cage!” and grabbed for him. Three
others heard and also caught him. “Everyone, back away.” She
declared and the people gave them space enough to lay him in the
grass. Brooke found his pack near and used it to raise his
head.

While she worried over him Elder Shania found
herself first to gain her senses. She ordered “Everyone, into the
safety of the trees. Hunters go track down any animals that fled.
We cannot chance the wyvern returning. I said move!”

Most were too frightened and reluctant at the
moment so she slapped sense back into everyone near, finally
getting a reaction.

Under her guidance she got people moving. She
even had a small group pick up the unconscious chief and leave the
ruined meadow and devastation behind.

Cage barely held on to consciousness, but not
enough to open his eyes or move a muscle. It took everything to
breathe, but his nerves were raw. In that state he thought he heard
a roar of the wyvern again far away, but also a shrill roar too.
The shrill sound felt recognizable and angry for some reason.
Eventually there came another faint shrill roar, but none from the
wyvern. It was an odd sound that seemed a hallucination in his
delirious state. Then he blacked completely out.

 


Ten minutes later he recovered enough to
groan and open his eyes. Brooke hovered close with worry. Above was
a thick, green canopy. Sunlight inflamed the throbbing headache. He
asked “Brooke, is everyone…”

“Shhh, My Love.” She put a soft finger over
his lips. “Relax now, everyone is safe thanks to you again. All of
our people survived the attack. Right now we are under a thick
canopy. The wyvern is gone. It ate two of our horses and burned
most of our supplies. All the dogs returned unscathed and a dozen
of our horses were found. Hunters are still out now, trying to find
the others and collect the chickens.”

“That was a real wyvern, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, and a full grown adult at that. It has
been long since we’ve seen a wyvern. I was but a babe when I saw
one last. The dragons usually keep them far to the south. As we
just found out, they are deadly and have strong magic.”

He reached up and rubbed his eyes. “Is there
any food or my honeyed water left in my bag or did it too get
destroyed?”

“Luckily most of yours and mine gear were
spared.” She grabbed his pack and pulled out his wooden container
and shook it. “There is still some left. Need help sitting up?”

“Yeah, I’m beat.” She helped him sit up and
he had enough strength to hold and chug all that remained.

Brooke went to lay him down and commented
“That’s odd…”

“What is?”

She touched his back and said “It is the
second time I’ve seen this. The circles on your back have regressed
again.”

“What do you mean? What did it look like?”
With her help he sat up enough to support his own trunk.

Brooke kept a hand on his back in the event
he weakened further. She found a nearby patch of dirt by his knee
and used the tip of her finger to draw the infinity symbol. “It
looks like this now, as usual. When you fought the mage and
protected us from the wyvern it grew to this.” She traced the
infinity from two rings to eight, four to either side. It also
curved. Brooke touched his back and said “It appeared like this on
your back.” He felt her soft touch making the arc. From the central
crossing between his shoulders and over his spine he felt the
finger curve to the bottom center of the blades. “The rings looked
to grow tiny spikes like it wanted to continue making more of a
chain. Right now it is back to the normal loop.”

“I wonder why that is.” He thought aloud.
“Megdline’s mark seemed permanent in size… why is mine different? I
bet it might have been the feeling I had that told me I wasn’t
ready to fight it… it sounds like it was growing due to the strain
of maintaining hard magic… Oh well, better to have an unanswered
question and know it than to be oblivious and someone can use it
against me.” He shook his head and met Brooke’s worried eyes. He
smiled and cupped his hand on her cheek. She closed her eyes and
leaned into the large, warm hand and sighed out some relief. “Are
we going to wait here or try to move on in case it comes back?”

She kissed his palm before taking it in her
own hands to say “We are to rest for now. Those strong enough are
after the animals and anything else that will fix our situation.
Look to your right.” He did. “Many weapons were destroyed, but our
metal survived. While we rest the children and tired adults are
cutting and shaping wood. Only eleven bows survived the attack. It
will take weeks to properly work the yew into a proper bow. Arrows
will be easier. The children know how we make them and Rena and two
others found birds and killed them with thrown stones. She has just
begun to pluck the feathers to fletch the arrows. She is a great
thrower.”

“To kill a bird half her own size… I’d
believe it.” He said seeing the little girl plucking feathers from
a headless bird she killed.

Brooke pushed him down easy. He didn’t have
any strength to resist. “My Love, you must rest and regain your
strength. I will find you something to eat. I believe we will be
leaving in a few hours.”

“Is anyone watching the skies?” He asked
before she left.

“Elder Metak and three warriors have climbed
the tallest trees and are doing just that. The wyvern will be easy
to spot now that we are prepared. Its markings are too dark to hide
in the daylight. Now rest, Cage Love.”

He closed his eyes and only opened them to
eat some collected edible plants the tribe knew he favored. He
heard a small crackling fire to find someone cooking the birds Rena
and the other finished plucking.

 


About two hours before nightfall all but two
horses were lost besides the ones eaten. All the dogs were
accounted for and half the chickens were collected. After everyone
ate and drank from the devastated meadow’s water, revealing the
greatest fear Cage has seen from these people, they headed south,
to a heavily forested mountain. They moved carefully through the
night, using only five torches to see by. If the wyvern did show up
and find them from high above from the torches Cage figured they’d
feel the thuds first, kill the lights and to blind it he would give
a moment to flash a bright light to destroy its night vision. So
far they heard nothing except insects and crickets.

When they finally crested a saddle in the
mountain is when Rena got up the nerve to look to the side and ask
“Dad, what did you do to the wyvern?”

Her question was casual, but to the silent
tribe it felt like she yelled. “How do you mean, Kiddo?”

“You did something besides that shield you
talked about last night. I mean, I watched its eyes. It was like it
couldn’t see us or something, but it knew where we were or close
enough. If it saw us we would have been attacked right? If not for
the horse I thought it would get closer.”

“Oh that, well I’m glad you noticed.
Basically, I hid us.”

“Hid everyone?” She tilted her little head.
“How?”

“You must understand how we see. Right
now you see me because the torches make light and the light
reflects off my body. When I made the barrier I designed it to
allow the light to pass through everyone. So long as the light
passed through us the wyvern didn’t see us because the light didn’t
reflect off of our bodies. Keep an eye on me…” he made a much
smaller barrier around himself and disappeared before them all for
a second, watching the alarmed reactions. He reappeared before
weakening himself further. “I did that to everyone. The problem I
faced was everyone stood too far away from me to do what I showed
and protect from the flames. I needed to shrink the barrier to hold
the shield and protect everyone. If I hadn’t reduced the overall
size, the barrier would have been destroyed within thirty more
seconds. I’m just glad it worked or it would have seen and ate us.”
He then continued ahead. “Brooke, what you said earlier got me
thinking. You said dragons keep
the wyverns to the south. I find it hard that anything can
make something that big do anything.”

His love replied. “Since you have not
seen a dragon yet I can understand your skepticism, but elder
dragons can get two or even three
times as large as the wyvern. They are stronger and use magic
freely as you do. Wyverns only have control of fire. If it will put
some perspective, think of dragons as humans and wyverns as young
children.”

“I find it hard to think such gigantic
predators don’t wipe out all animals for food. What do they eat
that is large enough to satisfy such gigantic bodies? We know a
wyvern can eat a horse whole, but if dragons are so immense, how
much do they eat?”

“That I do not know. Many of us have
considered as much, but whenever we asked a dragon they usually say
it isn’t a necessary thing to know. If you ever get to meet a
dragon you’ll understand.”

The rest of the night they moved, waiting for
a thud that never came.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


In the morning the tribe had an
unexpected surprise. One of the four pregnant women in her early
twenties went into sudden labor. Jada had been the same woman who
went into contractions before the cave collapse. It came on
abruptly and the woman’s sister-mates crowded around to help. Cage
had everyone rest off the night’s travel over away from the painful
birth. After three hours of screaming passed, Cage had had enough
and went over. Brooke told him to return as it is not his place,
but he explained he had delivered two babies before in medical
training and Jada’s pains were weakening in strength. Before she
could tell him to leave he stepped around and told the midwives to
step aside. One went to cut him enough to get him to go away till
he grabbed the knife and buried it close to the hilt in a nearby
tree with a little help from magic. When he insisted, they reluctantly relented. It was the
first time a man other than the father came to help with a birth.
The women watched carefully while Brooke held her tongue. They
watched as he knelt at Jada’s side and spoke soothingly. He sent
magic into her and sensed the real problem and told everyone the
umbilical cord had wrapped around the baby’s neck. The women all
knew what it meant and it wasn’t good. He placed a hand on the
swollen belly and sent a simple spell which unwound the cord and
also reduced the pain she felt by telling the nerves to not
overwhelm her.

Within five more minutes they had a new
baby girl born to the world. While the new mother and her loving
mates awed over the beautiful baby they saw the mother’s lower half
glow blue for a few minutes as Cage healed her. They looked
questioningly at him and he explained that they still needed to
move and he wouldn’t have the mother and suckling babe too weak to
get away if a problem arose. For helping and glad he saved the
newborn’s life Jada allowed him to be the second to hold the little
girl. He was honored and gladly cradled her. He then returned the
child back to her mother and family. They all thanked him,
especially the proud father who would have lost a child of his and a woman he
cherished.

Brooke walked with Cage back to the tribe to
tell the good news and the Utala cheered. A group of hunters took
down a brown bear and cooked it up to feast. The new family came
soon and celebrated the gift of new life and the honor of the chief
saving said life. Cage took up watch in the trees saying everyone
needed to rest for the day and he would make sure they were
safe.

 


By late afternoon or early evening the
Utala relaxed as they made it successfully down and
out of the Darshay Mountains as they
found a desolate dirt road running east to west. So far they only
had the one encounter with the wyvern and relaxed as the forest
along the road was thick and offered much cover. Off to the east
they located a spring and Cage called for everyone to set up camp
there.

Roasting some nuts over the fire, Cage showed
how Meeka and the others continued traveling slowly. People were
still angry, but not shouting in outrage like before since they had
time to process circumstances. Hammit and Quitte were also
traveling east through the mountain. People kept pestering him to
know what he planned when he canceled the spell.

Elder Metak finally stated “The plan will be
revealed first thing in the morning. For now we must all get a full
night’s sleep.” He met Cage’s stare and received a grateful
nod.

Cage ate till full and stuffed his pack with
food and relaxed. Brooke pressed herself close to his side and did
the same. Before Rena went to lay down with her mother and dad Cage
said “Give your mother and I a hug now and sleep with the other
girls tonight. I’d like to discuss a few things in private,
Kiddo.”

Rena didn’t question and gave him a hug and
kiss on the cheek and Brooke looked to him questioningly before
bidding her child goodnight.

Brooke asked “What must we speak upon, Cage
Love?”

He looked around, glad she chose to spread
out the fur off away from the main bulk of the tribe surrounding
the spring. In a low voice he said “Not now.” And grabbed her hip
and lay back. “We need to get some sleep.”

She lay down with him to say “But there is
some light remaining. We never sleep till well after dark.”

He smiled and pulled her close to give her a
gentle kiss. Cage then closed his eyes. She shrugged and wrapped an
arm around him, enjoying his smell of sunlight and that of a clean
man. They found themselves fast asleep.

 


Around midnight, Cage woke and roused Brooke.
While she tried shaking off the sleep he searched and found about
ten people still awake and the rest were exhausted. Elder Metak was
one of the ten and he nodded goodbye. Brooke went to ask questions,
but he put a hand over her mouth and said in a whisper “If you love
me, I need you to trust me. All you need to know is you and I are
leaving right now. I’m all packed, so I’ll help you ready your
horse. Do not make a sound. Will you do this for me? For
Meeka?”

The last part made her eyes
widen. What is he saying?
Brooke thought. Are we going
alone? Movement caught her eye and she looked over to
the old chief who seriously put a finger over his lips for
silence. If the elder knows it must be part
of the plan he has been so reluctant to voice.

In response to trusting in her love and that
of her heart, she nodded and he took his hand off her mouth.

Cage made a barrier to appear invisible
again. Metak blinked, quickly realizing what happened and looked
elsewhere. The magic was easier to sustain than the last time as
all he needed is to hide, not protect against flame. Together they
rolled the fur and discretely packed her belongings. She tied her
weapons on and walked with him, making absolutely zero noise.
Brooke figured he made them disappear because he held her hand
while they passed alert sentries who didn’t bat an eye in passing.
They reached her horse and tied her supplies securely.

Together they left, making as little noise as
possible. Away from the fire and on the road he dropped the shell
and sighed.

Hearing the sound she chanced “Can we speak
yet?”

“Yes.”

“Just what have you planned? The elders must
have all been agreement for this. I deserve an explanation as to
why we are alone.”

“You’re right, you do. You and I are going
after Meeka and the others.”

“Alone?” She asked as if she didn’t
believe.

It was dark so Cage brought a red orb
to life in his hand. The draw on his mana was infinitesimal now.
“Yes, alone.” He looked up as she rode casually beside him. “My
initial plan was to go alone.” He clearly explained and saw her
hard eyes narrow. “The problem I knew would arise is you would be
the first person to track me down and kick my ass for something
foolish. You would have been mad if I parted without
you, not that I went
alone.”

“Smart.” She smiled, pleased to hear he
knew enough of her to avoid doing something that unwise. “Why just me? We are all good
fighters.”

“Because if I brought anyone other than you
I’d have to know them better and they would slow me down. I know
you are the Utala’s best fighter next to me. You can handle
yourself and earlier demonstrated a clear focus though you hated
seeing our lover in chains. I cannot risk their fate by bringing
anyone else. Metak said something like hunters know the more you
bring, the greater the risk the prey will find you and flee.”

“I can understand. We could have brought two
others and remain effective.”

“Truthfully, besides Meeka,
you are all I trust. My honed skills
and your own are better matched than anyone else’s. On this, I am
not wrong. Besides, without the two of us, the tribe will need all
the adults they can. I’m not worried about the wyvern. It might
still be digesting. I cannot say for certain, but I believe
everyone will be safe. With all the children though, every
protector is needed.”

“And what are our people to do when they
realize you and I left? The mates of Zatal, Moril and Lanna will
likely try and follow us.”

He smiled and said “I’ve been covering the
horses hoof prints the whole time while making no footprints
myself.” He smiled as Brooke turned around to see not one mark
leave behind them. “I’m just returning all the displaced dirt,
leaving nothing for someone to follow. Also I spread our scent in
every direction for close to a mile. Your people are excellent
trackers, but I’ve never been caught.”

She grunted. “And what are our people going
to do without us leading them?”

“Metak is taking them to Kote and will act as
chief in my stead. I gave him Meeka’s knife to tell her parents
everything. There, our people will remain till we bring everyone
home. If all goes according to plan Hammit and Quitte will meet up
with the tribe as they follow the coast all the way around.”

“What about us? What are we going to do, the
two of us against so many?”

“First I have a delivery to make. Afterwards
you and I get to go have some fun and wreck a little mayhem and get
our woman back.” His grin made her smile.

Retribution is exactly what she had in mind.
“I do not like the idea of a deviation when our love is getting
further and further from us each day.”

“It won’t be much of a detour, but I made a
deal and will stick to it. It is along the way and we need to go
around the mountains nevertheless. With so many of the Laqura
Empire swarming through the plains we wouldn’t stand a chance. The
tribes are fierce and lived in relative peace and allowed to live
on their own without much intervention, but without mages they
fell. Emroc has been at war and has the necessary strength. When
that patrolman warned us of the imminent attack I got the feeling
it was an unforeseen tactic, blatantly traipsing across the Tribal
Plains. He also said two weeks would be needed to drive that force
back. At the moment the mountains protect us so we’ll use it to
reach our destination at Castle Emroc. After I make the delivery
I’ll learn the safest way to get our people freed. Be ready, this
journey will take more than a few weeks.”

“I don’t care how long it takes. I just want
to hold my woman again.” Brooke stated. “How long will it take for
us to reach the city?”

“Taking only the needed breaks and rest
periods… about four to five days. That is why I wanted to get some
sleep, so we can make it sooner and travel all day. We’ll walk for
now, but first light I’ll run.”

In a low voice she asked “How long will
it take them to leave the
plains?”

“At the rate they are traveling…” He
calculated in his head. “Ten to twenty days I’d estimate. If we
find the train we’ll follow for a few days and set up a way to kill
all the slavers and rescue everyone with the fewest
casualties.”

Brooke went quiet and contemplated how much
her life had changed.

Forced from her home, separated from her
people and torn from a loving mate. She also knew Cage manipulated
her so she said goodbye to her daughter earlier, not realizing why
he said that. She knew that his rational mind is also deeply
caring. His plan carried many risks, but had valid points. Children
were the greatest gift and needed protection while he gave the
tribe their best chance at survival. At most only the six of them
would die or be slaves while the remaining had the future to look
forward to in a new land. She already missed her sisters, but she
too had thought she’d leave alone first before considering bringing
any of them on such a deadly quest. She looked down at her man
walking with the red light and understood that he more than made up
for larger numbers. He had talents she was just beginning to learn
about. She knew she could learn much and smiled as he knew her so
well. He was right, if he did leave without her she would have
somehow tracked him down. Brooke sighed, knowing the task the
elders will soon face and the hurts of her sisters. She hoped they
would forgive when they return. Bringing the ones captured home
would go a long way to healing the wounds of her people.

Hours later, the light came up behind them in
their westerly travel. Cage stopped covering the horse’s prints two
hours before. Brooke kicked her horse ahead, wanting to hurry as
best she could with a man who would rather run than ride a horse.
Cage easily caught his strides and ran down the road at the best
sustainable speed. They paused a few hours later by a river to eat
and water the horse. They moved on not long after.

When they rested for the night Cage checked
the tribe and found a bunch of unhappy people, but they made camp
somewhere else and everyone stayed together. Metak and the elders
were all talking with the adults, calmly explaining again, from
what it appeared, what the plan is. Brooke asked to see Rena and
the two of them laughed as they saw her with a few other girls as
their daughter was leading them in fighting techniques she learned
from Cage. Brooke slept well knowing her daughter is fine and
wasn’t too crestfallen. Rena was strong and seemed to understand
and kept the children occupied.

 


By the middle afternoon of the next day
movement ahead caught Cage and Brooke’s sharp eyes. They had met
fellow travelers along the way and kept to themselves, but those
weren’t in as much a hurry to reach the city or were simple
merchants with hired guards. The two slowed from a leisurely jog to
casually look towards each other. “Do you think…?” She asked and
dropped down to walk beside him as if it were to let the horse walk
off a hard run.

“Better be ready and put on a show.” And he
laughed aloud as if she made a joke and she laughed lightly as
well, playfully smacking his arm. “I saw one move behind a tree and
look slightly to the right, two more are hiding in the tree.” She
grabbed his hand and gave a squeeze when she noticed. Cage was
quite surprised Brooke had seen the move. Few would have noticed.
Years of battle and hunting had honed her senses and made her one
lethal woman.

She then said “One more on the left, near the
bush.”

“Good eye.” He commented, seeing the man’s
outline as soon as she said it. “Looks like we get to have some
entertainment this evening.”

She looked up and gave him a brilliant smile
that made his heart race doubly fast. “Oh how I love the way you
think. Killing stupid men always makes my day go so well.”

“Better to kill off the weaker of the
species?” He asked.

“Of course. It will lessen the chance of
stupid babies a sister might birth. We are all animals as the rules
of nature apply to all. Stupid die, smart survive.”

He grinned. “Woman, I just hope it will be a
good fight to remember.”

She brushed her shoulder against his arm,
playing up their oblivious act. “If it isn’t a good fight then they
were meant to die. A smart man would already realize we know where
they are and aren’t helpless. My weapons are fully displayed and
yet they still wish to think us prey.”

“Hello, Travelers!” A fifth man hollered,
stepping out from behind a large tree. At his hip was a belted
sword. He wore woodsy clothing designed to blend in with the
trees.

Brooke squeaked and hid behind Cage, looking
around from behind, acting the helpless female so many men believed
all women were. Cage raised a hand and patted the horse as he saw
the Utala do that meant for it to stop. The steed halted and he
returned “Hello, Stranger! We’re headed to the capital, how many
day’s journey is it from here?”

The obvious highwayman still pretended to be
kind and considerate. “About two or three days. Just follow this
road all the way. Now may I ask you kind folks for a favor?”

“What might we have to offer?”

The man’s visage dropped into a cruel grin.
“Why… all your money and valuables. We’ll be taking your horse and
your woman too. She seems mighty ripe for the picking with that
scandalous outfit.” The four others also came out of hiding, each
carrying a loaded crossbow. The two in the tree climbed down and
took up the rear.

Brooke turned around and pretended to be
startled and added a quiver to her voice. “Love, they have us
surrounded.”

Then it was the bandits turn to be surprised
as Cage easily snapped the four strings of the crossbows with a
thought. When he clearly saw the weapons it was all too easy to
break. “Love, go have your fun.” He cheerfully said.

Brooke pulled out her tomahawks and charged
the two in the back. They were confused as to how their weapon
broke and of the angry woman running at them. They knew immediately
the ranged weapons were useless and drew swords.

Cage grinned and said “Let’s party!” He ran
forward to the three, knowing Brooke is more than capable of
winning. The three grew frightened at seeing his grin and drew
swords and knives. He laughed as he dodged the first sloppy strike,
stomped on the side of the nearest man’s knee, shattering it
completely. He twisted around and crushed his windpipe with a
sudden grip on the man’s throat and dug his fingers in so hard he
ripped the throat out. He sidestepped and flicked the handful of
meat in his hand at the next man, blood got in his eyes and
momentarily blinded him. Cage grabbed his chin and ran past,
towards the leader who stood further back, pulled his arm around
and broke the man’s neck. The leader who spoke began running for
his life, but wasn’t even close to a match for Cage’s longer and
swifter stride. Five bounds later, corded arms wrapped around his
neck and Cage spun the head completely around, seeing the man look
backwards for the first time with a silent scream choked off.

With his three dead, Cage turned around to
watch Brooke toying with her two opponents. Her tomahawks spun in
complex patterns and the black crow feathers tied to the backside
acted as an ornament and distraction. Cage watched her dance
beautifully among the two as only she could. Usually she fought a
singular opponent, but these two foolish men weren’t trained or
knew what it meant to risk their life against such an opponent. She
stepped, twirled, bent and avoided attacks with such ease that
neither had a chance. She taunted and feinted, making them throw
their attacks as shoddy amateurs.

When Brooke tired of playing around she lured
the two into attacking her simultaneously. When they fell for the
obvious, she hooked their swords with her tomahawks, ripped the
hilts from their hands, flicked her wrists to dislodge the bulky
weapons and before they could blink she outstretched her arms and
spun like a horizontal windmill, cutting cleanly through their
throats. The severed arteries and windpipe made their hands go up,
but she turned around to find Cage clapping and smiled. She walked
away as the two dropped and died seconds later.

“Quite the little actress aren’t you? You
even had me fooled with that squeak and timid act. You have many
talents.”

She came close and bowed dramatically
with a jovial smile. She sighed pleasantly. “You’re not bad
yourself. That is just what I
needed to release my anger over all that has happened these past
days. Sad there isn’t more though.”

“I’m glad that helped.” She noticed the blood
dripping off his fingers and worried for only a moment till she saw
a man without a throat.

“Did you rip his throat out with your bare
hands?”

He nodded. “It requires great grip strength,
which I have in surplus.”

She smiled seductively. “That I well
know. I remember what your fingers did to me and Meeka the first
time we made love. I’ve just never knew anyone who could
actually do something so brutal
though.”

“Come, lets dispose of them in case there are
other highwaymen and search for anything of value they stole from
others.” She agreed.

Like with the horse when they left everyone,
Cage removed all traces of the skirmish after throwing the bodies
in a deep ditch overgrowing with vegetation. He would have
preferred doing it by hand, but there wasn’t time to cover the
evidence. Brooke found a sack half the size of her head filled with
coins and gems nearby where she located five hidden horses. She
became delighted at the loot they gained and released the horses
into the forest. She wouldn’t have a need for money, she never had
a reason for so she gave it to Cage who divided it up incase. What
did catch her eyes were a few pretty, uncut gems. She tied two
small emeralds the size of a pea into either of her tomahawks,
hiding them behind the leather handgrip so that only she and Cage
knew about them.

They washed in a stream the last mountain
offered. Then they ran again.

 


The unrelenting sun scorched overhead on the
fourth day since separating from the tribe. Every now and then they
would come across a farm. And when supplies ran low Cage went onto
a farm where a farming family were all too happy selling him
freshly grown vegetables and a few strips of smoked beef which
Brooke enjoyed. Clouds to the southwest looked to be rolling in a
storm, but were still hours away. More houses sprung up the further
north they went. Twice, they moved aside as a courier rushed
passed, wearing a white dragon carrying a letter on the shirt which
signified them belonging to the Emrocan Courier Guild.

But Brooke stopped her horse with a
dropped jaw as she looked ahead and know without any doubt they
looked on Castle Emroc, capital city of Emroc. She said in a
subdued voice “I never have seen anything like this. I heard
stories of great stone walls and homes made of nothing except wood
or stone… and so many people… I’ve never in my life seen
so many.”

Cage noticed it too and he sometimes forgot
all she knew were the plains or seeing nearly three hundred people
at most on a daily basis. He smiled and said “I too must admit it
is the largest city I’ve come across in this world too. Vlara’s
capital Vin’re is approximately half as large as this. We better
get going. It will still take us an hour or two to still reach the
city and I would like to reach it before the storm comes in and we
get caught.”

“Agreed.” She urged her horse forward and
Cage kept up the casual pace.

Suddenly Cage got a feeling and turned
around. He looked all over from atop the hill and at the sky. There
was a hollowness in his stomach that wasn’t part of his gnawing
hunger. The hairs on the back of his neck stood as he kept
searching the tree line. Brooke stopped and looked in concern.
“What is wrong?”

“I’m not sure… I just got the feeling I’m
being watched. But I don’t see anything. It’s probably paranoia
from all that has happened… The feeling is gone now, let’s keep
going.”

 


They followed the road many others used. The
closer they got the more that had been seen. The city spilled
outside the great walls where the buildings weren’t in the best
condition. He spotted many refugees crawling all over the place. Up
on the ten story siege wall were roving patrols of armed men of the
military watching for danger. From the large number, they knew
about the thousands of enemy soldiers to the east. Several times
beggars would approach and one look from either of them made the
beggars back away. Cage didn’t like people approaching. Neither did
Brooke. Many merchants and caravans entered and exited the city.
Tents to the east, outside the castle showed about five thousand or
so soldiers being prepared to be sent against the invaders to the
east. At one point a naked man armed with a long knife and a lance
approached with beads strung to the back of his head and asked
“Priestess of the Utala?”

Brooke stopped and dismounted. Together they
stood as she said “Yes, it is I. What do you wish to speak to me
of, chief of the Woro?”

The chieftain looked upon Cage and his eyes
widened at noticing the beads draping over his left temple. “You
are the chief of Utala?”

“I am, Brother. What is it you want from us?”
He said ‘Brother’ as he’d been taught to address another man of the
plains.

The Woro chief looked between them and didn’t
find deceit. “Where is the rest of your tribe? Were they taken as
well?”

“Yes.” Cage grimly replied. He caught
Brooke’s eye and she understood that he didn’t want anyone to know
where their people are going or any plans they personally have. “We
came here to help out. Can you tell us anything?”

The man in early thirties said “In
three days the king will send all the forces to push the cruel men
of the empire off our lands. We will kill many. Few tribes fled here whole. Most were
sole survivors or their tribe was enslaved. Most of my people
escaped. It is a shame the Utala were captured, we could have been
grateful for your war tribe’s well known strength. I must tell my
people of such sad news. If ever you need me, my tribe is nearest
the south of the tents.”

“Thank you, Brother.” Cage said.

“And may the spirits protect you.” Brooke
added.

The other chief nodded and left.

At the gate Cage walked straight up to a
group of stationed guards with a large green dragon painted on
their breastplates and shields. They noticed him easily, wearing
all black clothing and looking like someone they wouldn’t want to
anger. In a calm and kind tone he smiled and said “Afternoon, men.
I’m new to the capital. May I ask where I can find the highest
ranking general?”

“The commander general is currently at the
castle. What business do you have?”

Cage remembered the conversation with King
Tata of Vlara that the fewer who knew of the mission the better it
would be. “I have a message I was told to deliver to him
personally.”

The group of hardened armored men looked
meaningfully to each other and Cage understood their suspicion. He
knew he looked traveled and dangerous, asking for a meeting with a
top ranking official. To make matters worse, he asked this with an
enemy not far away. He easily fit the description of an
assassin.

When they took too long to answer, Brooke
sighed in impatience and rode up to them all and said “My Love,
what is taking so long? Can you finish this delivery so we can rent
a room and get some sleep?”

He smiled at her and winked. “Just as soon as
the soldiers tell me where I’m heading you’ll get that hot bath I
promised.”

The soldiers eyes widened as they saw
her ethereal beauty. His words also had them imagining her naked in
a bath. The sergeant of the gate cleared his throat. “If you
proceed north from here, take a left at the Drunk Squirrel tavern
and go straight you’ll find the inner wall. Behind it is the
castle. You will not be allowed through. No commoner is allowed
inside the castle grounds without an escort. Tell the gate guards
your business. I must warn you, if the general is pulled from his
duty for something frivolous he will not be pleased and if he is in
a foul mood you’ll be put in prison till he thinks you learned a
lesson. And if you are an assassin you better leave now. The general has the uncanny
ability to know who is a threat and who isn’t.”

“Thanks for the warning, Boys. Oh and how far
away is the enemy to the east?”

The sergeant’s jaw muscles clenched. “They
are five to six days from here.”

He got what he needed and turned around to
Brooke. “Let’s go find a place to cool off before my business is
done.”

They passed through the gate and Cage noticed
one of the guards follow, making sure he’s doing as he said. He
couldn’t help looking suspicious and didn’t have the time to gain
information the usual way. He needed to get in and out as quickly
as possible, not waste time. The tailing soldier turned a corner
and would likely warn of his impending visit. He felt the subtle,
almost unnoticeable tingle of magic, just like back in Tate’s
castle. He had a feeling the castle had magical defenses to oppose
what approached. From the scale of the city atop a massive hill
they would be well prepared to fight.

City streets were easy to navigate and Cage
noticed how the buildings got progressively taller, even without
the shallow hill’s aid. It would be ideal to use archers on the
roof to shoot without obstacles an enemy could hide behind. It is a
simple and smart design for a city.

They went straight and Brooke looked at the
wonder of the sprawling city she failed to properly imagine. So
many people lived here and made so many objects. Few tribal people
walked the streets. Those that did had to wear clothing. Men at
least had to wear pants and women wore no less what she did. At
least they all got to carry their weapons. Cage was kind enough to
allow her to see everything and walked slowly beside her horse.

Eventually they found a tavern sign depicting
a drunk squirrel passed out over a barstool. They took a left and
followed the street slightly uphill. Ten minutes later they saw the
enormous castle surrounded by an impregnable wall. Cage looked
around and noticed an expensive inn and wanted to treat Brooke to
something special. “Brooke, let’s go to that inn to get a meal and
bathe. It looks like they have a good stable and will take care of
your horse.”

She patted her rumbling stomach. “That is a
wonderful idea. It will feel good to wash the sweat from my body
and fill my hunger.”

Brooke pulled off her leather pack, threw the
strap of her water skin over a shoulder and rolled the fur under an
arm. She made her horse stay and gave it a carrot as a favorite
treat. Brooke then followed Cage up a few steps of wood and heard
“Welcome to the Blazing Trail Inn. I’m Keegan, the owner. What may
I do for you today?”

Cage spoke to an average sized man with firm
grey eyes and a cleaver hooked to a hip. Keegan’s clothes were of
great and of expensive quality and it reflected the spotless
establishment. It was even more grand than the Twinkling Bell in
Vin’re. Cage then said “How much will a room for the night run us?
Does it also include a meal and stabling a horse?”

“For one room will be a four silver a night,
if you can afford it. Only breakfast is free. For a horse it’ll be
five copper and another two for feed.”

“And a bath?” Brooke asked and the man’s eyes
narrowed.

The proprietor looked between the two good
looking people and the beads. “Can tribe’s people afford coin? I’ve
never had one want a room before.”

Cage said “Well we do have coin. If it will
be a problem to have our priestess’s first visit to the capital not
welcome, we can go somewhere else.”

The man’s eyes widened. “I didn’t mean to
offend. If you got money and don’t bring problems to my inn I’ll
have no problem having my fine business accept its first tribal
priestess.” His grey eyes turned to the gorgeous woman. “As for a
bath it’s included as is washing your clothes.”

Cage planned in advance and tied the money to
his right hip and dug out a gold disc. He handed it over the
counter and said “Then I would like to rent a room for the night
with one bed for us, stable and feed our horse outside and we are
in need of a hot bath and clean clothes. When we are done we’ll
come down for a meal.”

The man nodded and withdrew a silver key.
“Your room is on the fourth floor, room three. Also I hear your
horses are quite temperamental to anyone they are unfamiliar with
so will you bring it back to the stables?”

“Sure. Thank you.” Cage took the key and
handed it to Brooke. “Go ahead up while I stable the horse.”

She took it out of his hand out of reflex and
before she could say anything he stepped out and led the horse
around back. Cage heard hammering and saw a man shoeing a roan. He
asked “Are you the stable master?”

The man looked up “What of it?” and said
rudely.

In a casual voice he replied “Just letting
you know I’m renting a room. She’ll need to be fed and
watered.”

“What she needs is rest!” The crude man on the bench
stated. “You’ve been running the poor girl for weeks by the look of
her. Don’t you rich fuckers know how to take care of a horse? Put
her in stall three and I’ll be sure you don’t kill her before her
natural time!” Cage grinned and knew this man had a short fuse, but
he had other priorities than to pick a fight.

He put the horse away and left the large
man.

Stepping through the door he spotted Keegan
and said sarcastically “Nice fellow out back.”

Keegan lost a little color and shook his
head. “I hope my older brother Kieran didn’t offend you, Sir.” His
grey eyes were apologetic. “He hates people, but you find none
better to care for the steed.”

“I figured. At a glance he knew her needs.
Don’t worry,” Cage laughed now that he didn’t need to keep a
straight face. “It’s the first anyone has called me a ‘rich fucker’
and I almost lost it. Tell him not to worry. He can call me
whatever he wants so long as he’s as good as you say. Don’t tell
him I said anything, but I like people like him. They are a blast
to hang out with.” The look on Keegan’s face was priceless for he
never heard someone say the like about Kieran. It made Cage chuckle
again as he shouldered his pack and went for the stairs.

On the second floor he stopped suddenly and
blinked. “Brooke, what’s wrong? We’re on the fourth floor.” She
spun around, gripping the silver key and her large brown eyes made
it instantly clear she was completely lost. She came over and
handed him back the key. “You’re lost and don’t know what this is
do you?”

She shook her head, making her shoulder
length mane of black hair sway. “No, I do not. We never had these
in the tribe and I do not understand the images on the entrances
either.” She pointed to a door.

Cage didn’t laugh because she was completely
serious. Living on the plains her whole life without any
interaction to other ways of life and limited knowledge hindered
her in more complex societies. He looked at the door and said “That
is the number eight. You do not know how to read do you?” Again she
shook her head. “Then I have much to teach you. For now, let us go
strip out of these clothes and relax till the bath comes. In the
nights I’ll teach you how to read and write so you do not get
lost.” He could tell she was embarrassed for her flawless, coppery
cheeks were redder and were all that showed her inner battle. She
remained strong and sure of herself and adjusted the fur under her
arm.

In a low whisper he explained when they were
on the fourth floor of six and showed her the number three. “This
is our room. And this is our key to the room. You put the key in
the hole and twist it to unlock or lock. Here you try.”

She was glad they were alone and mentally
thanked him for not making her feel worse. She took the key and did
as he, turned the knob… “It does not open.”

“You just locket it. Turn it the other
way.”

She did and heard a click. She twisted the
knob and got excited as the door opened. They brought their bags
inside. She went back and learned how to lock and unlock the door
until it was natural and she understood the concept. She listened
attentively as he explained how that key was made for that specific
door. She didn’t believe till she knocked on the next room’s door,
heard nothing and tried unlocking to find he had been right.

They stripped and sat on the large
single bed and five minutes later the tubs arrived and five large
boys held pails of hot water. Brooke didn’t notice the young men
staring at her appealing form with any real respect. When they
looked at Cage’s flat black eyes and the lance he was proud of they
all took a hit to their pride and looked down in primal
understanding. This is his
woman, hands off. The tubs filled quickly and a basket was
sat down with floral scented soap and they took away his clothing
for a wash.

After the door shut Cage soaked and groaned
in relief. Brooke looked and followed his lead and said “You did
not say the bath would be this hot.”

“It is a little warmer than I’m used
to, but just try it. Enjoy your first hot bath.”

She gritted her teeth and stepped in
and lay down. A groan passed her lips before she said “You are
right, Cage Love. I do enjoy this. I want all my people to feel the
difference from swimming in a cold lake and a hot bath. It feels wonderful, Love. I’m glad you
talked me into this.”

“When we get home to our people I’ll find a
way to make hot water every day so we can bathe.”

“This might seem an odd question, but when I
have Meeka back in my arms, is it possible to have sex in the bath.
I feel it would be wonderful to experience.”

Cage looked over and met her relaxed eyes. He
smiled “I’ve found shower sex the best and I will make you scream
in pleasure when I find a way to fulfill my promise. It will feel
even better than our last coupling.”

She imagined very well what she wanted and
missed the worthwhile pain he gave her over a week ago. Brooke
smiled and said “Then I will await the day until I have such an
opportunity. When we rescue Meeka though, just expect to use that
lance on us over and over. You do not know how badly I want you to
be in me, filling me with wonder. If only Meeka were here I’d be on
you now and pleasure her as you do the same for me… No, I must stop
thinking of this or I might get pleasure while she is in danger. I
cannot do something so cruel to my love.”

“We will make love together or not at
all.”

“You feel the same?” She asked, turning on
her side.

“I do.” He explained and rested his head
back. “I love her as I do you, but until we are together I believe
it to be a mockery. We are a trio, not duo. And when we have her
back I feel she’ll need us after all she’ll have experienced. Now
remember what I told you about soap?”

“That you wanted to see if I hold the smell?”
He nodded. She reached over to get the soap and smelled it. “I like
this.” Brooke lathered and washed off her entire body till
everything washed away.

In minutes, Cage too cleaned up and rid
himself of everything the road stuck to him. He stepped out of the
dirty water with her and toweled off. Dry, he went up and sniffed
her hands, arms, neck and stated “It is true, scent doesn’t have a
hold on you.”

“Told you.” She brushed her round hips
against his and smiled. “What are we to do next?”

“I must go to the castle after we eat. No
telling how long that will take.”

“Then may I walk around the city and see its
wonders?”

“That will be fine with me. I want you to
enjoy yourself.” She gave him a kiss.

A half hour later, while Brooke washed her
leather strap, she wraps around her back and breasts and the
bikini-like bottom, there came a knock. Cage walked over and opened
the door a crack to find one of the servants holding two sets of
folded clothes. He tipped a copper and went inside to slip on the
black pants and shirt. It was warm, explaining they somehow dried
it faster than the sun. He figured to find out how later.

Cage went to his pack, opened the mouth and
located the hidden pocket. He removed the two letters and raised a
lone brow as the wax seal remained perfectly intact while the
letters had a few minor wrinkles. He looked at the writing
addressed to ‘King Skylar of Emroc’ and ‘Current General of Castle
Emroc’. Cage stuffed the letters down his shirt and tucked it in.
He threaded the belt through the pant loops and securely tied his
money to his right hip. By the time he turned around Brooke put on
the bottoms and tied the ends of the top behind her neck. Her
weapons hung securely to her shapely upper thighs.

“Now let’s eat.” He said and made her smile.
She grabbed the key off the table and locked the door successfully
and would remember the room now that she’d seen it, and the number
three.

Down in the lobby Cage ordered a thick
vegetable stew for the two of them and bread that the waitress said
is baked fresh to order.

Keegan came out from the kitchen fifteen
minutes later with the order and personally gave it to them. Before
Cage could ask the price, the proprietor said “This meal is on the
house, Sir, Ma’am.”

“On the house?” Brooke asked, confused. “It
is on the table is it not?”

Keegan went to laugh, but Cage intervened
before the man found himself in deep trouble. “Brooke, it means he
is giving us a free meal. On the house means he will not accept our
money and is feeding us from his own pocket.”

“Oh… I will not pass up a meal someone made
from hard work out of kindness. May I ask though why it is as you
say ‘on the house’?”

Keegan nodded. “Your husband here wasn’t mad
for my brother’s behavior. Usually I get yelled and threatened
because of his manners. As a show of thanks for not being upset I
wanted to do this.”

“We will accept your thanks, but you must
know Cage is not my husband. We tribal peoples do not have husbands
or wives. We are mates in both mind and body. I have heard all the
problems marriage has and people marry because they think they have
to. Mates have a deeper relationship that is more pure and less
problematic than living life with one other and be forced to
continue when they realize they weren’t exactly in love.”

“Since I’ve never spoken to one of your
people, I did not know what you believe. I found you odd, having
more than one partner… thanks for the clarification.”

He went to leave and she held out the key.
“Can you hold onto this for me. I do not want to lose it when I
view your city.”

“Very well, Ma’am.” He took it and left with
the tray.

“Why did he call me Ma’am?” She asked in a
whisper.

“It is something of a reference or habit,
just like you calling all the women of our people sisters.” Her
eyes showed she made the connection.

The thick gravy and chunks of mixed
vegetables were delicious and the bread soft and warm. It tasted
delicious. Brooke consumed everything, as did Cage yet he was still
hungry. He paid for two more large bowls and bread. His hunger
finally abated and settled. Brooke too looked better with a full
stomach.

He stood from his chair and stepped outside
with her. He kissed her on the lips and headed to the castle while
she went another way.

 


“Halt! State your business!” An armored
warrior commanded.

Cage stopped near the six story inner wall.
Before the open entrance stood six armored soldiers. Cage stopped
and said “I’m here to speak with the commanding general. Please
retrieve him.”

“So you are the one the outer wall
soldiers warned us of. I’m sorry, but unless you tell me the reason
why you wish an audience for such a busy individual, I must
insist you leave and not waste the
general’s precious time.”

“Fine.” Cage figured as much. “If you must
know, I’m on a mission to deliver a message from King Tate of
Vlara. Now unless you don’t go get the general I will make my own
way in.” The implications had the six grip their swords.

“Men, stand down!” A middle aged man in dark
armor ordered as he came around the corner of a nearby building
with a squire boy carrying letters and documents. Full plate armor
encased the enormous man, all except his head. The only part of the
armor that wasn’t midnight black is a dark green insignia of a
dragon painted on the breastplate and centered over his heart. The
older man took one glance at Cage to say “Put your anger away, you
wouldn’t stand a chance if he chose to fight us all. By your
appearance with black hands and eyes, am I to assume that you are
the one named Cage?”

It was Cage’s turn to be surprised. His
didn’t show any outward signs of it though. In a calm tone he said
“It appears I’m at a disadvantage. Who are you and how do you know
my name?”

The man said confidently as only a true
soldier does “I am Commander General Corbin of all Emrocan forces.
As to your name, I received a coded message from my old friend
General Kurk of Vlara… Before I reveal anything further you have
something you wish to deliver to me in person correct?”

Cage reached into his shirt as several
blades rang as they were unsheathed. General Corbin looked
seriously to his men. “I ordered
you to sheathe your weapons.” Cage pulled out the right
letter and approached the general. The gate soldiers stepped
forward with intent and got scolded. “If you do not listen when I
give a direct order I’ll have you quartered in the stables and put
on latrine duty for a month.” That threat stopped the six. The
general took the letter, looked at the unbroken seal of wax and
broke it between his gloved fingers. He pulled the letter from the
envelope and began reading. Everyone stood in silence as Corbin
read it for several moments. “It says I must see your hand to
verify your identity.” Cage made a fist and stretched it out. “It
is you, the one with skulls in your hands. It also says you have a
beautiful companion by the name of Meeka, where is she?”

Evenly he spoke, but Corbin saw a terrible
anger in those black eyes. “Taken as a slave from the Laqura
Empire.” This got all of the soldiers attention. “Now can you take
me to Skylar so I can finish my task and can go kill all them
bastards.”

One man chuckled and said “If they have her,
she is good as gone.”

Before any of the men knew what
happened Cage charged the person who spoke, used one hand to grab
his throat and leveled a stiffened finger right in front of his eye
in clear meaning of a soon to be lost eye. Cage grinned and said
“Please say that again.
I so want to hear you say your
alright with the idea of slavery. My love has been taken by slavers
and you have the balls to say
it is hopeless? Would you rather I start with you? I don’t care one way if you live
or die. Anyone who stands between me and my woman
will die. Now will you stand in my
way or shall I choose between either crushing your throat or rip
out your eye first?”

In a strangled voice the soldier whispered
“Forgive me.”

Cage dropped the man and turned around,
hearing gasping. Swords came free until Corbin said “Men, you
should know, General Kurk told me the man you are about to attack
toyed with his elite men and broke King Tate’s nose. None of you
shall stand a chance or did you just forget his speed or the
strength it required to nearly strangle a man with a
single hand? I will
not order his arrest for the private
had it coming for saying something so insensitive.” The five
stopped. “Good then. Cage, if you would, please follow me and cease
hostilities. I will let you meet mine king.” The general led the
way with Cage and the squire following.

They passed the wall and entered a wide open
courtyard. He then asked “How did you know my name?”

“My old friend sent a carrier pigeon. He
explained of a lone man who beat his best men and fought him with a
grin. Kurk mentioned black arms and the reference to a cage, but
the C was large and I knew it was a name.” Corbin then pulled out
the letter he had been given and whispered “Burn, burn, burn.” The
letter ignited and turned to ash, destroying it irreparably,
further proving the Vlaran king spelled it.

 


Back in the city Brooke felt like a child
again, seeing everything for the first time. Many peddlers offered
her their wares, but she carried no money. Many told her to move
on, but some answered her questions about their works and what some
things were for. She didn’t get lost, but she did find so many
buildings and crowds bothersome. She liked nature and open spaces,
but the city is made of stone.

Thick clouds began rolling in and many
outside vendors were packing up to avoid the coming rain.

A thunder boom off in the distance told
people to head inside for the rains were coming. Brooke took the
storm’s warning and headed back to the Blazing Trail.

Along the way she heard the sound of a
shattering pot and instinctively looked with many others. Then she
heard a man yell “Look at what you did you stupid whore!” And then
came a slap followed by a cry of pain from a woman. Brooke moved
and came upon a woman in a dress bent over as a man slapped her
face hard enough to turn her head to the side. He slapped her
again, but then Brooke noticed she didn’t protect her sixteen year
old beautiful face. She covered her slightly swollen stomach. A
woman would only sacrifice her face for one reason. Pregnancy. She
shielded the unborn from attack.

Without even considering her own position,
Brooke yelled at the man with lots of gold jewelry and gems. “Do
not strike her again! Can you not see, she is pregnant!”

“She is my servant, carrying my child. I’ll do with her as I please. She
spilled wine on my clothes.” He then cruelly smacked the girl
again.

Brooke had seen enough.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


“Squire, head to the war room and tell the
captains I’ll be there shortly.” General Corbin stated.

“Yes, My Lord.” The boy replied and hurried
off, barely keeping the many documents in his possession from
spilling over the floor.

“Your timing was impeccable, Corbin. I
would have hated to wait all day for those men to pull you from
this busy place.” Cage
commented as servants and rich men moved everywhere in the enormous
castle.

“Agreed. I am glad too. I will have to
reprimand those guards for not heeding my orders and making me
repeat myself. I am thankful you chose to spare the one fool’s
life. If I were in your place and my wife were taken… I wouldn’t
have allowed that comment to pass either. But in Kurk’s report he
explained you are also a mage. Do you have the power to know where
this Meeka is?”

“Move off to the side and I’ll show you.”
Cage moved towards the wall to get out of the constant castle’s
traffic flow. Corbin raised a bushy brow and followed. Cage
activated the spell and brought up the image of Meeka and the other
captives in shackles, constantly heading north. “This is my Meeka.
We were separated on the Tribal Plains. After I deliver Tate’s
letter, the job will be done and I’m going after her. If you have
any information that might tell me their destination or where
slavers usually take captives, I’ll be very grateful and you’ll
have sent someone to royally screw up their operation.”

The general rubbed his shaved chin, watching
the magic and the slave convoy closely. He wasn’t a sorcerer, but
knew many and it required much strength and focus to see what he
did in such clarity. “I know that area and they will be leaving the
plains in about four days time… As for what they do I shall tell
you along the way.” Cage canceled the magic and followed the burly
warrior. They found the stairs and people moved aside and
acknowledged the commander general with a bow or curtsey. “How much
of the Laqura Empire do you know?”

“Nothing except that you are at war with them
and that they allow slavery.”

“What of their lands?”

“Sorry, but in the map I bought back in Vlara
is all I saw Jalara being the only piece of land on the paper being
Empire territory.”

“Hmm… well I shall find you a map of the
empire’s lands. For now, just remember these names of towns and
cities. When those of Laqura steal someone for the slave markets,
they are often taken to the markets in Bepop. From there slaves are
sold and sent all over their lands by the many interconnecting
rivers.

“Here is where you will find trouble, if you
are going after this Meeka. The Empire declared war on us again
last summer and we held them off till the winter storms barred
their way. They resumed their assault when the snows melted. Since
then they have captured our city of Soloro and Kidi in the past
month. We expected them to then take the next logical city of
Dalaran, but they sent their main force and swept through the
plains, capturing many of the tribal people. Those villages didn’t
stand a chance without mages… by those beads… you are the Utala
chieftain? What of that tribe?”

“I’ve recently been appointed to that
position. I’m going after them as I said. Meeka wasn’t the only one
captured.”

“Very well… Back to what I was saying, With
Kidi and Soloro in enemy hands you’ll have a hard time freeing the
captives. They will be taken to Soloro first, forced to the coast
where a temporary port is being finished before sailing to Dragon’s
Port. From there they will resupply and sail straight for Bepop to
unload their acquisitions and return to do it all over again. Our
kingdom of Emroc’s territory ends between the border line from
Wayward Way to Dragon’s Port.”

“Do you have any suggestions I can consider
to slip through their defenses before they reach this port their
building?”

“It is nearly impossible. Spies I’ve sent
mostly end up killed and scouts are forced to flee. The empire
seems to have a surplus of mages at their disposal who use their
magic to spot my men before they have a chance. Our own mages are
spread thin and do what they can, but whenever we try getting
through, what we think as a chink in their armor, they surprise us
with a trap. Right now I need every person willing to fight just to
push those men out.”

Cage grinned. “Too bad the dragons don’t
intervene in human affairs. They would wrap them up nice and neat
within a day.”

“We are agreed in that.” Cage only meant it
as a joke, but it seemed dragons were as powerful as many
believed.

“What haven’t you tried doing?”

“Slipping through the Frozen Forest.” Corbin
laughed for the first time and a maid looked as if she never heard
him do such a thing.

“What is so funny about a forest?”

The general stopped and looked directly and
seriously at the tall man. “Is that meant to be a joke?”

“Not at all, Corbin. I’m not from these
lands.”

“Then you should know I would rather
face the army coming at us alone and unarmed before stepping
one toe in that forest. It is
haunted and filled with innumerable ways to die from traps to fall
in or ancient magics that kill any who disturb so much as a
snowflake. Only sorcerers of the
second class and above are known to t be foolish enough to stand
barely a chance of passing through and even they hesitate to consider crossing that place. No
army or man can pass through there without being obliterated. It is
suicide you’ll find if you head there. Even Laqura avoids those
lands. Because of it, they cannot easily send their armies down to
us all at once.”

“Why is it called Frozen Forest?” Cage asked
and began walking up again.

“Because it is forever frozen, but some
plants manage to survive or so I have been told. In legend, it is
said a great sorcerer fought a dragon and their power was so great
that the land is forever at war with itself, even after the two
killed each other. Even in the height of summer, that forest is
forever gripped in snow and clouds. It is a cursed place to be
sure.”

Then if I cannot find a way
through to find Meeka before she reaches Soloro I’ll do just that.
Nothing will stop me from freeing her. Cage thought
while the general studied him and couldn’t tell what he
saw.

Corbin prided himself on reading people as
easily as a book, but all he could learn from Cage is his movements
didn’t waste energy and that only happens to those who are skilled
in the art of war and survival. Few men ever gave the general
pause, Cage stood at the top of that extremely short list.

“Ah, General, just who I was looking for!”
Came a loud voice as the two reached the end of the winding
stairs.

Corbin took a look and bowed slightly at the
waist and put a fist over the dragon emblem and his heart. “Good
day, My King and to you Reece. I have been seeking you as well.” He
stood tall and rested a hand on the pommel of his sword out of
casual habit. “King Skylar, this here is the one known as Cage, the
man General Kurk informed us was coming.”

Skylar is one giant of a forty year old
looking man. King Skylar stood at Cage’s height, but where Cage is
lean Skylar is knotted with muscle. Two large hammers hung from the
king’s hips and were as menacing as their wielder. The king wore a
tight shirt and pants to accentuate his muscular form. Over his
heart was a silvery stitched dragon and on his brow displayed a
ring of gold with a, octagonal ruby set directly in the center. But
unlike his overwhelming appearance, Skylar had a kind face and
blue-green eyes. Upon his shoulder perched a golden eagle named
Reece. Cage figured he stood before a mage. Hearing Tate’s name put
a smile on the king’s face. “Well then we can multitask. There has
been a development that has been reported directly to me while you
were out.”

The king turned and proceeded down a
balcony hall with the silent eagle perched on a shoulder. The hall
looked over the entire great city. A rumble of thunder made Cage
see how the sky darkened with thick thunderheads. General Corbin
followed the king with Cage. They reached a thick metal door and a
personal guard opened it to allow the King and the two inside. Like
Tate’s castle in Vin’re, Skylar led them into a private meeting
hall and sat in his elegant throne. He gestured them forth and when
Corbin stopped so did Cage. The eagle Familiar remained quiet and
stayed put. The only thing making it look alive is when it blinks
or twitches its head and beak. Skylar began speaking without delay.
“The Magical Council has finally responded. Whatever happened
recently to have them so rattled seems to have passed. Zikon is
gathering four dozen sorcerers to aid us and will arrive by
tomorrow to fight off the Laqura mages. It is good they did so for
as you were out checking the troops I got word a band of mages is
coming to further reinforce those to the east. I do not need to
tell you how much we need to get those men off the plains. Without the tribal people on
their lands, the enemy will find it all too easy to send their
forces through the flat terrain. The ten thousand won’t breach our
home and they know it, but we cannot allow them to stay and have
time to make weapons or worse, control our entire eastern coast. If that were to happen, all
trade with Vlara will cripple us. We also need to be sure they
don’t find a way to cut off our supply of iron and steel from Mirim
Mines. So when the sorcerers arrive, allow them a night’s rest and
you’ll send them and all of the battle mages from the guild to
get them out. We lost two cities already, we cannot allow
them to take more of our land or
my people.”

“If we are truly receiving aid from
Twilight’s sorcerers then we might be able to drive them back, but
it won’t be enough to reclaim Kidi or Soloro before winter. They
will be repairing defenses and will be done by the time we
arrived.” The general spoke.

“Then to make it that much harder, why
don’t you take a mage and destroy the port under construction near
Soloro? If it gets completed they can more easily send supplies to
further strengthen their hold on that city and sail more men to
that location. It would be faster than sending supply trains from
Dragon’s Port, which I assume they also hold. Screw with their war
machine enough and their morale will wither enough that some might
desert and you’ll have it easier to fight. If the foothold
isn’t destroyed you’ll likely lose
more lives to kick them out or lose the war completely.” Cage
commented and got a surprised look from the king and
general.

“My tactical advisors also say this, but why
is it you speak of it?” Skylar leaned back and waited for an
answer.

“Because my love has been captured and likely
on her way there as we speak. I can use your diversion of attacking
those to the east while a small force destroys their port. They
will likely have guards and mages protecting the docks from
sabotage, but if you decide to get rid of it I can swing around
from the west with greater ease. And I’ll kill and disrupt their
plans as best I can along the way.”

“You would use me?” King Skylar asked in
amusement.

“It is no different than you using
people. Your goal is to kick all Laqura ass out of Emroc and to do
that you use Corbin here who in turn commands your forces who will
ultimately either succeed or die in battle for those they love. So
yes, I’m going to use you to
save the woman I love and all
the other slaves I come across. After I see my women and people to
safety I’ll go to this slave market… what was that place again…
ummm… Bepop? and use all my skills to destroy the central hub of
the slave trade. If they lose their free labor and have to do more
things themselves it will make their plans that much harder to
achieve their desire for conquest. I have no tolerance for drug
dealers or slavery. I might die, but more than likely a lot more
will go before I.”

“How many people have you killed?” The king
asked.

“If I told you, you would have nightmares for
the rest of your life.”

Skylar knew the mage wouldn’t tell,
likely losing count long ago. “Enough said. And if you are as
skilled as I have been told, you would be better as an ally than a
foe. Regarding the dock, I have begun plans to see it destroyed. It
will take three weeks at the earliest unfortunately. Our primary concern is
those wanting to knock on our doorstep. They must be purged
first.”

“I don’t disagree, Skylar. Do what you must.
I will do the same. Now is there anything else pressing or may I
complete my arrangement?”

In answer, Skylar opened his large hand and
held it out. Cage pulled out the final letter and watched as it
floated from his hand to the king’s, proving himself to be a mage.
Skylar knew his friend’s seal and broke the wax. He and the eagle
began reading a rather long letter. For some reason, Cage stayed to
see what is so important. A smile spread across the king’s face. He
stopped for a moment and gestured for a servant. A middle age man
stopped near the general to wait. “Go tell my second oldest son,
Prince Sek I require his presence immediately.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The servant nearby
left.

Skylar continued reading and slowly his kind
features turned into confusion. Cage noticed a glance in his
direction and didn’t like it. He held still and calm and watched
every minute change in the king to know something isn’t right.

Skylar sat the paper down and slowly became
impassive. “Castle defenses activate, level ten, isolate the one in
my vicinity who is named Cage.”

The slight constant tingle of magic grew
immensely in an instant. The ruby upon Skylar’s crown flashed for a
moment.

Before Cage could blink a yellow barrier
domed itself around him. It sizzled and crackled with the sound of
electricity. It was just large enough to stand and stretch his
limbs outward, but not to lay flat. Corbin stepped back, drawing
his sword and moving to stand between his king and the isolated
mage. A grin grew as Cage looked to Skylar to ask “And what is this
supposed to be?”

“Your prison. Did you think Tate would allow
anyone to strike him without consequence?” Skylar replied dryly.
“You are trapped in one of my castle’s many defenses that have
never been broken. No one has ever escaped that isolating barrier.
You can try of course. A loyal sorcerer in the first class is on
the way to take you to prison. It would be best if you left
quietly.”

Cage’s grin grew more. “When I get out I’m
going to kill you and that double-crossing Tate.” Cage walked to
the crackling yellow barrier and touched it. Pain shot throughout
his body and the unsuspecting surprise and pain dropped him. To the
astonishment of Skylar and Corbin he stood right back up, still
grinning. He found that touching the dome created a pain without
harming the body. Cage learned that much as he used magic to
quickly search for physical damage. Because of the intense, skin
crawling tingle it was hard to tell the usual way. Remembering the
pain and ready for it, Cage took his most lethal stance, crouching
low with arms fully extended like swords and became a blur of
motion and struck the barrier. Feeling constant pain from paralysis
for years gave him great tolerance against what the barrier
exerted. His strikes hit with the force of a sledgehammer and were
so fast it created a thump in the room louder than the barrier that
explained what will happen when he gets out. They just pissed the
wrong man off.

Skylar stood and backed away, his eagle
looked with wide eyes with Corbin as the general said “My King, how
is he not unconscious? He is beating against the barrier as if he
feels nothing.”

“My friend, he feels it alright. That man
must be so used to pain it doesn’t slow him down…” Then they
watched as the attack continued.

Cage stopped after a minute and stood,
sensing the barrier not even weaken. He saw the wary look from the
two large men and his smile made them more afraid. Finding his
attacks ineffective he changed tactics and created a black cone
shaped object the size of a bead and fired it, but not before
making his own clear barrier within the yellow, creating it strong
enough to block anything. He fired the magic bullet and was glad he
made the barrier as it turned the magic around and launched it
back. It slammed against his barrier and he felt a sharp drain in
his mana. Cage learned whatever he might throw at it would turn it
back on the owner. He had to think differently and forget the enemy
barrier as its flashy design didn’t serve a purpose…
or does it? He wondered. He made a
small barrier and wanted it to inflict unbearable pain. He didn’t
see it, but knew it had been made and touched it to feel exactly
what he did earlier. The magic only made the nerves send false pain
to the brain to simulate agony. There was another meaning for the
barrier beyond reflecting magic, resisting physical blows, causing
pain and not allowing spells to be created outside the dome. The
crackle of electricity also acted as a distraction.

He knew there wasn’t a way to break the
barrier for the whole castle’s power turned upon him. He figured
there to be only a single way to pass the barrier and looked down.
The idea made sense. The confining barrier neglected only one
aspect. The ground.

Cage’s anger at being attacked found an
outlet. He wanted out and would make his own way. An idea sprung in
his mind and he acted on it. Blackness swirled around his open
palms as he put them side by side and aimed down. The magic took
shape into an open cylinder with sharp teeth all along the bottom.
He added threads all along the outside wall as it began to spin and
the air hummed from the revolutions. Cage then slammed the
conjuring into the stone floor.

“Impossible!” Skylar chuckled and only Corbin
heard him. “The whole castle has been reinforced with magic. It is
impossible to eat or chip any of it…” His eyes widened as a plume
of dust shot into the isolated dome the very moment the magic
touched the floor.

The magic had much resistance to counter, but
Cage’s magical drill tore deeper, cutting through the stone. The
castle’s magic resisted, but it couldn’t stop Cage at all, just
slow him down. He covered his mouth and nose with his shirt and
kept his eyes closed due to the dirt filling the confined space. He
could feel the floor over approximately three feet deep. The moment
the magical drill ate its way through, the whole open center
dropped straight down and landed loudly on the room beneath this
one. Some kind of automatic castle repair function activated and
began to seal the breach, Cage knew he had only a few seconds to
react before it closed completely.

Skylar knew as soon as he heard the floor
beneath have an impact that Cage was about to flee and swiftly said
“Castle defense, seal hole in king’s private hall.”

Cage went to jump down and landed on an
invisible barrier while the stone mended itself. He then heard
Skylar’s voice command “Castle Defenses, deactivate level ten
barrier on the man in my vicinity who is named Cage.”

The electrical yellow barrier instantly
vanished, allowing dust to spread out. Cage turned and sat his
focused eyes on the king and stopped, wondering why the barrier
dropped. When the floor sealed seamlessly he felt the tingle of
magic abate to almost nothing. That brief pause gave King Skylar
the opportunity to say “Stand down, Corbin. Guards, servants, wait
outside until Cage leaves on his own. And tell my son to wait
outside till my business is done.” As the general sheathed his
sword the king said “Cage, you passed an impossible test.” When the
door shut he said to the castle “Privacy, Level Ten!” There was a
tingle as the room wouldn’t allow any form of eavesdropping.

“If you if you think my warning to be a game,
your life is forfeit. You have one minute to explain your actions
before I kill you. Starting now.” Cage crouched and readied himself
for anything.

“Very well.” The king said casually and
walked back to sit in his throne. “Are you aware of the Great
Prophet?”

This confused Cage more than he expected. He
remembered that name alright. He cursed Meeka and blessed Brooke as
children. Angrily and evenly he said “Only in story. What does he
have to do with why you attacked me without reason?”

“Oh but I did have a reason, Cage. Besides it was a test
you are the first to ever pass in six thousand years since this
castle was created. If my sorcerer arrived before you could escape
I would have let you go free as you still will so long as you do not kill me. Might I have an
extension beyond that one minute limit, I’m afraid the explanation
will take longer than that?” Cage nodded and moved to a chair and
sat, ready to strike if need be. The general stood near the throne
and gazed at the empty room. “Before I explain why I used the
castle defenses against you I must go back twenty years.

“My old friend Tate was visited by the Great
Prophet not long before he disappeared forever. Eleia, the late
queen of Vlara which the letter I read said you met, told me that
he wasn’t going to live past the night he visited them. He spoke a
prophecy and it went like this:

“As darkness threatens to consume all life a
warrior shall arise to reclaim what is rightfully his from what was
lost. On his back is a burden few ever experienced and even fewer
have survived, but unlike all others, despair will never rule him
and barriers cannot hold him back forever.

“The warrior will become Death Incarnate and
any who are foolish to stand in his way will rue such an
unfortunate day. Whether he is hope or despair it cannot be
foretold, but he will be known for being bold.

“Life and death will be his domain to
command, but beware should you see him grin.”

Cage listened closely and remained silent,
not revealing any change in his body language. These two men
looking right at him were adept at reading people. They could spot
any discrepancy or advantage easily. Cage had been trained
extensively in the same practice and knew what not to do. Inside
his head was a maelstrom of thoughts. He didn’t understand the
darkness claiming all life, but reclaiming what had been lost made
him think of walking again. His burden of being alone forever as a
paraplegic had been remedied with healing and the love for Meeka
and Brooke. Death Incarnate also made his heart drum. He was called
Lord Death by the spirits and Brooke mentioned the Utala’s ancient
name being reapers. Cage didn’t believe in coincidences and he
began to believe something was going on that he didn’t understand
quite yet. He smiled inside for he is known for boldness. Life and
death his domain? He found it hard to believe, but the descriptions
were quite meaningful and specific. The last part struck loudest in
his mind ‘beware should you see him grin.’ Sensing enough time
passed he asked “And you think I’m the one from prophecy?”

“After seeing your last demonstration I do
not have doubts.” King Skylar admitted aloud and clearly. “Only a
man used to the burden of pain could remain conscious after
touching the barrier and you attacked it without stopping. You can
see the dead and I’ve never seen a man grin when he is attacked or
hurt. Another qualification for the prophecy. Lastly, you are an
unknown warrior who fights without effort. When you threatened me,
a king, like an average individual I knew then that my life or
death would come from your own judgment. I have faced many in
battle and love every moment of combat, but I believe none like it
as you do.

“To my reason for testing you wasn’t my
idea. Tate said he made a deal to not harm you or take your land,
but he had a suspicion that you
were the one meant to hear that prophecy. I do not understand
why the Great Prophet didn’t come to you and say it. He must have
had a plan, but I believe absolutely that you are the one the
prophecy speaks of. King Tate didn’t want to infringe on the
bargain you two struck so he had me administer a test to repay a
debt I owed him back when we were kids. If you did not escape my
castle’s strongest barrier you would not have been the one. He
wrote that I must apologize and hopes you will not kill him for
what he asked of me. You, Cage, nearly escaped the inescapable. I
acted to anger you saying how you breaking his nose and would pay
for it. I too wanted to see if he was right. If he wanted me to use
my castle to kill you I could have. He just wanted me to hold you
with the spell, nothing more, and see if you could escape. I too
must apologize as well for the unjust treatment. As compensation to
repay you for my inhospitable actions I would listen to an offer of
your choosing.”

Cage went silent after hearing the
reason. He was angry for what had been done, but if positions were
reversed he would have probably done likewise. If Skylar and Tate
wanted him dead they would have had the opportunity when they
confined him. As a test it was very effective to learn. He then
wondered what he needed. “Very well. In exchange for your life I
want two pieces of information, a map of the Laqura Empire like
what the Magical Council sell and your word to never detain me in
such a way ever again. Any
further breach will not end well.”

Skylar didn’t take long to consider. “Then
you shall have it. You have my word. What information do you
require?”

“I want to know what else is written in
Tate’s letter.”

“Fair enough. He has accepted a union of our
lands. Princess Amy of Vlara has agreed to marry my second eldest
son Sek as soon as we drive the invaders off our land. The reason
Tate chose you is because if someone were to gain possession they
could use it to their advantage. They could set a trap and ambush
our children, making either of we kings lose the will to fight or
anger us into doing something foolish. As the second heir he will
not be the first successor, but his love for the princess will bind
our people and allow him to rule good and just people. Also the
reason of your coming to me as a test could have likely been to
make others want to kill you or use you to their advantages.”

The giant of a king went quiet, waiting for
the next question. “The last thing I need is to understand why the
Laqura Empire and Emroc are at war?”

The king expected something different. “The
initial cause is uncertain, my land didn’t start it and has been
this way before I was born. They started their most recent campaign
back in the fall months and began taking prisoners as slaves.
Empress Vika has not given a reason for her actions. She just did
it on a whim it seems this time. Some believe her mage priests told
her something. She was never a nice woman to begin with and allowed
slavery to thrive. Her empire is unlike ours. She and all mages
think themselves above all others and anyone without magic are
servants or slaves. Laqura Empire holds more mages than Emroc and
Vlara combined, but hasn’t set them all to war thankfully. They
couldn’t do so without our own mages finding a way to inflict
irreparable damage to her land. Also they breed mages, not allowing
mages to breed or fall in love with non-mages, just to keep their
strength superior. But non-mages have a great use in war and she
cannot risk her greater mage numbers since our non-mage population
is far greater than hers. Unfortunately, slavery gives her added
numbers. Many have tried to stop her and all died. I think age has
made her mad. She has ruled her Laqura Empire for four thousand
years and has attacked Emroc in the past, but not like this.”

“Four thousand years?” Cage asked in
astonishment.

Skylar nodded. “She is the strongest first
class sorceress of all her people. She is as powerful as a dragon.
Many mages live long, but the first and second class sorcerers and
sorceresses can seem to live indefinitely. They are well known to
not die a natural death. Only accidents, deadly spells or a mage
battle kills them. I am a third class wizard and will live
approximately three hundred years if all goes well. When I die, my
two sons and three daughters will live longer since each are third
class sorcerers. They take after my queen who is not here today.
Just know, not everyone you meet can be aged by looks. For all I’m
aware you can be in your twenties or thousands.” The eagle nodded
in confirmation.

He explained he’s only twenty eight. Cage
stood and said “Remember your vow. I need that map before I
leave.”

Skylar relaxed, realizing he didn’t need to
defend himself. “General, see he gets the map and that he leaves
without being bothered.”

“Sir!” He saluted and also said “I’ll also
finish preparations to depart in two days. I’ll also need the other
captains to continue as they have.”

“Very well. Oh and Cage?” The tall man looked
back. “I hope to work with you one day, preferably if you aren’t
out to kill me.”

“Keep your word and you will never need to
worry.”

Skylar dropped the castle’s silencing spell
and the lightning storm loudly told them it started pouring. Cage
pulled the door open to find dozens waiting. Prince Sek was the
spitting image of his father in every way except a corn snake
wrapped around his neck like a necklace. Another mage stood near
and Corbin said “Your services are no longer needed. The dispute
was a misunderstanding. The king wishes to apologize.” The mage in
a red robe inclined his head and walked away. “This way, Cage.”

He received a map he needed and it worked
like it did with the first one bought back in Kote from Jom the
chandler, seeing more detail the closer one looks. Afterwards he,
the general and captains left the castle in a heavy downpour. Cage
enjoyed it as the rain washed off all the dust he made earlier
trying to escape. He separated from the soldiers and headed for the
Blazing Trail.

In the inn Cage stood dripping wet from head
to toe. Thankfully he wasn’t the only one as it seemed no one
invented the umbrella here. Keegan noticed Cage immediately and
moved closer. “Sir, Do you require a hot bath? Maybe a
complementary clothes drying?”

“Nah it’s raining cats and dogs out there and
they bathed me quite well. I wouldn’t mind seeing how you are to
dry my clothes in this weather.”

“I do not mind, but you wouldn’t be
comfortable naked while they dry. Go change and I’ll show you.”

“Sounds like a deal.” Cage was handed a key
and his brow drew. “Hasn’t Brooke returned?”

“No, sir.” Keegan replied as he shut the
front door. Thunder boomed again. “I believe she has found shelter
from this storm. It would not surprise me she was forced to do so.
It looks like it will last a few hours yet.”

This news didn’t sit well with Cage, but he
knew her well enough that she could take care of herself. A breeze
blew through the room and chilled him enough to return to their
room and change clothes faster. He wrung them out from opening the
window. Afterwards Cage returned to the dining hall and caught
Keegan’s eye as the man poured two glasses of whiskey for two
patrons. Keegan spoke to a worker and gestured for Cage to follow
him behind the bar and through the kitchen. It smelled wonderful of
hickory, fresh bread and spices. Before heading through another
door Cage said “I didn’t realize just how hungry I was till that
smell hit me.”

Keegan smiled. “I know what you mean, Sir. If
you would like while your clothes dry, I can get you a meal.”

“Sounds good.”

The next room intrigued Cage. A well pump
stood to the side of the room where four busy workers spent their
time drying clothes and heating water. Cage looked at the simple
heating device and how effective it is. It is a three chambered
metal contraption standing vertically. Its width is fifteen feet
deep and stood ten in height. The bottom is a furnace fed with wood
and the mouth is closed. To increase the heat is a billow pump a
blacksmith would use. Released smoke goes outside from a simple
chimney. Above the furnace sat a watertight drum where water is
pumped to be heated. A simple spout to the side has a valve to pour
the heated water in waiting buckets. A vat beneath explained they
hand washed all clothes and let the dirty water flow down a
currently plugged drain. Above the water heater is a dome where
clothes are hung. To dry properly they are hung on long bars. They
basically dried clothing so quickly by heating them in an oven, but
without wood smoke to cling to the fabric. Keegan went to explain
how it works and Cage let the man speak, but at a glance he knew
exactly how it had been designed. Keegan simply reinforced the
original conclusion.

A small ladder lay nearby and one of
the workers took the wet clothes, put them on metal wire hangers
and slid it in. The room remained warm and toasty and felt great
after the hard soaking rain. Cage made an order for freshly made
potato and onion soup along with fresh wheat bread. Keegan returned
and also added a fresh wedge of cheese at no charge. Cage paid the
man and sat at a table to enjoy the meal in the laundry room. He
heated from the inside and
out. The four workers didn’t seem to mind him as he watched
and ate in silence.

Keegan excused himself to return to his
duties.

The meal vanished before he realized it and
he kept studying the effectively stacked invention. In his thoughts
he kept going back to what happened in the castle. It wasn’t so
much the action he remembered, it was the prophecy. It nagged at
him and yet he believed it. He wouldn’t have if not for what the
spirits call him. The Great Prophet seemed to have a great reach
and influence, even after dying. He had just begun to learn all
that magic could do and if that man had great power as everyone
believed it could mean he actually saw what might be. Cage hoped
there wasn’t another surprise waiting. The most confusing part of
this prophecy was the reference to become ‘Death Incarnate’ and the
implications of something so dangerously profound were not lost on
him.

Ten minutes of silent and heavy contemplation
passed before a woman retrieved the freshly dried clothes and
handed them to him. He folded the shirt and pants before thanking
them for letting him see their operation.

He returned to the room and lay down.

His mind wouldn’t allow him to rest even
though thunderstorms always relaxed him enough to sleep. The
thunder rolled constantly and bursts of lightning cracked every few
seconds while rain blanketed the entire city.

 


Worry began to set in Cage’s mind as Brooke
had yet to return. It had been several hours and night just settled
in. The heavy rains slacked and were intermittent sprinkles as the
majority of the weather moved on. Brooke would have at least
checked in and no storm frightened her. Something wasn’t right.

In the solitude of the room, Cage lit a
candle on the table with a thought. The room brightened as he sat
up and concentrated on finding Brooke. The magic flowed and was
guided to find her. The picture of magic formed darkly. He looked
at the darkness and his eyes adjusted to find Brooke sitting in the
back of a stone room. She rested her chin on her knees and her arms
wrapped around her long legs. One eye has a bit of swollenness to
it. She seemed to glare at him, but he moved the image to the side
and her eyes remained stationary. The room had little light and
appeared uncomfortable. It quickly donned on Cage what the small
room is. He pulled the magic back and said “Fuck!” as he found iron
bars.

Brooke sat alone in a prison cell.

“Not good. Not at all. What did you do?” He
asked quietly as a guard walked by her cell and didn’t even glance
in her direction. As he watched he saw her shivering and knew she
was freezing. Cage watched for a few more seconds before making a
decision. The image disappeared.

He knew he’d have to break her out. The only
way she could have went to prison is if she did something she
couldn’t abide by. In the world of magic, Cage suspected the prison
would have spells like the castle. It would make sense. Magically
breaking her out would likely prove futile. He needed a way to
break her out and noticed a slightly protruding iron nail sticking
out of a board in the room.

Cage sent his will and the magic plucked the
entire nail from the board with a squeak. He studied it for a
moment and did it again to hold two. He sent a spell and easily
reshaped the nails into sturdy picks. He slid them into a pocket
and packed both bags. Before leaving he shouldered the coil of
rope. He then left them near the table to be ready to flee if all
didn’t go well.

He left the room and building without anyone
realizing it. Once outside he made the light string point out
Brooke’s direction and headed down the vacant road. He canceled the
spell so others didn’t see. After a few minutes he discretely did
it again.

 


It took over an hour to reach the three story
prison. Torches lit the area and offered little protection. Off to
the side of the building stood a wooden platform with dangling rope
to hang people for execution. It looked to be used regularly. To
make matters harder, Cage felt slightly more tingling the nearer he
approached the prison. Magic, especially of the unknown, didn’t
make the jailbreak easier. With all the recent rain, fewer people
prowled the area. Cage waited in the shadows for an opportunity.
While he waited he sent magic to find exactly where Brooke is being
held, all the turns and what is awaiting inside. He made the view
smaller and found it made the drain slightly easier to
maintain.

Eventually he heard a man whistling a merry
tune and had the simple clothes and sword of all the prison guards
he had seen. Cage decided to rely on an old trick the old man
taught him as a kid. Just as the man passed the alley Cage hid in,
he stepped out directly behind the guard.

The jailer didn’t even suspect someone
followed not an inch behind him. If he were to suddenly stop Cage
would have stepped right into him. Cage had used this trick a few
times before. He stepped forward and swung his arms in the exact
rhythm of the man. He even matched his breathing. It was the
highest following skill there is and required the follower to move
exactly as the target so the person didn’t realize anything
different. It wasn’t easy timing exactly as the other man’s every
move while towering over him, but he didn’t even notice anything
amiss. Beau taught Cage this when hunting, to move as the prey does
so they think your movements are theirs. They never killed the
stalked animal, but it built the foundation for the harder prey,
man.

Along the way Cage silently snuffed out the
burning torches in such a way that the guard didn’t realize it. It
would come in handy later.

At the wooden front door, the man opened it
and Cage immediately conjured a strong wind to blow through the
opening. As it did he killed the lights of the burning candles and
torches. “Close the door, Fool!” another guard shouted, but not
before Cage slipped in and ran unnoticed through the completely
dark room. He squeezed pass another door to hear the men on the
other side fumbling around. “Crazy weather.” One cursed and Cage
heard someone striking something sharply to relight the flames.
Cage was glad he remembered the layout of that large room and
navigated it without any light.

Before he could be caught, Cage moved down
the rows of occupied cells. All the guards were in that room from
what he heard and that moment of excitement may make one check the
prisoners. He hurried down the dark passageway and up one flight of
stairs. He then moved down and stopped at the right one.

“Miss me?” He spoke quietly through the iron
bars imbedded in the stone.

Brooke’s head snapped up, hearing a familiar,
deep voice. In a moment of weakness she asked “Cage Love?” heard
his chuckle and ran to the bars to reach through and touch him. “It
is you.”

“Just what have you gotten yourself into?” he
smiled.

“You need to get me out of here. I’m to be
executed at first light.”

“Keep your voice down…” He whispered and
heard the voice of a man below saying faintly “Hold my cards and if
a single coin is gone I’ll beat all of you!”

Cage instantly pulled out his picks and stuck
them into the iron keyhole. Brooke whispered. “My love, you need a
key like the one you taught me to use. It will not open…” he
twisted and there came a faint click. He instantly stepped inside,
closed the door and locked it. The squeak of the swinging hinges
was louder than he intended, but apparently the guard didn’t hear
it. He then whispered “Go sit as you did before, hurry.”

Brooke moved back to the middle of the far
wall and sat glaring. She then watched as Cage somehow managed to
jump up and twist himself right above the cell’s front and his long
reach allowed him to lock himself in the shadows. She became amazed
at how easy it looked, but would be extremely difficult to stretch
out like that without his middle buckling.

She focused as light from a torch began
glowing more brightly. The guard saw her and moved on to check
other prisoners, not even noticing Cage. The glow faded and Cage
dropped down. Before she moved he shook his head and listened. In
less than a minute Cage quickly jumped back up into hiding as the
man passed again. He dropped down and listened to laughter as the
guard entered the main room. He gestured her forward and said
“Don’t say another word till we are gone.”

She nodded and watched as he took two little
objects, reached through the bars and unlocked the cell. He opened
it slowly and squeezed through. She followed. He then locked it
back and took her hand. Together they walked through the dark
walkway and up to the third floor. At the end of the room waited a
ladder bolted to the wall. He put the picks in his mouth and
climbed it. Brooke became mesmerized with his work. He picked the
lock of a padlock and raised the latch to gain access to the roof.
Brooke followed as he waved her up. Cage had to take a chance and
use magic and hope an alarm or something might not be triggered. He
whispered spells on the lock in his hand, dropped it and shut the
hatch. The padlock hovered in the air and when the two rings sat
side by side, one on the wall and the other on the access hatch,
the lock threaded its bar through the rings and locked itself. Cage
waited for a few seconds and realized the magic he used didn’t
raise an alarm.

They moved off to the darkest corner of the
roof and he uncoiled the rope he brought. He made a knot in one end
and firmly jammed it between a crack in the blocks. Brooke slammed
her eyes shut as she looked over and Cage said softly “I know you
have a fear of heights, but it is our only option.”

“How do you know I fear great heights?” She
asked to stall for time.

“Back when we were cutting through the
Darshay Mountains. Now if you want to get out of here I suggest you
get your tight ass over the edge. Would you rather I tied a rope
around your waist and lowered you?”

She smiled. “Yes, I would trust you more than
myself at the moment.”

Cage securely tied the rope under her arms
and she slowly crawled over the edge and held on while the rest of
her dangled. He placed his legs on the prison’s lip for support and
she let go under duress and nearly screamed as the rope is all that
supported her from pain. He knew it would take another ten feet or
more to be deadly if she fell. His powerful grip easily lowered her
safely and silently to the ground. When the rope slacked he threw
the remaining over and in a minute he found the firm ground. Brooke
found it difficult to undo the knot and Cage finished what she
started. He then shook the rope until it worked its way out and
fell. So long as it bore weight it wouldn’t release. Jiggling the
rope though worked the evidence of their escape out of the crack.
Cage then began coiling it while walking away in the darkness as it
began raining again.

Brooke waited a few minutes till they were in
the clear before commenting “Cage, I know you love my tight
ass.”

“I do.” He smirked and then came to a sudden
stop as Brooke wrapped her arms around him. She instantly began to
cry aloud and shake as she held him, releasing all the emotions she
felt. Cage saw her cry only once before. She lost control as she
clung to him in the pouring rain. He wrapped his arms around her
and kissed the top of her head. He soothingly whispered “You are
alright, My Love. I’m here. Let it out.” She clung and he held
her.

After a few minutes her pain lessened and she
looked up in the darkness to kiss him. “My Love, thank you for
rescuing me. I almost lost everything again if not for you…”

“Shh… tell me when we get to our room. I’ll
warm you up.”

She nodded and he led the way, sticking to
shadows in case someone found out.

 


Keegan gladly sent a servant to dry Cage’s
clothes again as he laid Brooke in the bed. She lost all her
trademark firmness and sat exposed from recent experiences. He
wondered what could make her do that. The incident in these past
few hours must have really been difficult as she went into mild
shock. He helped her out of her top and bottom and got her in bed.
He slipped beneath the covers and pulled her into his warm embrace.
It took time, but her shivering subsided and her flesh warmed. He
kept whispering that she is safe and well. While he held her he
slowly healed her swollen eye and the pain vanished.

A knock on the door came and Cage retrieved
his clothes and tipped the worker. When he turned around from
shutting and locking the door he found Brooke sitting up and wiping
tears from her eyes. “Forgive my behavior, Love. I do not know what
came over me. I have not felt this emotional since I birthed Rena
or lost our woman.”

He put his clothes away and sat beside her.
She grabbed his hand and wound her fingers with his. He kissed her
cheek. “Tell me all that happened and why you said they were going
execute you. Take your time, I’m not going anywhere.”

Brooke gave him a tender, loving look before
a soft kiss. “For that I am beyond grateful… it isn’t a very long
story, but if not for your intervention I’d be dead.

“When I was out marveling this city and
all the different kinds of people I believed my day to go well. The
storm approached and just before it did I heard the crashing of a
shattering pot. I went to investigate and found a man with
expensive clothes slapping a pregnant young girl. Apparently she
accidently spilled wine on the fabric and he slapped her with all
his strength. I told him to stop, but he said the child she carried
is his and that she is his
servant to discipline as he saw fit.” She looked down at their
connected hands, her silky copper to his firm black gauntlet. “It
reminded me of what Rena’s father did to me.

“I saw enough when he slapped her again and
ran at him. I thought of using my weapons to do the lands a
service, but killing is not allowed in Castle Emroc. Instead of
killing him I shoved him off her. When he recovered and saw me
standing between him and the pregnant one he went to hit me. It was
a serious mistake as I broke his arm and tried that elbow strike
you taught the children and actually broke his nose. I knew the man
would be furious and I saw sisters from another tribe and showed
them my priestess beads. I yelled to the women ‘Sisters, take this
young one away from the cruel man. See she never see’s him again.
She doesn’t need to be with him and allow the child to have such a
father.’ Well… six moved and picked up the crying young
mother-to-be and spirited her away. The sisters will see to her
wounds. When I saw her last her face bled and already swelled. The
man became enraged as I expected and tried running after her, but
stopped as I moved in his path. I expected him to hit me again, and
he tried using the arm I broke, but realized I was the superior
warrior. The man pulled something from his pockets and yelled
‘Mage! Come here!’

“Before my eyes I saw a grey light appear
next to the man and out came a magic man in brown robes and carried
a staff. The mage looked around and at the man to say ‘Lord Doyle,
what has happened?’ and Lord Doyle pointed his remaining good arm
at me and ordered ‘Kill the ugly bitch! She laid a hand on me and
I’ll see her dead before you go get my servant from the other
savages.’

“Then the mage looked at me and I drew
my weapons to defend myself, but the magic-man didn’t seem
bothered. He then said ‘My lord, I cannot kill her while we are
within the capital. It is forbidden. The law will see her dead for
striking a noblemen such as yourself. What would you have me do
before the sky bursts?’” Brooke shook from the memory. “And Lord
Doyle seemed to realize that the mage had said he couldn’t kill me
with so many witnesses. He gained control of himself and said ‘Make
the bitch suffer as best you can without breaking the law. We’ll
see her hanged in the morning.’” She met Cage’s calm, tranquil
black eyes and found comfort in them. “The man then used some kind
of magic and I suddenly found myself unable to move anything except
my eyes. Cage, I don’t know what he did, but no matter how hard
I tried I just could not move.
I could breathe and that is all. I felt nothing as I fell to the
ground. Then I saw the man heal his master and Lord Doyle came up
and punched me in the eye. He stopped his second blow as a pair of
soldiers approached to see what happened.

“Lord Doyle said I accosted him and if not
for his mage servant’s healing he might have died. The crowd tried
to object, but the mage did something to silence everyone and keep
them from moving. It looked like nobody disagreed and the caster
acted as if nothing were amiss. I cannot even begin to tell you how
frightened I was by that point.

“The soldiers picked me up and the last I saw
of that cruel bastard was his smug grin. I was then helpless as
they drug me to that prison and locked away. One of the soldiers
told me my death would be quicker than what Lord Doyle would have
done if they hadn’t have arrived. Then they left me laying on that
floor.

“I never felt so scared and helpless in my
entire life, laying there, unable to do anything.”

Cage nodded. “I understand
exactly what you mean.” He stated in
complete seriousness. “The mage paralyzed you, but allowed you the
ability to continue breathing. If he hadn’t you would have
suffocated.” His fist balled and hoped one day to meet this Lord
Doyle in person. “When you could do nothing except stare you began
to think of how cruel and fragile your life is and all you’ve
struggled for means so little. You had to truly face your mortality
and realize you might die without a struggle or a good fight where
you did your best and could die peacefully, but to be killed
without a struggle makes you realize there are uncountable ways to
die. Then you begin to think about all those you love and lost over
the years and will miss them, especially if no one is there to see
you off. You start wondering that if you do survive this and you
cannot stand up how it will affect others. You’ll need to have
others take care of you, feel a burden on those you love. They will
have to take complete care of you, feed you, bathe you, and clean
you if you mess yourself. All that means nothing when you realize
you might never be able to stand or hug those dear to your heart or
make love to a lover. You’d need to forever look up at people when
you’re used to seeing them eye to eye. Children stand as tall as
you sit and look you directly in the eye while your peers take
pity. They won’t say anything, but it’s their actions that
change. Truly feeling helpless
is frightening. Paralysis is the cruelest condition anyone can
face. You’d rather lose an arm before being paralyzed for more than
a minute.”

Brooke nodded and touched his cheek as the
muscles in his jaw clenched. “That is exactly how I felt. Forgive
me, I forgot how you were paralyzed too on your world. I did not
understand or can come close to imaging what it is like till today,
yet you lived with it for years and I a few hours. I forget because
I see you as you are, My Love, not as you were.” She sat her head
on his shoulder. “About two hours later I began to feel again. That
spell must have wore off. It took time to even sit up and crawl
away and get off the icy floor. Then I find my tomahawks missing,
likely taken by now. I had never been so relieved to move
though.”

Cage grinned. “The first thing I did when I
found my spinal cord had been healed is urinate on a tree. It might
not seem a big deal, but something as simple as that made me feel
alive and excited again.”

She smiled and said “Then you show up and
save me from a cowards fate.”

He picked her up and sat her on his lap. He
wrapped his arms around her middle and pulled her back against his
chest. “I’m glad we got away.”

She went to turn around, but he said “Don’t.
If I see your naked body or turn on my lap I won’t be able to stop
myself.”

“I understand. It has been a hard day for me
and I too want our bodies to meld. It is hard to resist mounting
your lance to release the tension in my body. If your hands move
any higher to my breasts it will be too much for me as well.”

They held still for some time and she enjoyed
the comfort of his embrace and his clean smell. When she relaxed
she spoke. “How did it go at the castle?”

Brooke stood and sat beside him again when he
asked her to. “Well I too had a interesting day after we left the
inn. I got to the inner wall and got stopped by…” He began to
explain his day and got angry at one of the men said. Afterwards he
repeated the story he had with Corbin and she became intrigued,
wanting to know what they are to do and get Meeka. He told her to
be patient and explained the time he spent with King Skylar. She
laughed, thinking it a joke till realizing Cage is serious. He
explained how he nearly managed to escape through the floor and how
it had all been a test.

Lastly he told her the prophecy and her
eyes grew larger than her fists. “It is you.” Brooke explained.
“You are the one our legends
speak of. I feel the prophecy is solely yours. There are too many
coincidences to ignore. I might not remember the far-seer all that
well except as the blue man, but his last night alive made sure you
would later hear the words as intended.”

“Then why didn’t he tell it to you or Meeka
to tell me?”

“Perhaps as a warning or a means to
successfully get the words to you.” He waited patiently for her
thoughts. “It could have served a warning of your coming for people
to treat you seriously. Or if Meeka or I died you wouldn’t have
gotten the words from us and our own prophecy for each other
wouldn’t have come to pass. Either can be true or both could. I do
not know the ways of a mage, but if it were my last hours to live I
would have done it like that. My words would at least survive long
enough to reach your ears since you weren’t born here.”

“It makes sense when you put it that
way.” He admitted, glad to have her insight. “I’m just wondering
what this darkness in the first line means. It sounds like I’m to
fight or even lead this darkness. I need more information.”

“Prophecy is meant to be understood
only at the right moment to be
used as a guide. It was like that for me when you and Meeka became
my lovers. It will become clear later, when it needs to be.” She
smiled. “Now tell me what I want to know. How are we to go after
our woman?”

He explained his first idea which she agreed
and the fallback frightened her greatly. He spent hours trying to
persuade her and eventually she conceded it to be their last
option. She also explained she would need clothes to brave such an
idea in the event it came to be the only way.

Not long after, Brooke’s shock wore off and
she fell asleep in Cage’s arms.

 


Morning returned and they knew it would be
wiser to leave as soon as humanly possible. Each dressed,
shouldered their packs and left the room. They found Keegan moving
around the main dining and entertainment room. “Leaving early, are
we?” The proprietor asked.

“We are, but we’ll take that complimentary
breakfast before.” Brooke said.

“Certainly!” The average looking man gestured
towards the nearest table.

A few minutes later the man brought out eggs,
sausage, hot biscuits, steaming water and a small package of tea
leaves to serve two. After the owner left Cage gave his sausage to
Brooke and she gave him some of her scrambled eggs. They didn’t
converse on what occurred yesterday and still tried to come to
grips. Words didn’t need to be said and just being near didn’t make
the silence uncomfortable. It was what each needed, to figure it
out on their own.

They finished their meals and Brooke returned
the silver key to Keegan who said “Come back any time.”

Outside the inn they headed for the stables
and saw Kieran. Cage smiled “Morning, Mr. Grumpy. How’s our girl
doing?”

The burly stable master scowled. “She is much
better in my care. She is strong, but I was mistaken. After I
brushed her I realized she is healthy. She just hadn’t been brushed
lately. I shoed her because the mare needed it. If I hadn’t, her
hoof would have split soon. She is also fed and watered.”

Brooke walked up to her horse and the mare
got clearly excited. A quick snout rub made the steed whinny in
readiness. She undid the easy stall gate and opened it. The mare
stepped out and allowed her rider to secure belongings. She looked
at the iron shoes nailed securely into the hoof and saw the great
work. Utala never shoed horses, but for the coming travels she knew
it would be needed. Then Brooke mounted the barebacked horse and
trotted ahead. The metal clopped loudly on the stone road. Cage
smiled as the man shook his head. “Thanks for shoeing the horse, I
was going to do it soon.” He tossed the man a silver. “If I come
back I want you to have my horses treated just like her.”

Kieran nodded and the coin disappeared in a
pocket.

Cage caught up and asked “Which should we do
first, getting weapons, clothes or provisions?”

“Clothes. I found a shop that sells proper
tribal clothing from trading with the tribes. I would prefer to
wear clothes more suited to our people. We will need food next.
Lastly I’ll hunt for new weapons…” Brooke patted her hips, missing
her tomahawks dearly.

Brooke led the way to a clothing store where
all they sold were leather or tribal trinkets. Brooke knew she had
money in her pack from dispatching the highwaymen and thought it
would be a good time to learn a new skill, shopping. Inside she
found a worker who kindly directed her to the finest leather
clothes she’d ever seen, with barely noticeable needlework at the
seams. Brooke found a deerskin wrap that had sleeves and pants that
covered nearly all of her. Only her head, hands and feet were
uncovered. She got hot quickly in the material and knew it would
work well. She also tried on matching gloves and found a pair that
fit properly.

While Brooke tried wearing the brown
leather Cage came across a large, harder and thicker style of
leather that had been dyed jet black. It had long sleeves and
pants. The closer he looked the more it had what he liked.
Instantly he knew he had to
have them. It offered protection from the elements and acted as
some armor. The leather was a good quarter inch thick and would
allow to keep mobility without sacrificing anything. His personal
favorite colors to wear are green and black and this outfit called
for him.

Another worker came up to say “Wonderful work
isn’t it?”

“How much?” Cage asked without looking away
from the uniform leather.

The man smiled and shook his head. “I’m
sorry, but that particular item is very expensive. The owner is a
bit eccentric and liked that suit so much she hired a mage to spell
it to achieve a stylish vision. It doesn’t hold any magic as it had
only been altered. The mage supposedly put holes all through the
material so it could allow the wearer’s skin to breathe. I
personally cannot find these holes with my eyes. It is also said it
repels water, keeping the wearer dry even in the heaviest rains.
The supposed airflow also keeps the person from overheating and
sweat keeps the leather from needing to be constantly being oiled.
The last is said the leather has been worked so much it doesn’t
creak when moving.”

“Again, how much?” Cage asked, especially
after sending his magic and found the thousands of microscopic
holes. He really knew it would be what he needed to succeed.

The man sighed. “Eight gold.”

“Done.” Cage pulled out the coins and took
the leather shirt and pants off the wire mannequin. He went up to
the desk and said “I’m going to see if it fits.” Cage then showed
he could afford it and went into a small room to try it on. He did
and found it hugged his entire body. For once, he found something
that fit properly for a person of his build. The pants even had
loops, perfect for a belt.

He came out with it on and felt great, ready
for anything. The workers there stopped to admire him.

Brooke stepped out of the dressing room after
finding the clothing fit and accentuated her figure wonderfully and
stopped as she saw her mate handing over eight gold coins. Her jaw
dropped as she looked hungrily over his lean and powerful form. She
preferred him naked, but if he had to wear clothes he undoubtedly
found nothing better to be seen in. His whole appearance made him
find the perfect union of attractiveness and lethality. Whomever
would die by his hands would go without regret after laying their
eyes upon him. As so many referred to him as Death in the flesh,
none could doubt he could wear such a mantle so well when he wore
such a striking outfit. Just looking at him made her heart flutter
with desire and fear, mostly desire. The other females in the room
seemed just as helpless when looking upon him.

Turning around Cage asked “Well, do you like
my extravagant purchase?”

Brooke put the set of clothes under an arm
and used a free hand to run it up and down his length. She smiled
secretly. “Better be careful or you may have many women want to
challenge you for mating rights.”

“You don’t have to worry.” He gave her a
quick kiss. “I only want you and Meeka. I will belong to no other
except for the two of you.”

“Good. Keep it that way unless
I want another sister to bed with
us.”

“Anything to make you happy, My Love.” At
that, she smiled brightly. “I see you too bought clothing.”

“Yes, and I look just as good as you in
these.” She walked to the counter and put the sturdy tribal attire
on the table. “How much will need to be traded?”

“A silver and five copper.” Brooke nodded and
pulled out the leather pouch and extracted the amount and looked
back. “Love, I’m a copper shy.” He handed her one of his and she
promptly bought the clothing. She smiled again at the jealous look
the other women gave her and she took his large hand in her own as
they walked out.

Outside they found someone trying to take her
horse. They watched merrily as the would-be thief couldn’t figure
out how to pull it off while they were inside. Brooke gave an
audible command and the horse nearly kicked the thief in the chest.
The man saw the two striking figures laughing and realized they
were the owners and fled down the street. Brooke checked her
belongings to find everything remained and pushed her new clothes
in the bag. “Good thing our horses are so well trained to only
respond as we teach them.”

“If it were any other horse he would have
walked off without us even aware. Can’t blame him though. She is a
prize.” He patted her brown flank.

“I raised her as a foal four years ago and
trained her all by myself.” Brooke admitted proudly. “It is good
the thief tried stealing her here in the capital. If he were to
steal on our lands he would have been killed.”

“Ready to go to the market?” To which she
nodded and mounted.

Several minutes later they found one of three
bustling merchant and food seller centers. They stayed close and
took time buying foods that would keep longer. They bought fresh
bread, crackers, an assortment of vegetables, beans, nuts, cheese
coated in beeswax to stay fresher and reduce molding and ten ripe
red apples that would be good for about four or five days.

While they were storing food in their packs
they heard a small voice ask “Priestess?” Brooke and Cage turned
around to find three tribal women and a young girl of no more than
ten standing near. All four wore similar bottoms and a strap over
their breasts just like Brooke.

“Yes, Child, what may I do for you?” She
knelt before the girl.

The child shook her head and brought her arms
around, as she hid them behind her back, to reveal a pair of
tomahawks with black crow feathers. Brooke’s eyes widened as she
looked upon her trusted weapons. “I feared to never see these
again! Where did you find them and how did you find me?”

The girl returned the hatchets with a smile
as one of the sisters said “We were among the crowds before it
rained when you beat that weak man. We are sorry we could not offer
aid, but that magic-man did something to us and we could not move
or speak. When you were taken and the feeling left, this child
moved in behind the stupid man and the one who does magic to
retrieve your weapons before they were lost. Many tribes heard of
your actions and went to free you from prison this morning. When we
got there the angry man was yelling madly and we learned you
escaped without anyone noticing so we went in search of the whole
city in hopes to return what rightfully belongs to you.”

Brooke strapped her tomahawks to each thigh
and found renewed comfort. She smiled and said “This means a great
deal to me, Sisters, thank you ever so much.” She knelt and laid a
hand on the child’s shoulder. “And I thank you most of all. These
belonged to my father who died a long time ago. May the spirits
bless you your whole life and may you bear many children as kind
and smart as yourself.” The girl blushed and the women smiled
kindly. Brooke stood to ask “What of the pregnant sister? How is
she?”

The oldest woman explained “She did not
speak for several hours as another tribe brought her out to the
tents where we begin preparations to reclaim our lands. One of the
elders made a poultice and helped lessen the swelling to her face.
Her nose was broken and her lips split. She didn’t react at all,
like she was dreaming. That was until she heard his voice. She became very frightened and said
for those helping her to let her leave or else he would start
causing problems, but she didn’t know we do not give people up for
our own safety. That magic-man was there and led Lord Doyle right
to her, but we blocked his path and warned us to leave before he
ordered his magic- man to start killing us to retrieve his
property. Then General Corbin stepped between us and said ‘Lord
Doyle, you have no jurisdiction to enter my garrison without
permission. If your servant is here helping the conscripts then she
may stay if she wishes. If you harm a single hair on anyone under
my command I’ll have you taken into custody and tried for treason.’
The general saw fear in the pregnant sister’s eyes and asked her
directly ‘Do you want to go back to Lord Doyle or service the
troops and give aid where it is needed.’ She didn’t answer in
words, but she moved away from the lord and that was all the
general needed. The man protested loudly saying she carried his
child and both belonged to him. The general told him to make any
protests to the king and had him escorted off by four of his own
magic-men. The general then left to get out of the rain since the
matter settled.” The woman crossed her arms beneath her breasts.
“For the moment she is under the protection of the Wolo tribe and
has yet to decide if she wants to become a true sister or leave
when all is over.”

“It is good to know she and the unborn isn’t
is his clutches at least.” Brooke admitted. “I hope Lord Doyle gets
what’s coming.”

“For now priestess, you
must go. We are under the king’s law,
not our own. You have escaped from jail after assaulting a noble.
You have no option here except to leave. Those in the service of
the king will not be able to protect you even if you were in the
right.”

A commotion down the street caught Cage’s
attention and with his greater than average height he spotted two
men with six armed guards. Before he could say anything the crowded
market parted for the eight. The two led and one wore robes and the
other displayed gold, jewels and the finest clothing material money
could buy in this world. The wealthy man seemed to present a never
ending scowl. In an instant the man pointed in their direction and
yelled “There’s the whore! Capture her you fools!”

Cage also noticed the mage’s hand where there
was a white string pointing right at Brooke. It was magic he knew
and used often enough. A grin spread as Cage stepped to meet the
six charging guards. But before he could take another, Brooke
grabbed his arm and said “No, Cage. We cannot fight Lord Doyle or
the guards, especially when so many can get hurt. We must
flee.”

“We will slow them down, Priestess of the
Utala.” One of the tribal women said and the three drew knives. The
little girl moved far away.

Cage heard gasps and yelling, but he read the
lips of the one named Lord Doyle as he said “Make sure they don’t
escape.”

The mage began to whisper and the standard
tingle of magic grew. A spell settled over everyone except the six
guards that would arrive in ten seconds. Cage yelled as his muscles
bulged with his own magic attacking the hold placed upon him. A
huge blast shattered the restraints, sending everyone in the open
market except him to the ground. The explosive shockwave destroyed
the other mage’s concentration, freeing everyone from his control.
Cage picked Brooke up as the mage sat forward after being slammed
down and showed wide eyes at such a brutal way to overwhelm his
spell. The horse somehow also remained standing as Cage placed
Brooke atop. Since he couldn’t have his fun he knew the only option
is to drop off the radar.

Brooke looked down at him and the many trying
to regain their feet. Cage raised his hand to create a black
archway in the same direction as Lord Doyle and his mage looked. He
remembered Megdline making a yellow light to disappear and also
Brooke’s earlier account of how the mage magically appeared from a
light. It formed as he intended, pure black and seven and a half
feet in height and five across. He then said loud enough for even
Lord Doyle to faintly hear “Let’s get out of here before we get
into anymore trouble. Go through first. Don’t worry, you’ll be
fine.”

Brooke made her horse go forward, trusting
her mate with whatever he had planned, even moving headfirst into a
black wall. Cage threw up a shield around them and the horse as he
walked right behind. As he made it into the darkness he altered the
properties into becoming invisible and dropped the dark illusion.
Brooke looked around, finding nothing had happened as they were
still on the streets and was about to speak until she saw Cage
cross a finger over his lips and gestured to follow. The horses
clopping became muffled as everyone began yelling or crying. Cage
quickly led them to an area void of people.

“Where did the whore go!?” Lord Doyle yelled
as he glared at his own struggling mage. “Find that mage too!”

The man shook his head to clear it and
grabbed his staff as the crowd yelled at him. The white string
appeared and Cage knew he had to do something subtle to avoid
notice and gently added a pain spell when it found its target. Cage
knew it couldn’t be seen and the strength is less than what the
other mage felt. The moment the light snapped straight the mage
cried out as the pain shocked him and dropped him to his
knees. What a wimp! Doyle
shouted “What happened you useless fool!? I pay you well and I
expect results!”

“My Lord, I’m sorry, but that mage has
somehow broken my spell. I cannot follow her anymore, he has made
it impossible.”

“How can anyone do that?”

“I know not, but I got the feeling if I
were to fight him I wouldn’t be the one to walk away. That binding
spell was my strongest and yet he broke it and sent a magic shockwave powerful enough to
knock everyone down. When I felt it hit me I knew then he is no
average conjurer. That harlot must have hired protection for
herself. At the moment you must set aside your revenge. If he could
repel my spell so effortlessly then he could have done so much
worse. If you would like I can try again?” The nobleman glared with
a redness only outrage could exhibit and that is all the mage
needed to try again.

Cage again made the mage cry out in serious
pain as he tried searching for Brooke again. Brooke remained quiet,
understanding her mate is keeping them from following her and
giving a warning that it would be unwise to follow. Lord Doyle
threw his head back and yelled to the sky to vent his outrage.

“Brooke, should I screw with him?”

She looked down to see his mischievous smile
and excited eyes to whisper back “Oh yes, Love. Oh yes.”

Cage sent over some magic as Lord Doyle
turned around to un-belting the man’s pants. The pants suddenly
dropped around his ankles and caused him to trip. He then lifted
one of the cobblestones in the road an inch a moment before the man
slammed head and crotch first into the ground. The man howled in
pain, one hand on his bleeding forehead and another cradling his
manhood. He rolled on the ground and Brooke covered her mouth to
keep from laughing.

It wasn’t enough to knock the man down
another peg. Yet.

Then Cage noticed something profoundly
devious someone was selling from a wagon. His grin grew as he
spotted a cactus that looked more like an eight inch dildo. Lord
Doyle rolled over and went to stand and eventually managed to
accomplish it. He then bent over to pull his pants up, leaving
himself spread wide open. Cage
used his magic to fire the cactus right for the brown eye. Lord Doyle’s head snapped up for a
moment from shock as the cactus entered his ass and he yelled at
the top of his lungs.

Brooke laughed so hard she feared they
would be found, but everyone watching laughed loudly and some so
hard they fell over. Even the soldiers who were sent to apprehend
Brooke broke down and laughed at the man rolling in pain with a
cactus shoved where the sun don’t shine. The mage stood in shock
before finding himself laughing too. Not one was unable to help it.
It was perfect entertainment and justice. The personal mage stopped
as he realized the situation and went to help. Cage grinned and
said “Ah now that was fun.” It
started Brooke laughing all over again. “We better get ahead while
everyone’s distracted.”

She followed.

Several minutes later they were far enough
away that he dropped the shield and they reappeared when none were
looking. They made way to the northern gate and left Castle Emroc
behind. Cage began to run and would laugh every time he thought of
what he did to a man who deserved getting raped by a cactus. Brooke
too would burst out laughing all day long at remembering the
expression Lord Doyle had just before he fully realized what
slammed inside him. She thought he asked himself this ‘Did I just
get a thorny lance shove up in my ass?’ and every time she thought
of it she couldn’t help herself. When they made camp in the woods
and away from the road she asked “Will he be alright?”

“Not for a very long time. He finally had a stick up his ass
that could be seen.” He grinned. “He has to now get out every
splinter and the only way to do that on this world is by magic.
That mage will have his work cut out for him and Doyle will never
be the same. I know it was cruel and dishonorable, but I couldn’t
help myself. Getting his manhood crushed on the stone wasn’t enough
and I wanted him to feel what it was like to get the shaft for all
he did to you and that poor young girl he knocked up.”

Brooke moved into his embrace with a
delighted chuckle and stared at the fire with him. “It wasn’t
dishonorable, but he cannot blame anyone he couldn’t see. I don’t
know which was more funny your monkey-attack you did during our
first mating fight or him getting a plant to make love to him.”

They both laughed over and over, enjoying the
man’s overdue torment.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Early the next morning Cage and Brooke moved
north, sometimes making way for men rushing on horseback,
messengers usually. Sometimes soldiers marching. They weren’t
really bothered. They made up a lot of ground and camped by a lake
before swimming together to cool off their hot bodies. Cage’s new
leather attire worked wonderful. He did get hot in it just not for
long, but not much more than cotton fabric would have held heat in.
The tiny holes in the leather acted like pores as when he began to
sweat, the shirt and pants would express the accumulated moisture
and the wind created from the run cooled the black leather and felt
much better than one would imagine. And to wash it, all he really
needed to do is throw it around in the water and the smell wasn’t
clinging either.

Cage conjured images periodically to find
Meeka tired from walking all day, but from the look in her eye she
remained as firm as a mountain of cold steel. The Utala tribe also
remained together and were strong. Frequently at night, the two
watched as the tribe continued working the wood into yew bows that
still needed time to be fashioned into a proper weapon, but lances
were more abundant and every adult had one to replace what had been
burned in the wyvern attack. Even Rena looked well, but Cage
canceled the spell when he found her busy kissing and cuddling up
to another girl her own age. Brooke smiled approvingly while Cage
got mildly embarrassed.

Before going to sleep he took out the map he
received from Corbin of the Laqura Empire and studied it, burning
the image into his mind so he wouldn’t have to rely on it if there
is a situation where it is either lost or it cannot be taken out to
decide if time becomes a problem.

 


By the failing light of the fourth day Cage
felt glad he had so much endurance as small dots of lights appeared
a league to the northeast. They at last reached the city of
Dalaran. The city had a thick wooden wall surrounding much of the
city and with enemy forces likely to take the city they weren’t
taking chances to build defenses. About a quarter mile of the wall
is all that remained unfinished. A lone guard stopped them for only
a moment and wrote down their names saying “Dalaran needs to know
who is staying and going, with all of the Empire’s men roaming
everywhere it is our job to limit how long someone will stay and
reduce chances of sabotage. It was how Kidi fell after all. Some of
the refugees they took in turned out to be the enemy forces and
they found it easy to breach the wall and overtake it. We aren’t
going to take such chances here. Luckily the main army isn’t after
us at the moment.” He thanked them for their cooperation and
allowed the two passage.

Only a small castle stood in Dalaran’s city
and seemed reasonably fortified. Many men wore the green dragon
insignia of an Emroc soldier. Both Brooke and Cage were tired from
traveling so hard. They selected an inn, rented a room on the
second floor and paid to stable her horse. An added three copper
had someone else feed and water her. The owner took their order and
they ate. Both were so tired that they ate and went straight to
bed, unable to think about anything else.

 


Sleep came to an abrupt end as Cage heard
something land hard on the floor of their room. Brooke heard it too
and both sat up in the darkness. He conjured a bright white light
and found whatever bundle had been thrown in started smoking
greatly. The smoke rose off the floor and Cage went to use magic to
blow it away. As he did so he felt a stronger magic than his own
slam the open window shut. Cage then tried to create a shield, but
as he tried focusing he saw the orb in his hand begin to distort
like that of a mirage in the desert. Cage feared poison gas, but
found his magic didn’t rise to obey. His ball of light winked out
as the whole room filled completely with smoke. Cage looked over to
find Brooke unconscious and blurry. He tried holding his breath,
but the effects only grew. As the smoke took a stronger effect Cage
dropped headfirst into the ground.

Outside the room stood Lord Doyle with two
mages. His servant and another of a higher class he hired stood
waiting. They heard the heavy thud of a body falling and Doyle’s
satisfaction grew. “I think the bastards are out. Open the window
and clean out the room.” The lord’s personal mage sent his magic
beyond the door and opened the window. Each heard the howl of wind
blow into the room and clear out all the smoke. Lord Doyle
personally opened the door and one of the mages created a light.
The cruel man grinned as he found the two who caused so much pain
and spat on his reputation and social standing. He kicked the man
sprawled out on the floor, only to hurt himself. He bounced on the
uninjured foot and saw he kicked the man’s elbow. He kicked his
ribs and got what he wanted. He turned and found the woman sprawled
naked and though she is beautiful she had laid a hand on him.

Both were his to deal with.

Doyle pointed to the mages. “Call my waiting
guards and have them come up and drag them to my estate. I want
them in the dungeons and make sure the mage cannot do magic until
we have him secured.”

Moments later entered four burly hired thugs
who drug the two victims out of the inn and to a wagon in the dead
of night where their wrists and ankles were bound before heading to
Doyle’s small castle.

 


Groggily, Cage woke, chained up from the roof
as his feet dangled less than five inches from the ground. He
looked up to find his wrists shackled and he felt glad yet again he
put on the gauntlets for the shackles couldn’t bite into his new
skin or cause anything other than irritation. Everything swam
slightly in his vision and suddenly pain exploded in his jaw as
someone punched him. He swung slightly, groaned and heard a
familiar voice. “Good, you are awake.” Cage then looked to see
three men standing in a small stone room. One is a hired guard
while the other two he remembered, Lord Doyle and his nameless mage
servant. The moment he saw the man he had the memory and chuckled,
even as his shoulders were sore from hanging for hours. “And just
what do you find amusing?”

Cage grinned to say “Is your brown eye still
blue?”

It took moment for the three men to
understand such words. Doyle’s face flamed as it contorted and he
punched Cage in the gut, but not before he tightened his stomach
muscles. The man yelled as his fist connected on the solid abdomen
and felt as if hitting stone. “Damn you, Bastard! So it was you!
You realize I’m going to enjoy torturing you slowly until you
die.”

Cage tried focusing on his wrists and
blinked when nothing happened. “Oh I forgot to mention it, your
magic is useless. Oh, you do not understand why… Interesting.”
Doyle grew a mocking smile of victory. “The smoke your breathing
makes it impossible to focus correctly. Floranna flowers are the
best to make you mages just like everyone else. You aren’t the first mage to die
for crossing a man well above your breeding and status. You should
have kept hiding the whore because the next day my mage servant
found you running straight for my city. A very foolish mistake. You
feel right into my lap and I can do as I well please
here.

“And to make sure you
truly understand how helpless you
are, the castle’s gems are sucking on your mana so even if you do
somehow manage to make so much as a spark it won’t do any good. You
will strengthen my castle as
you are tortured. I wonder what will kill you first, my
castle or the torture I have in mind. My mage says you are powerful
and will maybe last two or three days and that is fine by me. It
means I can repeatedly get revenge for a wrong done to
me.”

That phrasing infuriated Cage and he jerked
at the chackles, startling Doyle. He fought with all he had, but he
couldn’t do anything except rattle the chains. He couldn’t gain
leverage of any kind. “Where is she! Where’s Brooke!”

“Ah the whore you were in bed with.” The man
grinned happily at seeing such a useless attempt at freeing himself
and the impotent anger. “For the moment she is alive. I haven’t
decided to fuck her and make her pregnant to give me a child she
made me lose or to kill her outright. If you are quiet you can hear
her calling your name.” the room went dead silent and there came a
furious “I’m going to kill you! Stupid Man, you are going to die
for that! Get back here you ASSHOLE!!!” yell from a room somewhere
in a nearby distance.

“What did you do to her?”

“I chained her to a table for an hour and had
my way. She is a spirit whore. She bites too.” His grin vanished as
Cage grinned murderously.

“When I get out of here I’m going to be
merciful and not kill you myself. If you think the cactus hurt… it
will feel like a cool breeze when I let her have
her way with you.”

The three men in the room shook involuntarily
as his words chilled their very core. Eventually Lord Doyle grabbed
a knife from the table and said “I wanted you awake when I started
this.” He walked right up to Cage and went to cut his black arms.
He blinked when the blade drug across and didn’t do a thing. He
turned around and glared at his mage. “What is this magic?! You
specifically told me his arms and feet were just flesh as reason it
couldn’t be removed.”

“It is, My Lord. I do not understand what
kind of magic he had done to himself to make his arms and feet like
this.”

“Want a hint?” Cage put forth. He looked
around like he was about to tell a secret. The three leaned in
instinctively. “You’re all too stupid to understand.”

Cage laughed as the three were angered. Doyle
cut Cage’s chest and he kept laughing as blood ran rivers down his
front. Doyle proved to be a skilled practitioner in torture, but
Cage was so accustomed to pain he didn’t cry out even once as he
was cut or slowly stabbed where it hurt, avoiding vital areas. And
just to humiliate Cage, Doyle had his leather pants lowered and a
nearly identical cactus brought in. He smiled like a man gone mad
as he said “Awe, for me? Oh you shouldn’t have. I’m so flattered
you can come up with new and original ideas all on your own.”

Lord Doyle left laughing after returning the
favor. Cage had been through much worse and it was all that kept
him from fainting. He hadn’t been left alone as another guard came
over to keep watch.

 


Down the hall and another corridor of
the dungeon Brooke heard the door to her prison unlock. She ran at
it and double kicked it, slamming it into the face of a unprepared
guard. She got up quickly and opened it all the way to find Doyle
backing away from her. “I’M GOING TO
FUCKING KILL YOU!!!” She shrieked the moment she saw
him and ran to do just that until she ran into a magical barrier
and pounded against it with her fists. “COWARD!!!” Then her momentum ended as she had
been lifted off the ground by magic and guided back into the room
with a flat table used in torture. The chains rose, seemingly on
their own, but she knew it was the magic-man. Shackles clasped to
her arms and ankles and pulled her back on the table, knocking the
wind from her lungs. The chains pulled tight, separating all of her
limbs and spreading her nakedness open.

Brooke fought with all she had and cursed
with such outrage that no man in the castle had ever heard from a
woman. Lord Doyle became smug as he found her completely
restrained. He said calmly “I’ll be done in a few minutes. I’ve
made up my mind after torturing the mage, I’m going to get her
pregnant before I ultimately kill her. That is all whores like she
are good for after all.”

All Brooke imagined was what he did to her
man and she became even more furious. It made the whole castle seem
to shake from her rage.

The mage inclined his head and before he left
he reminded “Do not forget she bites. I will not be able to keep
healing you so often without weakening myself.”

Doyle undid his pants and looked at the
sprawled, naked woman. “Your mage seems to think you would be more
ferocious than the cactus. All a woman is good for is talking and
getting fucked.”

She glared. “If that true then you should be
able to handle me without chains.” She got a satisfied reaction as
her words sunk in.

“Play nice.” He taunted as he crawled up on
the table with a small lance that hovered over her exposed flower.
He then slammed it in with a grunt and she tried to get him out and
kill him, but even her muscles couldn’t break the bindings as blood
dripped from her wrists. It didn’t feel good, it was dishonorable
rape. He kept slamming into her flower till he grunted and locked
himself as deep as he could when his seed spilled within. She
fought even as her wrists and ankles bled.

Doyle then made the mistake of falling too
low and Brooke went to bite out his sweaty throat and instead went
for a pin in his shirt. She bit into his shoulder and he jerked
away, but not before her teeth ripped out the medal pin and she
quickly put it between her teeth and gritted. As an added bonus she
managed to also draw blood to stain her teeth and grinned at the
ignoble noble. He grabbed his shoulder and yelled “Bitch!” before
slapping her nearly senseless.

She succeeded in only drawling a few crimson
drops in her counterattack.

A few minutes later he got hard and slammed
into her again and again till his hour finished. He gathered his
pants and left, proud of himself.

Like last time, the chains at her wrists
unclasped with his exit and she rushed over to a chamber pot and
urinated, stuck her fingers inside her flower and tried getting out
all of the white seed he deposited within. She knew it wouldn’t
matter, but still had to try. When she felt spent she sat down and
spat out her prize, a piece of metal she began to work into a
tool.

Hours later she assumed since there wasn’t
any light in the room anymore from the hole at street level, ten
feet high. She attempted picking the lock as she saw Cage do five
or six days ago to break her out.

 


Cage felt time enough had lapsed as he
hoarsely asked “May I have a drink of water?”

“What for? You’re going to die anyway. Why
prolong your suffering?” The young guard asked, sitting in the
corner, periodically tossing in a lavender looking Floranna flowers
to keep him from using magic. The floral smoke prevented the focus
required to harness and control magic.

Acting defeated to lure in the prey, Cage
hung his head and said “If I’m to die I’d rather be fighting to the
last breath, even if it means prolonging the agony. If you prefer,
I could make it the final request of a dying man.”

The guard looked to the man hanging from the
ceiling and dry blood covered his whole body and pooling at his
feet and the deep gashes that would make any other man whimper yet
he made not a sound even as his ass lay torn with meaty strips from
the cactus. The guard nodded “Since you haven’t even asked for
mercy for all that had been done to you, I suppose a drink wouldn’t
be much to ask. Unlike my employer, I’m not cruel.” He grabbed a
cup and filled it with wine from his own skin. He tilted Cage’s
head back to see one eye swollen completely shut and several cuts
still trickling blood. “Poor bastard, I wish you didn’t have to
endure this. This might not be much, but it might numb the pain
some.”

He put the cup of wine to Cage’s lips and he
drank.

Cage smiled. “Thanks, and since you were so
kind… I’ll not kill you.”

Before the guard could register the words,
Cage speared his knee in his stomach and tightened his abdomen to
whip his legs up. He got his bound ankles around the man’s throat
and twisted just so to squeeze and constrict any air intake. The
sudden assault made the man lose consciousness and be unable to
call for aid. Instead of crumpling to the ground, Cage gently
lowered him with his strong legs. He then worked his toes, moving
the thin flap of the boots down like one would do to sandals, to
reach the ring of keys on the man’s hips. Cage then contorted till
he could put the ring between his teeth. He then easily pulled
himself up and tried the first key in the lock and it didn’t work.
The fourth key clicked and he fell lightly onto his feet. He took a
few minutes to stand and roll his aching joints. Pain wracked his
body, but nothing he couldn’t handle or overcome. He then pulled up
his pants and used the knife that had been used on him to cut the
rope from his ankles. Afterwards he bound and gagged the sleeping
guard. If he hadn’t been kind he would be dead.

Cage got out of the room silently thanks to
the keys and found the pitch black hall dank, but clear of smoke.
He moved slowly, fighting the pain screaming at him to go easy.
Since he needed to be ready for trouble he breathed till his mind
cleared and could focus. The only oddity sounded like the claws of
a large rat somewhere else in the shadows with him.

An hour passed until he finally felt
the magic return and the find
problem of the siphoning. He sensed his magic leaving as if he
fired rock after rock. It wasn’t much, but it drew faster than he
could recover. He began to gain a sense on how he was linked and
tried pulling his magic back, but the castle had more magic and
didn’t allow him to draw any. He then imagined scissors cutting the
thread and the amount flowing from within pinched and released,
severing the link. He nearly gasped as it felt immediately better
to recover. He felt much improved now that power locked itself
within again.

He then focused on healing the worst injury.
Cage numbed the nerves some and began extracting out the cactus
thorns from his rectum, even removing the microscopic hairs as
well. It took several tedious minutes to hear the tiny ticks when
they all fell out on the ground. He then wove the magic and
repaired the muscles and soft tissue until it became whole and
right once again, as if there wasn’t any damage. He then started
healing each and every other injury, reconnecting muscle fibers,
nerves and pieces of skin that had been cut into and lastly he
reduced the swelling of his eye. He hoped no one came down because
he created an abundance of blue light to heal every injury he
had.

He smirked at the thought of appearing like a
Smurf.

Cage felt whole once again and moved down the
hall where he created a white string that led him to Brooke. He
canceled it because he felt his magic stronger than the castle’s
current tingle. He moved stealthily through the darkness until
being led to a thick iron door and heard a soft scratching noise of
metal on metal. It confused him for a moment till he realized
Brooke was trying her hand at lock picking. He smiled and whispered
“Brooke, It’s me back up.”

The scratching stopped and a whisper came
next. “Cage?”

He had never been relieved to hear her voice.
“Yes, I’m letting you out.”

The door easily unlocked and he opened the
door. He then made a soft white light and became furious. Her right
eye was nearly swollen shut and her lips, wrists and ankles were
bloody from being beat and bruises appeared on her breasts, along
with a crescent ring from her breast being bit as teeth broke skin.
Brooke saw all the blood on his body and no cuts to realize he
healed himself. She rushed into his arms and began to say “I’m
sorr…” he shushed her and moved her in the room. He looked at her
and sent his magic to heal all her hurts. “Better?”

Brooke nodded. She quietly spoke, but
her wrath remained just as loud in his ears as he heard hours
earlier. “That asshole mounted me and spilled his seed where
I only accept you. I will not
leave till I get vengeance.”

He looked at her seriously and said
“Then let’s find him so you can make an example of what women
are really like. My only
suggestion is that you do not kill him.”

She shook with anger at such a weak
proposition. “No, he shall
die. No one will ever spill their seed in me except you. What
if I get pregnant? I do not want to bear his babe. For his crime he
is to die.”

“No, death will be a sweet release. I
want you to make him suffer.”
She stopped her shaking at hearing his cold, chilling tone. “Make
it so he will never hurt another woman again. I will leave the
method up to you, but let him live impaired, a shadow of himself.
Make him rue the day he defiled my woman and dared rape you. And if
you do get pregnant I’ll allow you to make the choice to keep it or
shed it. My magic will allow me to do that without harming you. It
will be your choice, but either way you will make him suffer.”

“That sounds more delightful.” They grinned
at each other with expectation.

Together they left the cold, dank room and
moved by a duller white light and found a set of stairs that led to
a storage room lit by a pair of braziers fed by oil where they
found their packs, her tomahawks, clothing and supplies on a table,
but their coins and gemstones were long gone. A barrel of water sat
in a corner of the storage room and Cage proceeded to cancel the
light in his hand and wash off all of his blood. Brooke also used
the water and scrubbed herself of the man who would dearly pay.
Neither spoke further of their time in Lord Doyle’s care.

After the much needed wash, Cage slipped on
his sturdy leather shirt and Brooke slid into her bottoms and
strapped her top on. As she began tying the strap to the back of
her neck there came a click as a latch lifted.

Their heads snapped to the door on the
opposite end of the room as Lord Doyle’s personal mage entered. The
three stopped for a moment in surprise. “How did…?” The man’s light
grey eyes widened when he realized what was happening. He gripped
his staff and the gem embedded at the top began to glow. A grey
bubble appeared and streaked directly at Cage as he is the greatest
threat. Simply holding didn’t work too well last time. He had to
use the greatest offensive spell he knew.

Cage grinned while thinking,
Finally I can play! He erected a
barrier a moment before the bubble reached and he could feel it
trying to eat its way through as it splashed like liquid and clung
to it. While supporting the barrier, Cage decided to try a
different approach when dealing in a confined space where stray
magic might harm Brooke. He certainly couldn’t use lightning or
fire to deal with this opponent.

Two, three foot long black swords of pure
conjured magic extended a tenth of an inch from Cage’s outstretched
fingers as he took his most deadly stance. Darkness, like a black
mist swirled around the blades edges when he wanted to cut through
the barrier the other man made. The magical blades took a large
deal of mana to create as he instilled them with the physical
strength of actual swords and were straight, double edged, razor
sharp, would be guarded if he made a mistake and it were reflected
to likely kill himself and would attack any magical barrier with
less power than the blades themselves. The moment they took form,
Cage wrapped the barrier closer around himself like a cloak of
energy while the acidic spell did little more than irritate.

Cage leapt and began to spin with the magic
swords, making his own deadly skills even greater. The other man
became frightened, seeing his attack prove ineffective and the
former prisoner charging him. He knew he was going to die from
using too much mana these past few days and hastily used everything
at his disposal to create his greatest barrier. Cage grinned and
began whipping his attack in patterns only Brooke might be able to
follow, but not block. He made a chopping motion with his entire
bodyweight and the speed generated made the black blades whistle.
The first blade impacted the barrier like a sharp axe splitting
logs. The first cleanly cut through the invisible shield, but
before it could be repaired the other arm swung a half of a second
directly behind the first’s path.

The move had enough reach for both blades to
separate slightly, the first cutting off the man’s two hands that
held the staff in a white knuckle grip while the other beheaded
like a hot knife through butter. Cage spun on the ball of his left
foot, extended his arms and blades while coming to a halt in a
crouched position for another assault should there be some backlash
of self-destruct type magic he didn’t know of. Blood sprayed to the
roof as the head slid and bounced off the ground and Cage’s barrier
cloaking him became heavily splattered. The body crumpled a second
after the staff and dismembered hands landed. The glow on the staff
dimmed till it held no inner light. The acid-like property of the
bubble disappeared. Cage knew he won and canceled the amazing
blades and barrier cloak he created at the spur of a moment and
knew he could now do such a thing and would compliment a variety of
his combat moves. He decided then to use it when facing only those
with magic, creating a nearly impenetrable shield wouldn’t be
honorable when fighting an opponent without magic. It felt
natural.

He stood, waiting for a moment to sigh when
no one else came running. Cage turned to see Brooke had flipped the
table on its side like a wooden shield which she hid behind. Only
her eyes and the top of her head peeked over the edge. She stood,
gripping her tomahawks firmly to say “I’ve never seen you do that
before, combining physical fighting with magic. It was impressive
and frightening.”

“Then it will be something I will work
on perfecting and building on. It feels right somehow.”

“Do that later. For now, I have vengeance
that cannot wait.” She strapped the leather holsters to her thigh
and holstered her weapons. Brooke then began packing the remaining
materials that had spilled when flipping the table. Cage
helped.

Before long they were packed, moved the body
and parts aside before using the door and ascended up several
stairs. Two guards waited in the hall and they were silently choked
into unconsciousness and tied up by the two silent warriors. They
used the shadows to navigate the castle in the late night, taking
only one more guard out before locating Lord Doyle’s bedroom on the
highest room of the tower.

Cage opened the door first to find two large
lumps snoring upon the bed. He slipped inside with a murderous
looking Brooke when she located the object of such hatred. Cage
shut the door and used a key he found more elaborate on the last
guard and found it locked the room. Brooke waited as her mate went
to a closet and retrieved clothing that would be great for binding.
They split up, finding Lord Doyle snoring deeply beside his
wife.

Brooke tore off the sheets and took out her
tomahawks.

Lord Doyle awoke with a start, yelling “What
is the meaning of this!”

Cage created several floating white
orbs to illuminate the fancy room. The lord and lady gasped as they
looked upon the intruders. He had an idea that the castle’s magic
is linked to the ruler and as he saw Doyle and his wife’s mouths
open he slammed them completely shut with a thought. Then he
watched as the frightened man suddenly reached with his right hand
to go touch a large ruby upon a ring finger. Before he even had a
chance to mount some kind of defense, the man’s hands stopped. “I
did give you fare warning, Doyle. You should have ran for your pathetic
life, but instead you brought this all on yourself. It is high time
you learned how the world really works, but first…” Cage held out
his hand as if he were being given something and Lord Doyle
screamed through his nose as all of his rings were jerked off his
fingers. He kept the pair restrained as Brooke reveled in
anticipation of being released. Cage walked over to a window and
charged the rings with a spell and threw them in different
directions like a bullet fired from a sniper’s fifty cal. There was
a tiny sonic boom as the objects were scattered far and wide,
distant from Dalaran. He turned around to say kindly “Dear lady,
I’m not sure you are aware of your husband’s recent actions so let
me tell you what I do know, but first I must bind and gag you so
you can see just what your cruel and vindictive husband has been
doing.” He saw her eyes widen at these words. “Fear not, but the
two of you will leave here
alive.” Then he realized her eyes meant she honestly didn’t know
what Doyle has been up to. “If you allow me to bind you I will
allow you to understand just how unfaithful and cruel he really
is.” In response to this she reached forward with her wrists
together, realizing it to be the only safe option. Cage used the
pants to firmly bind her shaking wrists and gag her from screaming.
Tears tracked her round cheeks in fear, but she held
still.

“Brooke, he is all yours!” He said and
removed the spell holding the man down.

She grinned as his fear built higher. Lord
Doyle screamed “GUARDS!!!” and he quickly crawled towards false
freedom. He went to call upon the castle’s spells, but Cage
realized his earlier mistake and clamped the man’s mouth shut
again.

Before he could reach the bed Brooke kicked
him in his head. “No one will come for you, Defiler!” She kicked
hard again as he hit the carpeted ground awkwardly. “You do not
know how easily I would kill you for raping me.” There was a gasp
that came from the wife. Without looking she said “Oh yes, this
beast mounted me and spilled his seed in me without consent or by
challenge, several times today. He even tortured my mate. For that
I will make you, Lord Doyle, to never forget just who you fucked
with.” She rolled him on his back with a powerful kick to the ribs,
broke a few. She pulled off his pants and grinned. “And as for
conceiving any stupid babies…” Brooke stomped hard on his manhood,
crushing them under a heel and grinding it on the ground till their
came an actual ‘pop’ sound. He sat up, screaming through his nose.
She grabbed a fistful of his hair and slammed her knee straight in
his face, breaking his nose and front teeth. Brooke stomped on his
balls again and again, proving she wasn’t a helpless woman and he
made the ultimate mistake. Then she grabbed a tomahawk, pulled the
man’s bloody lance hard and cut it off as close to the flesh’s base
as she could and threw it down. He screamed and thrashed in pain
and she slapped him harder than he knew a woman could. She then
began to cut him up all over his body, making the pain more
unbearable. She removed two fingers from either hand and prolonged
his pain for an hour when she eventually threw her head back and
yelled triumphantly.

She turned around when the man’s eyes rolled
deliriously and thumbed at her true love. “Love, heal him so that
he doesn’t die of blood loss or someone can reattach the
manhood.”

“Leave it to me. Feel better?” He asked as he
made skin grow over the wounds, not re-growing anything she cut off
or lessening the pain. To make it official that nothing could be
reattached, he lifted the removed parts and flung the scraps of
flesh out the open window for the animals to feast on.

Brooke sighed “I wanted more from him,
but what could I expect from a stupid man. At least now I feel
somewhat better, knowing he won’t rape me or any other woman ever
again and his scarred face and body will forever remind him that he
will never be a real man again for his deeds.” She turned to the
frightened lady who shook on her bed. “Sister, I’m sorry you are
mated to such a man. If he raped me who knows what you have
endured. When all this is over, find a better mate. One who does
not dishonorably rape and like to torture others because they are
so lacking
elsewhere.”

Cage stopped just the serious bleedings and
said “He won’t die now, but I won’t correct his disfigurement. It
will be a better punishment. We better go. Sunrise will arrive in
maybe two or three hours and I’d like to be gone.” Before they left
he hogtied Doyle and gagged him.

 


They escaped the castle unnoticed and
retrieved her horse at the inn where she had been stalled. Brooke
again washed blood from her hands and body before they made it to
the gate and left without incident.

By sunrise Cage checked the castle, but
couldn’t see Doyle or the woman as the spell gave him a headache.
Cage figured one of the castle’s spells prevented spying by magical
means. He then got a clear picture when he backed out of the castle
and the grounds. Dalaran moved peacefully and Cage looked at the
castle from afar to find it waving like a domed mist. He tried
seeing if it is the same for King Skylar and Tate and each time the
spell was impossible to discern anything, verifying spelled castles
defended against spying somehow. He began to also realize it was
only a one way effect, like a one-way mirror because when he walked
with Corbin he found Meeka within
the castle. One could see out, not in. It made sense. Someone
will ill intentions could use secret meetings to disrupt plans. He
then checked the path they took to find the route not being
followed. Cage foraged enough for the two of them and collected
more for later before heading out to find Meeka.

Worrying about getting pregnant for Brooke
came to a grateful end as she started her moonflow the following
morning. She was so relieved she requested some music from Cage’s
ocarina where she danced until she dropped.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Today marked the end of the third week since
being captured as Meeka heard the crashing sound of waves from the
ocean up ahead. She and the other slaves were tired, sore and
hungry as the slavers pushed everyone from sunup to sundown and
allowed a single ten minute break at noon where everyone got
rations of a cup of water and stale crackers. It had been two days
since they reached and left a town by the name of Soloro within a
few hours, time enough for the slavers to resupply and get their
captives dropped off as soon as possible. Meeka and many others
heard their destination was to some newly established port where
she and the other slaves would be then taken by ship. They were
taken along a hastily made road where she and others tripped on
stumps. She thanked Moril for helping her back up before a slaver
could have the chance to whip her.

The sounds of the ocean grew louder and salty
air cleaned her sense of smell. She felt dirty and stunk since the
slavers didn’t allow anyone to bathe. They heard the accompanying
mage that had been with them since leaving the army say “Put the
slaves aboard immediately! We sail within the hour while the tide
remains high!”

Meeka moved to the side to see what lay ahead
to find dozens of burning torches leading down to docks where a
large cargo sailboat was tied. The sails were wrapped and wouldn’t
stay that way for long. Several wooden houses also had been built
near the beach and she noticed more slaves being led out and loaded
in the boat.

Children had stopped incessantly crying for
help two weeks ago when they were whipped to be silent, breaking
them. They were the first to be taken aboard.

Just as night began settling in, Meeka and
the other women were taken off the chain and led at the threat of
dozens of loaded crossbows down the dock. She had to wait her turn
and was shoved when it came time to ascend the ramp. Meeka was then
led down into the cargo area where three rows of wood lined either
side of the ship like uncomfortable beds. She was then taken to an
area where she crawled up onto the second platform where her wrists
were bound to chains secured to the side of the boat while her
ankles did likewise to the footboard. She sighed, glad to finally
get off her feet, but knew it also meant she would be locked in
place until they decided to stop.

“I said I can do it.” Came Lanna’s firm voice
as she crawled up beside Meeka.

Moril took the other side and was chained up
too.

Meeka remained silent and wouldn’t talk so
long as a slaver is near. None of them wanted what happened to
Lanna to occur again. She did though find it comforting that the
three of them managed to stay together the whole time since being
stolen from those they love.

While they waited to speak, Meeka began to
remember the weeks of hardship and couldn’t keep the images from
returning.

In the first week of being captured
came the worst problems. One defiant woman actually got her legs
around a slaver’s neck and killed him. The mage chose to make an
example of her since she was already a copper, as the slavers referred to slaves as
objects of worth. He allowed every slaver to rape her repeatedly
through the night so painfully she couldn’t walk and they decided
to slit her throat after their brutal assault all of them
participated in. They did this in clear view of everyone and strung
her bloody corpse in a tree as warning to every woman.

The children who cried were whipped till the
grown men broke such fragile spirits. The mage healed them since
they were of more value later.

It prevented most adults from trying
anything, especially after one incident. A group of men tried to
free themselves and the children, but the mage’s power and that dog
Familiar of his stopped everyone. Instead of a beating for
disobeying, the man had his Familiar maw one child to death and
explained “From now on, any escape or further attacks will result
in the death of children. We’ve got plenty.” and it got the desired
effect.

The adults complied and simply glared, unable
to do anything else.

Meeka cried for the child, as did many other
women. His tiny death put all struggles at freedom to rest for no
one would risk a child’s safety. Even now she cannot get those
images out. The only thing she worried about that didn’t happen
since is another rape. It also became tiresome, keeping her sisters
spirits up.

“Set sail!” someone up on deck shouted as
many feet stomped above.

A minute later the ship lurched and
came the snapping of wind filling sails. Then the last slaver left
everyone to leave the cargo hold of slaves. When he did, others
began talking. Lanna grumbled “Now they’ll never catch up us. I’ve heard the men say we’ll
move faster over the water than we shall ever walk.”

“That is the truth.” Meeka sighed. “So long
as there is wind it will push us wherever it is they are taking us.
And don’t be so pessimistic, it isn’t over yet.”

Lanna turned her face towards Meeka
with the dim light of a lantern illuminating her outline. “How can
you be so calm? We are getting further and further away and it has
been three weeks. Three weeks,
Meeka Sister. If they were coming wouldn’t they have freed us by
now?”

“I won’t give up even if it takes
three years. My loves will
find and free us, I have no doubt in this. It doesn’t mean I won’t
find a way to do it myself either. So long as there is time, there
is hope. Only one of three things will happen, they’ll rescue us,
we’ll free ourselves or I’ll die when they find out I’m not going
to give anyone satisfaction.”

“I too agree in this.” Moril added. “Lanna,
think of your son and mates. Do you believe any one of them will
give up on you? I know my daughter and mates won’t surrender.
Beyond any of them, do you think the priestess would allow any of
us to be enslaved? And the chief, none can stop him. I wouldn’t
doubt him at all, even knowing him for so short a time.”

“No, I can’t see them giving up.” The woman
grumbled irritably. “For crying out loud, we’re warriors. We never
wait, we act.”

“I am also a huntress.” Moril spoke. “When
prey is near you never blatantly charge it. You’ll either scare it
off or be trampled in a charge. Impatience is a good way to go
hungry when others are expecting you to bring something home… by
the way Lanna, where did you hear ‘for crying out loud?’ I never
heard you say that before.”

“The chief.” She admitted more calmly,
hearing wisdom in those words. “When he was training the young. At
times he has great patience, but then he is as focused as a toddler
when a chicken clucks by.” Meeka chuckled at such a reference and
knew what she meant. He could wait for hours and then again be
surprisingly spontaneous. “I do not remember what the specific
reason is for him saying that, only that he did. When he had a
moment to speak I asked him what he meant and he kindly explained
it is a saying to mean being frustrated about something. My son
found it amusing and I used it a time or two.”

“I think I like it too. For crying out loud…
yes, I do like it.” Moril said in a lighthearted way as she finally
got to get off her aching feet.

Meeka managed to reach out, making the chains
rattle, and take both women’s hands. “Doesn’t it feel better to not
worry over what is out of our control for the moment? We are alive
and cannot doubt we are loved. We must do whatever it takes to
survive to see them again. Do not despair, Sisters.” Meeka got a
squeeze from both since she couldn’t see them smiling faintly at
her. “I think we need to get some sleep while we can and if you
feel yourself feeling sick, which I know you will, look over at the
lantern and focus on it. It will help.”

“This is what the chief did to help you
before, yes?” Lanna asked.

“Yes, it was my first voyage across the ocean
and I didn’t realize what was happening at the time. It is a good
thing they haven’t fed us since noon.”

Another person overheard her comment and
asked “Why is that? They already feed us little as it is. I
wondered why they did not feed us when we were chained.”

“Just be thankful nothing is in your stomach.
You will understand shortly.”

It didn’t take long for seasickness to strike
the tribes people in full and some threw up bile. Meeka was one of
them too and had to direct the cabin to look at the static lantern
as the boat rocked with the ocean’s waves. She wished for some
ginger slices, apples and crackers. The thought made her heart ache
as it reminded her first of Cage then Brooke and being with them
again. She wanted to hold them in her arms and kiss each and feel
whole again. She was thankful for the dull lighting as a precious
tear spilled down her cheek.

Eventually Meeka fell asleep, even as she
felt dizzy and sore. She had gotten so little lately that it
claimed her. Again she had a nightmare of what awaited in her
future before gaining freedom. She knew freedom wouldn’t happen so
long as they sailed to the slave markets. She again cried silently
in her sleep.

 


By morning they heard a group of five men
come down with one saying “Meal time! Don’t try anything, Slaves.”
The men unlocked the ankle shackles and everyone had enough slack
to sit up and change positions. The men gave everyone a larger than
usual cup of water and no captive complained as each were thirsty,
nearly completely dehydrated. They gave each person hardtack, an
unsalted biscuit that nearly broke one’s tooth, but any food is
better than dying of hunger.

Meeka ate slowly when she received her ration
and adjusted her dirty linen clothing. Her stomach growled for
loads more, but she had seen what happens to those who ask. The
person misses the next meal altogether. While she nibbled and tried
softening the biscuit with saliva she watched as the men finished
passing out the allotment they unlocked one person at a time and
brought them behind a curtain for no more than four minutes. The
person was brought back and chained back to the ship and had their
ankles fastened again. It took nearly an hour to reach Meeka, Lanna
and Moril. Lanna was taken and returned minutes later, looking
relieved, if only slightly.

The men released Meeka and allowed her to
slide forward off the middle platform and led to the curtain while
rubbing her wrists that had begun to callus. She grimaced at
remembering the painful blisters and them popping, rubbing the skin
raw. Meeka heard the curtain slide and found a room with a hole and
knew it is a privy. It stunk horrendously and needed to be cleaned
as it is unsanitary with feces and urine covering the seating
arrangement. Still, it is more hospitable than anything they’ve
allowed thus far.

She lifted the material of cloth and hovered
just above the seat, something difficult to do with a constantly
rocking and shifting boat while trying to not touch the seat and
relieve one’s self.

She felt much better afterwards and saw a
small mirror on the wall nearby to grimace. Meeka couldn’t
recognize herself. Her long blonde hair was caked in dirt, mud and
pieces of grass while her face had lost some weight. Even her own
brilliant blue eyes seemed harder, more critical. She pulled the
front of her linen to sigh as her prized breasts didn’t lose too
much size or definition.

The curtain pulled back before she could
study herself anymore and was led back to be chained to the boat by
her wrists and ankles again.

Moril went next and while she was taken to
relieve herself Meeka glanced at the beautiful warrior Lanna to
realize she too looked nothing like she had before all this. The
woman’s appearance showed the first signs of malnutrition as dirt
and grime covered her from head to toe.

With nothing else to do in such closed
quarters Meeka watched the floor where light from the sun filtered
in through the deck. When that became tiresome she slept and rested
as much as possible, moving only so much to relieve pressure off
places that had growing pain from the hard board they all laid on.
She wasn’t the only one with the idea to rest as only a small
handful of people whispered. Nothing new had been able to be spoken
for several days. It also wasn’t a good idea to talk with so many
slavers, sailors and the mage as his dog checked everyone remained.
Even looking at the Familiar earned a warning growl.

 


In the late afternoon of the second day,
after leaving the port near Soloro, Meeka awoke as she heard
someone shouting orders and many quick steps on the deck.

Soon the ship came to a halt where many were
calling out beyond the boat. Meeka knew they reached Dragon’s Port.
The rocking of the ship wasn’t nearly as bad at the moment and
while they waited to resupply the ship, exchange sailors and
complete other objectives the captives didn’t get to see or hear.
The only good thing that happened at the port is they brought in
several barrels of fresh water and every individual got to drink
their fill for the first time in weeks. Meeka gorged herself like
others and although she remained exceptionally hungry the water
curbed the gnawing pain.

Then came down a group of dirty thugs Meeka
never expected to ever see again. They were about to set sail when
Meeka spotted the man who’s title is Appraiser. He was the one to
grope her breasts and pierced her ear like everyone else in the
hold. She cringed, remembering their first encounter as his smell
hit her like a wall and those rotting teeth that made her gag. He
wore the exact same dirty attire as it couldn’t get any worse.

As if just thinking of him worked like
shouting out the Appraiser turned his head and found her
immediately. His awful, rotting grin of yellow and black teeth
seemed delighted. He walked right in her direction and stood at her
feet. “We meet again. Hey boys! Remember this slave whore?” some of
them nodded and went to work, checking every captive for any
deception, hidden weapons or escape attempts. “It seems luck is
with me. I didn’t expect to find this batch of slaves here and the
most seductive whore I ever got the chance to appraise. I got here
today and I couldn’t be more pleased. How about you, Platinum? Are
you glad to see me too?” Meeka simply glared at the man, knowing
well what would happen if she spoke. She didn’t want to give him a
reason to focus and pursue her any more than usual. “I see you
still have some spirit in them eyes. But you know well when to
still your tongue. It will be put to good use later. We do have
a long trip aboard this ship
after all. We’ll get better acquainted later, Platinum.” He grinned
and left when the men checked everyone.

“You are stronger than I, Sister.” Lanna
whispered. “I wouldn’t have been quiet after hearing the
threatening innuendo. It seems the Appraiser doesn’t care too much
about his tribe’s rules to not molest captives. I will kill him
when we are free. He is a weak, stupid man who doesn’t find a
worthy woman to challenge for mating rights. He seems to like
chained women who cannot fight back.”

“If he does anything,
I will be the one to kill him.” Meeka
explained. “And I’ve already told you, Lanna, most couples do not
fight for the right to mate. They do fight, just in a different
way. They fight to show their worth, some by a skill or trade to
prove that if they have a family it can be afforded, some shower
with gifts. Back where I’m from I never once thought of fighting
someone just to find a mate. What men like the Appraiser do is
rape. They take who and what they want and will kill anyone who
gets in the way. That is
wrong.”

“I find it a strange custom, Sister Meeka. I
would not want gifts from a man if he cannot be my equal in every
way or bare his child if he is weaker than I.”

“And that is fine. Your son is strong because
he has a strong father and mother. If you find a custom different
from your own, do not hate it immediately till you understand it.
It wasn’t easy becoming a Utala, but I’m happy I did. Not everyone
likes the same things, but I will never agree to this or being
raped. I fear more for you and Moril. From what Cage told me and
these slavers reinforced is the cruel way they usually sell women
like yourselves to brothels. Worse yet, they routinely give women
to their armies first to satisfy them and break them in. None come
back as they were. I too might get treated like this…”

“Utala do not break.” Moril stated
quietly. “They do not have our children to hold over us as hostage.
Though I will not endanger them with sister tribes here, they will
not see any warrior of our tribe break. We will break
them when the time is right. If I am
sold to a brothel and given to their armies, I’ll have better
access to a knife and slay everyone in my way. It will take many
months to bear a child a man might dishonorably give, plenty of
time to find a way out. If I must spread my legs a few times I’ll
be sure it is worth it.”

“The men better hope it doesn’t come to
that.” Lanna chuckled.

An hour later the boat set sail again. One of
the men near the stairs heard a sailor mention the next
destination. It traveled down to Meeka who learned they sailed for
Bepop, the largest slave market and trading city in the empire.

 


Several hours passed midnight Meeka felt
something odd and it woke her immediately. She looked down to find
a large form unlocking her ankles. On a post behind the man was a
lantern he brought. It took a few seconds for her bleary eyes to
focus and when they did they widened in terror. At her feet stood
the Appraiser, she went to scream till he jumped atop her and put a
knife to her neck. “One scream and you’re dead.” She squeaked and
tried squirming out from underneath. He was too heavy as rum rolled
off him like fog.

Moril and Lanna heard her quiet yelp and
woke. “Get off her!” Moril shouted, waking up many to see him
sitting on Meeka’s hips. Lanna struggled at her shackles, trying to
reach the man and kill him, but she just couldn’t get close enough
help so she yelled “He’s trying to rape her! Help! Someone!”

The appraiser used a fat fist to punch
Lanna in the face. He commanded “Quiet! If anyone else so much as
raises their voice above clearing their throat will die
along with a child. There are
plenty and at this hour I can simply throw the bodies overboard
without anyone being the wiser. Who wants to test my
patience?”

Lanna went to yell but Meeka whispered with
the knife at her throat. “Peace, Sister, I do not want to lose you.
I will not see harm done to anyone for this.” Her confident eyes
clearly told Lanna she had a plan and her calm tone said she didn’t
fear him.

“Very good, Platinum Whore. You know who is
master here. I will sample wares from time to time before you’re
sold to your future owner. Now, make things easier and spread your
legs and get ready for a night you’ll never forget.”

“Yes, Master.” She played it up. Meeka went a
step further as she remembered one of the first conversations she
ever had with Cage. She spread her released legs and bent her knees
invitingly, opening herself fully to show submission. His rotting
grin grew as he lifted himself and knelt between her legs to look
at her exposed flower and seemed to like it. Meeka’s skin crawled
at his look, but she fought it and put on a smile as he began to
undo his pants. It became difficult, but she managed to silken her
voice and whispered “Master, I will make it more enjoyable for you
if you kiss me first. It will make it more pleasant for both of
us.” Lanna and Moril’s eyes widened at this and their struggling
ceased, realizing what she planned. They hid their knowledge of
this in a glare, to not let the man suspect anything.

He stopped fumbling with his drunken fingers
and took a moment to consider. “You must be a talented whore to
offer something in this position.”

Meeka shrugged as her hands were chained
slightly above her head. “It is your choice. I can give you added
pleasure you won’t forget or you can find what it is like without
knowing what I have to offer. Choose to kiss me and find out or
suffer knowing what might have been.”

“I’m intrigued, but if you bite me I’ll cut
you good.”

“I never considered such a crude thing.”

The Appraiser pressed the knife closer to her
neck and got closer. She plastered a seductive smile and bucked her
hips meaningfully while holding her breath. She remembered how Cage
explained her curse could be a blessing in the exact situation she
currently found herself. She did as he once suggested and lured the
rapist closer with her feminine wiles. He got closer and she could
feel the heat rolling off him like his stink. His coarse beard
grated against her skin and she watched as his cracked lips pursed.
He didn’t close his eyes, even his drunken mind suspected
deception.

Slowly, Meeka pushed her lips in a kiss and
knew it had to be done and damn the consequences. Her curse would
be known sooner or later. She lifted her head invitingly halfway
and stopped, allowing him to meet her in his own time. The
Appraiser’s clouded mind and lust didn’t require anything more
thinking as his lips crashed down upon hers.

Instantly, Meeka felt the sensation of her
curse being triggered. All the hairs on the back of her neck stood
up as bumps stood all over her body. The curse slammed all its
energy into the unsuspecting rapist, using their connected lips to
bridge the spell. The instant his lips met hers it spelled his
doom.

Meeka’s eyes rolled into her skull and her
body relaxed as unconsciousness claimed her.

Lanna, Moril and all the captives who could
see watched in fear as the man didn’t even have time to scream as
his entire body froze within ten seconds of kissing her. He froze
completely in place, above the unconscious Meeka. Moril gained
control of her senses to say “Lanna Sister, we must get the stupid
man off her. Swing your hips and try to use your ass to help me
squeeze Meeka’s legs. Maybe we can manage to use the boat’s motions
to get him off.”

“Be careful of the knife… his frozen hand is
still near her throat.” Lanna then twisted and worked her hips and
felt Meeka’s thigh.

They didn’t get far as they heard barking and
the swift run of a man up on deck. The door opened suddenly, almost
ripping off its hinges and the large dog jumped down in the room
and growled, barring its teeth at everyone. His mage stormed down
with his staff glowing a bright orange. He yelled “I sensed
powerful magic! Show yourself or die!” The Familiar barked making
the mage’s attention be drawn to the lantern that wasn’t supposed
to be there and he looked in that area to see a hunched form and
said “Ekks, go!” The Familiar ran hard the dozen strides then
stopped, tilted his head and looked back to bark several times.
“What do you mean cold?” Ekks barked again and the mage created
several floating orbs to brighten the hold. The mage slowly
approached and aimed his staff at two slaves with gold earrings to
say “Do not move, Golds.” He made a light approach and found a
frozen form and his weathered brow drew. “Is that you, Appraiser?”
The frozen form remained still and the mage magically picked the
form up and pulled it off a female with spread legs. His eyes
widened as he saw the man dead and frozen as solid as ice and
larger due to expansion. He maintained levitating and turned to the
unconscious woman and the two chained to either side and demanded
“What happened here! What magic is this?”

Moril answered hesitantly, knowing Meeka
would explain regardless to keep others from being harmed. “That
stupid man tried raping this poor girl while she slept. She is
cursed, or her lips are. She warned him not to touch her lips, but
he did. She warned him that you do not tolerate raping obedient
slaves and he laughed saying he didn’t care. Look at his undone
pants and how you found him between her legs. You know she is
obedient, we all are for the children’s sake. He didn’t follow the
rules, do not harm her for giving clear warning to the fool.”

Lanna knew what her sister was doing and
confirmed with a straight nod.

The mage looked at the undone pants, the
earlier position he found the man in and the words the woman spoke.
He said “The rest of you, did it happen like this?”

“Yes, it is as she explained.” Someone on the
other side of the ship said and lifted her head, showing she had
clear view of the scene from where she lay. Several others
corroborated the story. Morril and Lanna met the woman’s eyes and
when the man and Familiar looked critically at the sprawled Meeka
the woman winked, showing that they would work together as one.

Ekks barked and nosed the dangling ankle
chains. “I know, she couldn’t have done it on her own and I don’t
sense any lingering traces of magic.” The mage said and the dog
barked. “Yes, I believe she is simply a cursed, illegal magician.
It does bring up a problem…” he used a touch of magic to turn her
head. “Ah she is already platinum, that makes things less
complicated. Ekks, take the trash out…” the dog barked. “I don’t
care if you break off a leg to eat when it thaws, just wash it
beforehand. I don’t need you sick.” The dog’s tail wagged as the
mage lowered the frozen body into the open jaws. The Familiar
effortlessly dragged a man three times his own weight by the arm,
up the stairs and out on deck.

The mage used magic to unlock Meeka’s wrists
and pulled her off the table to levitate her unconscious body and
follow him.

“Where are you taking her?” Lanna
questioned.

“Silence, Slave!” The mage said and slapped
her with an invisible hand, making the warrior see stars.

The mage left the slaves hole and breathed
easier after shutting the door. He saw his Familiar break off the
dead appraiser’s leg and threw the rest overboard. The dog picked
up his prize and trotted over with it between his teeth and
followed him to the mage’s quarters. Inside he bound Meeka with
rope and placed a cloth around her mouth.

Minutes later Meeka groaned and slowly
realized she woke somewhere else. “Wha…” she felt something over
her face and looked around to find herself in the corner of a room
with the mage staring directly at her and the cruel dog Familiar
doing likewise.

“Awake I see and a fast recovery too.
You’ve been hiding a very deadly
secret.” The mage began.

“Where am I?” Meeka asked as she found
herself tied in the corner of a room upon a soft chair. She knew
she was sounding odd with a cloth over her mouth, but at least she
was glad to still breathe and felt her flower remained unsoiled by
the Appraiser.

In a passionless tone the mage said “Remember
your place, Platinum.” Meeka looked down, hating to do so, but if
it meant she remained alive she would successfully pretend to be
submissive. The mage bought it. “You are in my cabin and will
remain here till we reach Bepop. If I had known you were a magician
you would have been separated from the other slaves long ago. Now
answer me this, what is this curse placed upon you and how do I
bypass it.”

Meeka shook her head. “It cannot be broken or
removed.” She then pretended to cry slightly, like an overly
emotional woman she wasn’t. “A mage cursed me as a baby and my
family tried to seek help from the Magical Council who sent a
sorcerer to break it…” she shook her head trying to keep to the
made up story she created. “I was young, but I remember hearing the
mage who cursed me did it as a test that eventually caused his
untimely demise. Then my family were going to Castle Emroc to live
near where many mages go and hope one might be able to do it, but
they were killed by the tribes people who took me in and made me
one of them. All I know is if my lips touch living flesh, my curse
activates and freezes the body completely in a few seconds. One
said the freckle on the corner of my mouth is the mark that makes
me a magician.”

The mage brought his staff around and
made it glow orange. When it stopped he said “That is true, I sense
the faint trace of magic in the tiny mark… but I cannot read how
such a complex spell had been applied to you. I fear you will never
kiss without murdering.” He sat his staff aside. “Now, Platinum, I
doubt you aren’t aware of this, but your price just went up. When
we reach Bepop you will not be joining the usual slaves. You are to
be the special prize only the nobles might be able to afford. Since
you are a rare prize I will have to take you somewhere special
until there are more slaves like yourself. Now listen to me
carefully, if you do anything to slight or disappoint me in any way
I’ll kill every slave on board without a thought since your worth
thrice what they will be combined. All I’ll really need is
you to meet my slave quota. You will
remain in this room until we reach the markets. I will have a bath
brought in and cloth for mage-slaves given. You will be presentable
in this room and out when I personally take you to a place where we
hold those like you. And if
you are to do everything
I say I will increase rations of the slaves. Disobey they
die, comply they get more food.”

She nodded and would do that, finding the
compromise much better.

Meeka slightly jumped as the bindings fell
off. “Now sleep. In the morning you will do as I say or else. Do
not move from that chair because if you do you kill everyone. I’ve
set spells to do just that.”

Mage and Familiar watched as she obeyed and
closed her eyes. In minutes her breathing evened as she slept to
further recover from her curse. They slept as well.

 


In the morning, Meeka awoke as the door to
the cabin opened, showing day had returned. The mage and Familiar
looked at her as a man brought in two large meals, glasses of wine
and a barrel of water. He magically moved her meal across the room
as she remained sitting in the chair, afraid to move and endanger
those below. She began to eat and her raging hunger got the better
of her and it disappeared in a few minutes. She washed it down in a
sweet wine. Meeka hated getting such a better meal than the others,
but she wouldn’t slight him for their sakes.

When he finished eating he commanded “Strip
and get into the barrel to bathe. You will not stink my room
further.” She did so, hoping he remembered the others. When she
didn’t hear shrieks or sounds of death she moved to the barrel and
slipped in. She groaned though the water is cold and washed off her
body and hair. The mage never took his eyes off and she noted he
wasn’t doing it for pleasure. This is a job, nothing more. He saw
her as an object, not a woman. Meeka got out after cleaning her
hair to find the mage holding up a simple, white dress. It wasn’t
anything fancy, but to Meeka it looked like a wedding gown compared
to the dirty linen. He tossed it to her, afraid to get close and
she put it on.

She felt better than ever after cleaning and
having a full stomach.

He pointed to the chair and she sat. Meeka
then began running her fingers through her once again blonde hair,
finding annoying snags. He didn’t stay in the room as she finished
the process of untangling the three weeks worth of tangles. Only
the Familiar, gnawing on a bare human leg kept her company. She
stayed there all day under guard and would cringe when the dog
chewed the bones.

 


This routine of eating, bathing and waiting
in the room lasted for another three days until she heard someone
yell that the port of Bepop came within view. Meeka waited in her
chair until the boat docked and the mage returned saying “We are
here. Get up, Platinum, you will accompany me and do not try
anything. There is nowhere for you to go nor anyone who will offer
help.”

Meeka stood and walked to the door with the
Familiar following behind to discourage trickery.

The noon sun stabbed at Meeka’s eyes as
she had been kept from it for over five days. She felt a not too
gentle wet nose press against her backside. She moved and saw the
captives being led from the ship by close to a hundred slavers from
the market and while she looked she found Moril and Lanna staring
at her. Meeka looked away for a moment, too embarrassed to be seen
in a dress while they had little more than rags and hadn’t had a
bath. She feared they wouldn’t treat her kindly after she had been
taken and practically pampered since then. She looked again to find
the two women looking at her in relief. They must be glad I’m alive. Meeka
thought. I wish I could go to
them.

Meeka gave them a small, sad smile, hoping
they would understand it wasn’t her idea or that she wished to be
back again. She rubbed her callused wrists where they had healed
somewhat and the shackles on the others. A growl forced her to keep
quiet and get moving. The two warrior women nodded that they were
well and for her to know they understand.

She picked up the pace, hurried behind the
mage and walked down the ramp. Dozens of different sized boats were
docked and over half were triple mast cargo ships. Some belonged to
fishermen and others to rich lords who could afford such vessels.
She even found three loaded battleships with ballista for
weapons.

Bepop was quite large with many homes,
warehouses and other trades that make a city like this thrive.
Meeka maintained the fast pace the mage set to learn as much of
this place as possible. Thousands called this place home and it
became clear the different social classes. There were owner and
slaves. Nearly every person wearing average clothing has an
underdressed slave following, working or carrying whatever they
were told, but most she found were many, many mages. Men still wore
a loincloth and women usually wore what they were first given.
Meeka saw three brothels on her way deeper into the city and slave
women wore bright, clean clothes and jewelry and a iron collar with
a brand, marking them as enslaved brothel women. Those women wore
fake smiles to lure in men who would pay for their service and it
made Meeka sick, especially when some lost teeth from being beaten,
likely by the men using them.

Before she knew it Meeka stopped before an
area blocked off by a large stone wall with guards facing inside
the slave grounds. These walls weren’t to keep people out, but in.
The compound is nearly as large as half her hometown in Kote. The
mage said to the slave master of Bepop “I’ve got a platinum
magician slave to deliver and to be held until you have enough to
ship her to Eeroan.”

The gigantic man of coal dark skin
approached. He wore fitted leather armor with a coiled whip freshly
slick with blood and a short sword hung on the other hip. She
realized immediately that these slavers were different than those
she’s used to. These were stronger and crueler than others of the
same trade. These men made breaking slaves into a cruel art. The
giant man of muscle looked Meeka up and down critically. “But she
is not yet completely broken. She is dangerous by how she walks,
likely good with a knife. If she is to be in my care I do not allow
unbroken slave to leave my business.”

“You will make an exception.” The mage
said flatly. “Eeroan has a different way to break slaves. Have
another mage heal her wrists and ankles before leaving these
grounds. If she is so much as whipped you will be punished. She is
a platinum without being a magician. Women such as she is beyond
rare. And you should know, she is cursed. Do not allow her lips to
touch flesh or she will freeze whomever touches her. I don’t care
what you do to other slaves and you will have fun with the batch
coming this way in the next few minutes, but she is to be handled carefully or she will kill
by accident. She has great worth and if such a prize diminishes due
to her time here I’ll
personally come back and take the lost coin off your hide. Have I
made myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes.” The giant rumbled and snapped his
fingers. Two other slavers came over. He said “Take the slave and
pen her with the ones of platinum headed for Eeroan.” He then
looked down at Meeka. She had never seen someone so tall before, he
would make Cage seem short. A good eight and a half feet. She
decided. “You’ll be healed later. Do not cause any problems till
you are off my ground. If you do I’ll have you beat in a way that
won’t leave a mark.”

She nodded and the mage seemed it to be
adequate and left.

Meeka was escorted by the two men through a
gate at knifepoint and she saw where people stood, shouting prices
they would pay for slaves lined up naked. An auction. These men
intentionally made them naked to show off everything of the
individual and spoke of the persons quality such as a strong body
or such beauty to entice a higher bid. It reminded her of someone
selling cattle and knew these slavers thought exactly the same way
of humans they captured.

She caught a few appraising eyes as she was
led around and through a wooden gate with standing guards. Inside
she saw hundreds and hundreds of captives in large cages. The worst
aspect of it is the silence. That and the blood and teeth peppering
the dirt. It went beyond the heat, this place broke untold spirits.
They led her to a nearby pen roughly twenty feet by twenty with
four other woman sitting down in the hot air. Each wore a white
dress like herself with a platinum earring. Again, like herself,
they were clean and had better conditions in the cage. The men had
her step inside and it made the other women look at the newest
arrival. Meeka heard them lock her in behind thick bars and she
turned around to see the four were just as beautiful as she. Only
one offered a weak smile while the others were long ago broken.

Meeka moved to sit beside the one who smiled
and sighed, glad to at least be out of the sun. “Hello, I’m
Meeka.”

The woman’s eyes widened and she shook her
lone braid of blonde hair slightly. She drew her knees up and
dropped her head to cover her face. She whispered “Do not talk. It
is not allowed during the day. If a guard hears you they will beat
you. Slaves are not to ever speak unless our masters speak to us.
You will understand soon enough.”

Meeka saw fear in those azure eyes and took
the warning to heart. The other three women each slightly nodded,
affirming the words. So she returned the nod and leaned back into
the iron bars to sit and watch in silence.

Within the hour the nearby gate swung inwards
as the captives she had been traveling with ever since being caught
came in, surrounded by armed slavers. Leading them was none other
than the giant of a man who ran the market with an iron fist. He
said loudly “Welcome to your temporary home. Do not speak unless
spoken to and I’ll kill whoever tries to flee or causes trouble.
Men! Separate them according to their earrings. We will begin
training them when the biding ends!”

It wasn’t hard to spot Zatal first as men
were led, separated and caged like animals, but at least the
shackles were removed. A small, discrete wave gained

Moril’s attention and her whisper had Lanna finding Meeka’s place
as the other girls warned her to not move.

She watched as cages were filled with men,
women and children from the Tribal Plains. It was hard to watch,
especially as when one slaver groped a woman and she elbowed him.
Three men took the defensive woman over to a pair of whipping posts
when they bound her wrists and whipped her fifteen times, flaying
the skin of her back. She didn’t cry out till the eighth lash, when
it became too much. That display became impossible to look without
cringing.

When the auction ended a heavier silence
draped itself across the large compound. A group of slavers came in
and began taking out dozens of new slaves and lined them up. Each
were given a heavy wooden beam where the individual had to stand
completely still while holding it straight out. If anyone dropped
it they were beaten till delirious where they were dragged back to
their cell. None escaped punishment that day, only prolonged it to
be struck less when muscles were too exhausted to hold it. Either
way it was torture that even children had to endure. Meeka’s heart
broke at such inhuman treatment. She eventually couldn’t stomach
anymore and looked down at the stone floor, but the crying and pain
couldn’t be ignored.

 


After a few more hours of
training and night settled in came a
group of men bringing a cabbage soup with stale bread for everyone
to eat. The first fed were Meeka and the other platinum
women.

When everyone got something to eat the
slavers left the grounds, but the ones slowly circling the wall
remained with loaded crossbow.

“Where are you from?” The girl from earlier
asked in a small voice.

“We can talk now?” Meeka inquired
quietly.

The girl nodded in the faint torchlight. “If
we aren’t speaking above this tone. By the way, I’m Lolon. You said
you’re Meeka?”

She nodded. “It is nice to meet you Lolon. As
to where I’m from it’s a long story, but I was captured in Emroc.
And you? Where are you and the others from?”

The four stunning women looked at her in a
haunted, lifeless way. Only the one she spoke with seemed to retain
some inner strength. “I was caught after the fall of Kidi… I’m not
sure how long it has been, but close to two months I’d wager. Those
beads… are you a tribal woman by chance?”

“I am. So what can you tell me about our
situation Lolon? I’ve only been held for about a month now.
Anything would help.”

“Well… hmmm… since you are locked up with us
may I assume you are also a mage?” Meeka nodded hesitantly. “Can
you tell us?”

Meeka shrugged. “My lips are cursed. If
anyone touches them they’ll become instantly frozen.”

“Ok, well I’m a magician who can hear things
from nearly a mile around. These others can magically sew without a
needle or use their hands, can make small flames and can tell if a
person is lying or not.” Lolon explained in a whisper. “It seems
that you and I were the only ones captured. These others were born
into slavery.” It was then that Meeka understood why the three
didn’t speak or have any life. They grew up as slaves. “Later on,
as I was told, when they get about fifteen of us together we’ll be
taken to Eeroan to be sold.”

“Why is it we are being taken from here? Why
must we leave?”

“Because Eeroan specializes in mage
slaves. Very few can afford us and our powers make us a rare
commodity only powerful nobles or mages can afford. I also hear
Iron Mine is close and is in need of special slaves. The only good
thing that keeps us from ending up being whipped is the earring. I
was whipped a few times, but they had a mage heal me. The worst
torture they’ve recently done is starve me. Also we won’t be raped
or sold to a common brothel. If we do get a master who can afford
us we can rest assured that the clientele won’t be common. I also
need to warn to not entice a riot or do anything foolish. I’ve seen
these brutes torture and kill any instigators. In these months I’ve
seen two escape attempts, none survived. My magic let me hear one
man make it over the wall, but he didn’t get far till being caught,
tortured and killed to show what happens to those who don’t listen.
I’m not going to tell you what to do, but if you value living, the
best thing to do is nothing and
obey commands.”

Meeka nodded and spoke further in a whisper,
learning how futile it is to try the slavers patience. She then
rested against the bars later and waved at Moril and Lanna to see
them in pain from their earlier beating, but they remained firm and
waved back.

The long wait came next, not knowing what lay
to the future.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


“So we had no alternative than to take the
last course after all?” Brooke sighed from atop her horse.

“I’m just as disappointed too.” Cage replied.
“I’ve never saw something so ominous or strange in my life and I’ve
see some weird shit recently. At least I’ve been refraining from
using magic these past two days. I’ve got a feeling it’ll be
needed.”

“Then I better change into my new
clothes. I don’t want to freeze to death in there.” Brooke admitted and dismounted. She took
off her bottoms and the leather top to withdraw her unused
clothing.

Cage watched as she slid the wrap over her
head, slipped into pants and a pair of matching gloves. He
immediately thought of Native American attire as it was nearly
identical to the old black and white pictures before they adapted
to western culture. Brooke wrapped a thick belt around her waist
and tightened it so no winds would slip in beneath the material. It
looked to be a dress that reached the knees with a split along the
hips to retain flexibility. She slid on her thick leather moccasin
boots that went up to her shins and strung her tomahawks to the
outside of each thigh. Brooke adjusted the outfit and became
satisfied at the pleased look in her mate’s eye. “I thought you
would like it.”

“You were understating yourself. It might
cover you properly, but it accentuates your full bust and
curvaceous hips. The silky smooth fur really makes the brown in
your lovely eyes really stand out. When Meeka sees you in this I
wouldn’t doubt she would rip it off with her own teeth just to get
you naked again. I know that is what I’d do if I were in her
place.”

Brooke liked that optimism and stood on her
toes to give him a grateful kiss. “Good, I will let her do just
that and after we are done I’ll put it on and let you have a turn.”
Her smile faded as she looked north. “I hope we survive that.”

Cage and Brooke looked down the hill at the
aptly named Frozen Forest. The air where they stood felt like
Floridian winter, cool and comfortable. Less than a mile from them
stood the first signs of snow. Trees were covered heavily in the
frozen water as it came down in a gentle flurry. Direct sunlight
became a less frequent blessing as thick clouds stretched further
than the eye could ever see from that spot. Cloud cover minimized
shadows and would easily make someone ill prepared lost before they
understood. Even in the summer as it is, Frozen Forest remained
gripped in the height of winter. Cage knew he had to be careful
with frostbite and would constantly need to check his cells with
magic to prevent the freezing process. With the gauntlets and boots
replacing skin and turning it pure black would make it difficult
for what laid ahead. Wind chilled to the bone and worse yet, Cage
felt the subtlest tingle of magic emanate from the forest.

“If we’re careful and can stay focused
without making costly mistakes we will make it through.” He wrapped
an arm around her. “We will be cautious and stay together at all
times. If you see something or get tired, tell me immediately. If
the stories of magic are true then so are the wintery effects.
Magic and weather will be our enemy so we stay together, even to
relieve ourselves.”

“Understood, Cage Love. I think we should
check our supplies one more time and be sure we have enough food to
get through it.”

They spent fifteen minutes together, going
over everything and overlooking nothing. Lastly Brooke mounted and
showed worry, but there had been no alternative. She looked down
and said “Love, let us get through this.”

He nodded and shouldered his bulging pack and
walked down the hill.

It didn’t take long to reach the edge of the
snowy forest. His feet crunched the snow loudly as the wind blew
the frigid air from the northwest. Cage was surprised at how well
the thick black leather outfit kept him somewhat warm. He could
feel the slight chill on the material, but it was more effective
than he bargained. It worked like a parka and kept him warm.
Pockets in the pants kept his chilled hands warm. His feet though
felt tougher.

Moving northeast, Cage began thinking, going
over all that occurred like a list, trying to find something he
might have overlooked.

They left Dalaran and he had never seen
Brooke so happy, or any woman for that matter, to start her
menstrual cycle the morning after she got her justice at being
raped. Cage would have hated to see her if the idiot did impregnate
her, he’d even bet she would have killed the guy. He played the
ocarina so she could dance happily for a few hours before setting
off.

It has been fourteen days since leaving that
city. Cage found out quickly magic is infinitely more effective at
detection and trapping than any other security system he knew.
Traps so well hidden he never saw them till they sprung. They
wanted to cut due east a day before reaching Kidi, the enemy
controlled city. That worked out as well as a lit match in a fuel
spill while standing right in the center of the flammable liquid.
They fell into a trap he didn’t sense until it was too late and it
nearly killed him.

Cage laid a hand over his neck where a
spike had cut through the carotid artery. If he wasn’t used to pain
he wouldn’t have been able to set it aside and focus enough to
heal. Damn, that was a close one.
He thought at the time. Brooke had a gash to her thigh and a
shattered femur that would have potentially killed her or impaired
her for the rest of her life if he didn’t have magic. He had to cut
the trap that sprung by magic and got away just in time before a
patrol squad, led by a mage, checked the trap and found the sets of
blood. They killed them easily enough while they were focused on
the destroyed trap. Then they got caught again in another trap not
an hour later in some kind of spiderlike web placed on the ground
for over a mile. He didn’t see or sense the magic thread till it
snared them and the horse. Brooke had tried cutting through the
sticky threads to no avail and his magic swords were also useless.
The orange flame didn’t do a thing to eat the thread but the
strange black fire ate through it as if it were nothing. They got
out, but Brooke and Cage spent the next two days pulling the
annoying strands off.

It was Brooke’s decision to go west and
get out of the forest because it seemed enemy mages laid traps all
along the Tribal Plains’ territory to either kill, discourage or
trap someone so that the Laqura Empire’s men could capture anyone
wanting to use the plains or find a way to do something
they didn’t want happening. Brooke
then chose they take a westerly route around Kidi and try again. It
too proved nearly suicidal as they stumbled into a small enemy
camp. It was a good fight and since they didn’t have a mage Cage
didn’t use magic since their numbers were about fifteen. Brooke
killed nine and let him have six all to himself since they were
skilled swordsmen. They claimed some of their coins for the trouble
and Brooke gladly stored their smoked meat all for herself. They
were forced to leave because a larger force was on the
way.

Cage had to decide to travel only at night
for four days since it became far too dangerous to try anything
else during the day and be exposed.

Since they could not find any breaches in
their traps, magic or military lines they came to the grim decision
to cross Frozen Forest territory. It had been the only alternative
which proved out to be best since the closer they got to it the
fewer traps he had them avoid and the fewer military traces that
had left a trail. If the Frozen Forest is as dangerous as others
believed, Cage knew he need all the strength he can get.

Before he went on the two day recovery of not
using any magic he found Meeka sailing, sitting in the corner of a
room with an angry looking dog. The Utala, led by Elder Metak had
finally reached the ocean and were following it south. Hammit and
Quitte had also found the ocean and were doing likewise, but they
had yet to meet up with the tribe.

Cage smiled as he thought of the biggest
piece of good news in seeing General Corbin’s troops fighting the
invaders with more passion than the other side. The most brutal
killings undoubtedly came from the tribal people who fought to
reclaim their homeland and slaughtered any in their way without
remorse. Though the Emrocan militia was a thousand or two less than
their opposition their morale was overwhelming. The magical battles
were impressive. Mages fought mages as Familiars tore into each
other to keep their partner alive and give them time to retaliate.
The mage battles were very destructive and took hundreds of lives,
but eventually the empire called a full retreat.

He noticed as he held the magical window to
see far away like a drone back home that he could maintain the
spell for nearly twenty minutes before seeing spots. Steadily his
strength to use spells grew, but they still tired him out when used
in excess. After seeing Emroc force the opposition into a full
retreat he canceled the spell and went nearly cold turkey on using
magic. He only used a small flame to light a fire as the night air
chilled, explaining how much closer they were to Frozen Forest.
Since then he recovered fully and prepared himself for the unknown
dangers he currently walked through

“Cage, this place is dreadful.” She
commented as she looked behind to see nothing except snow and
burdened trees. Brooke had a chill that didn’t belong to the
current freezing temperature. “Why do we have to go
through the forest instead of walking
the perimeter?”

“Because it will likely be watched for that
very reason. They might fear to enter the forest, but others are
just as reluctant. They might think there will be less of a chance
of dying if they skirt the forest, but others would think the same.
I think the danger both inside this forest and outside are just as
bad. We cannot afford to be spotted for it will ruin our plans.” He
then patted her leg. “If it makes you feel better, I’m also feeling
the creeps. We cannot let it stop us. What would make you feel
better?”

Brooke stopped the horse to say “Can you tie
us together? Those dark clouds seem to warn of a storm. I do not
know these lands, but I’d feel better if we find shelter since we
cannot even see the sun anymore to tell us how long we have.”

He pulled out the rope from his bag and
wrapped it around her hips and his own. The slack was rolled and
sat over his shoulder. She smiled gratefully and looked slightly
better with the link to him. “I agree we should find shelter since
it was around noon when we entered the forest and we’ve walked for
hours. Let’s look for one large enough for all of us. A cave would
be ideal…” he looked around and pointed “That small mountain might
be a likely place.”

Snow began falling more heavily and several
times Cage had to blink a snowflake from his eyes. It was
definitely frigid weather as his cold nose and cheeks explained.
Brooke likewise didn’t appreciate the bite of the wind with snow
that turned into drops when they melted.

Suddenly Cage slipped and fell into the snow
and he stopped at about hip level. His heart drummed as Brooke
yelped at seeing his slight fall. He sighed when nothing else
happened and went to pull himself out and froze as he was pulled
down an inch. Cage felt a slightly stronger magic than usual and
said calmly “Brooke, I fell in a trap. It is like quicksand. Do not
get any closer to me.” He turned and looked back to find her
worrying her bottom lip. She stayed and made her steed hold
position. Cage looked at his predicament and focused on trying to
extract himself. The moment his magic started the snow drug him up
to his chest. He stopped and so did the suction.

“Cage!” Brooke screamed.

“Do not move!” He shouted, knowing she was
about to do just that. In a calmer tone he said “I somehow know the
layout of this spell trap. If I struggle or use magic, I’ll sink.
The only way out is with help. It is a good thing you wanted to be
tied together.” He slowly wound his arm on the rope and gripped.
The slight movement made him sink another quarter inch. “Pull me
out, slowly. Make sure you lead her backwards on our
footprints.”

Brooke wrapped the extra rope around the
horse’s neck and had her back.

Cage relaxed as he felt the tug on his arm.
Slowly Brooke managed to pull him out of the trap. She drug him
back five feet from the hole his body left behind.

He stood and said “Thank you, but stay where
you are.” Cage carefully walked over and snapped a limb from a tree
and broke off all the twigs. He then stepped near his earlier
prison and began stabbing the stick around. Sometimes the snow was
a few inches deep, others ate the whole length of stick. It took
about ten minutes to find the pit a perfect circle about twenty
feet across.

Cage led Brooke around and moved towards the
small mountain. At the base he gave her a gentle kiss as thanks for
the rescue.

Thankfully it didn’t take long to find a cave
just large enough to accommodate the three of them. Cage went to
collect wood, the driest he could find. Upon his return he saw
something peculiar as a ten foot patch of snow had been scraped
aside to show bright green grass the horse ate with gusto. He sat
the bundle down and asked “Brooke, how can such green grass grow in
constant snow?”

She shook her head. “I know not. I saw a
blade sitting out of the snow earlier and dug to find such a patch.
I do not believe the grass is natural. I think magic somehow keeps
the plants living in this perpetual winter. Normal grass, when
found in the winter, is always a dead brown… It is beyond my
knowledge.”

He used magic to dry the wood before lighting
the fire. Brooke cuddled into his embrace atop the fur she laid
out. Cage wondered how magic could alter plants to not only resist
cold temperatures, but also thrive without direct sunlight and
flourish. His train of thought ended as Brooke said “It is good we
found shelter. It is getting dark out.”

Cage looked out to see as she did and then
down to his feet where they caught his attention. He leaned up and
touched his feet to find them porous like granite. Usually they are
soft and firm. “What is it?” Brooke asked.

“My feet… I mean the boots are
different…”

Brooke leaned up and touched the stone rough
feet. “Odd…”

“You can say that again.” She smiled, but
knew it was a meaningless term that meant he agreed. “I wonder why
they are different… could Ceembura have done something he didn’t
explain? He said he didn’t have time to explain every aspect… could
this be one of them?”

Brooke then gave a valuable idea. “Could it
have anything to do with the snow? Since you cannot wear other
types of footwear maybe he made them change for different
conditions.”

“I think you’re on to something… normally my
feet aren’t hot, but here they barely got cold. I kept using magic
to find any signs of frostbite, especially in my toes. Hmm… I
didn’t even realize till now that my footing remained solid, not
slipping in the snow… if Ceembura planned for everything on making
these then he wouldn’t forget something as simple as snow…”

“If they change on their own why don’t you
put one over the fire and see what happens.” Brooke spoke her
thought aloud.

Cage thought it to be a good idea for a test
and did so. His feet got hotter and they watched as the roughness
of the skin-boots smoothed out into their original way over the
course of five minutes. He then got up and stomped in the snow for
a minute and could feel the feet slightly altering to the change of
conditions. He returned and smiled. “It seems you were right. They
changed to protect me.” He felt them again and found them cold, but
not overly so. “I will be careful, but I might not need to worry
about the snow so much.”

“If that is true” she snuggled closer. “help
me warm mine up.” She curled up in him and he rubbed her feet,
allowing more blood to flow.

They ate and slept beneath a cave-like
overhang and couldn’t have anyone sneak up behind. The fire kept
them warm and even the horse laid close. The storm from earlier hit
and howled for nearly two hours during the night, but they were
secure for the night.

 


In the frigid morning Cage woke Brooke as the
landscape began to brighten and the whiteout blizzard had passed,
leaving a seemingly clear day ahead with perpetual cloud cover. The
horse also got up from the low fire and gnawed on the green grass
Cage scooped aside with a flat branch. Brooke cooked a warm
breakfast stew with the plentiful snow just outside the overhang.
Cage also used magic to melt a portion of snow for the horse to
gorge on.

They ate and packed before moving on while
the weather permitted. It didn’t snow as they reached the bottom of
the mountain yet the cloudy sky persisted and didn’t allow even the
outline of the sun to be visible. Brooke didn’t even have to ask
about being tied together. The only difference being to the plan is
instead of him walking several feet beside the horse, he would
lead. If any more traps or pitfalls happened he would have a better
chance with her and the horse lagging thirty feet behind with
little slack. If he fell again like yesterday she and the horse
would pull him out.

Cage periodically checked his feet to find
them cool, but insulated by the magnificent boots that had chosen
him. Fire also hardened the boots somewhat he found out before
putting it out, but only so much before it started hurting. He
remembered Ceembura warning about fire, but plunging them in snow
soothed and hardened the flesh again.

Along the way Cage pointed out dangerous
areas where likely avalanches would occur and they avoided the open
areas mostly. After another hour Cage sensed a subtle rise in magic
and stopped them as he found another pitfall of disguised snow. The
stick from yesterday came in handy again as they avoided it, but it
could have swallowed an entire house. Brooke remained mostly quiet,
warning of dangers he didn’t notice yet as atop the horse she had
an advantage of over two feet in height. She stayed quiet for she
didn’t want to distract him if he felt something she couldn’t.

Estimating it to be around the noon hour Cage
stumbled upon a frozen area free of trees. “Hey Brooke, we found a
large frozen lake. Go across or stick near the trees?”

She stopped the horse and peered across the
expanse. “It is far too exposed for my liking and who knows what
new and unforeseen traps lay hidden. If the ice were to break we
would not make it out easily or at all.”

“After all these years of winter, do you
think it might not be completely frozen?”

She met his eyes to ask “Can you send magic
to see if it is frozen?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know, I can try…” Cage
calmed his heart from the struggle of walking through snow and
evened his breathing. The magic flowed invisibly out and then just
fizzled after a half dozen yards. “Odd, it isn’t working right. I
can sense all around me for a few feet, but not further.”

“How about the light string you used to find
a way out of the tunnels in Darshay? Could it find traps like it
did for water and exits?”

“Worth a shot.” Cage sent the magic ahead to
locate for hidden dangers. The string lifted out of his hand and
spread out like a mushroom to then stop. “It seems like this place
won’t allow any warnings of danger.” He then altered its properties
while walking to the end of the rope around his waist. The mushroom
deflated back to the string and snapped straight at Brooke. He
canceled it to walk back and say “It doesn’t prevent me from
locating you outside whatever spell prevents me from sending magic
ahead for warning. I think that is a reason I find it difficult to
avoid the random traps until I’m practically right on it.”

“At least you can still use magic. We
wouldn’t survive without it.”

“Very true.” He looked out over the likely
frozen lake. “Since I’m severely limited we should do as you said
for safety and walk around the lake.”

They followed the bank. Some places were as
easy to walk along as a beach and others treacherous. Cage always
chose the safest for the horse. If the horse couldn’t pass, they
wouldn’t attempt it.

Cage led the way again, moving slowly in the
shin deep snow that sapped a great deal of strength and slowed
progress. The night’s fresh layer made it difficult to traverse. He
began going up a hill beside a shallow mountain and stopped.

He got the feeling again of being watched
again and looked everywhere.

There came a strong breeze as he looked
around. Again he found nothing out of place in the trees and snow.
He heard a single thump in the wind and looked up, fearing another
wyvern. All Cage noticed was a spiral disturbance in a small
portion of a cloud. It was all that stood out. Brooke cleared her
throat to ask a question without words. He looked back and
scratched his head. “I don’t know. I feel I’m being watched. Must
be my imagination.”

“Places like this play tricks on one’s
mind.”

“That is the thing. I’ve never
had that problem. I was trained to
keep focused at all times.” He said and went ahead. “It took nearly
two years of hard work to never lose focus in missions or in
anything else. I can tell from a glance the difference between a
trap and regular ground, unless magic is involved. I’ve also come
to notice the hole that claimed me earlier is made magically. There
isn’t any subtle tool marks or human involvement otherwise the snow
wouldn’t be so level and loose. If someone had dug the hole, the
snow would have packed in over the years, but it remains a
deathtrap. I’ve come to understand why this place is so perilous
and avoided. That pit alone could, and likely has, claimed unknown
lives. And these are all we’ve come across so far. If
I cannot find a trap then no one I’ve
met can. Remember, my whole life was dedicated to fighting every
scenario known to man without dying, being captured or being seen.
I’m still human and make mistakes, but if I’m focused as I am at
the moment and can’t avoid it then neither can you or anyone else
with my tactical knowledge, experience and training.” He pointed at
a steep hill in the distance. “How many inches of snow do you
estimate will it take to cause an avalanche?” She shrugged.
“Judging by the sagging of the mountain it will take no more than
two inches of snowfall to cause a slip. Over there… that one will
likely slide with ten to twelve more inches. That would be much
safer to climb if we needed to.” He met her considering brown eyes.
“If I can tell that from this distance, how can I not possibly
distinguish between soft, sturdy snow and a pit? Hell, Brook, I
knew immediately how much you hated men in less than a half hour
upon our first meeting. And your girlfriend from before doesn’t
like me.”

“Truly?” she asked in surprise, but letting
her previous girlfriend remark pass. “You knew that quickly?”

“I did. You forget sometimes I was one of my
world’s top warriors.”

She smirked while admitting “I do forget, but
get reminded each time I see you fight or do something unexpected.
And you are right, this cursed land hides one’s death in perfect
disguise. Not only must we compete with natural danger, but
unnatural as well. If you feel being watched again I’ll believe. Do
you still feel it?”

Cage continued around a pine. “No, it
vanished as I looked for the cause.”

“Can you tell if it is a friend or foe?”

“Not at all. I just got a feeling.”

They went quiet and safely skirted the bank
and headed through the trees again. From time to time both of them
saw animal tracks from rabbits, foxes and other wildlife and Cage
pointed out a snow rabbit. The only thing giving it away from such
white on white camouflage were small black eyes. Brooke prided
herself on being a skilled hunter, but Cage proved again how almost
nothing escapes his notice. Snow sprinkled from time to time and
only one more time did they avoid another and much larger pit.

 


As the afternoon approached they were forced
to take a narrow pass between two large, forested hills where the
path of least resistance led. Cage knew it likely had to be a
frozen stream as it snaked in the general north eastern direction.
The snow along the thirty foot wide pass was more packed and easier
to amble across and the hills blocked some of the frigid wind. The
leather kept him relatively warm, but moving constantly was the
only thing keeping hypothermia at bay. Brooke had it slightly
harder as she kept moving and thrusting her arms to keep the blood
circulating. Only her inner thighs and butt retained warmth thanks
to her shaggy horse.

Cage went around another curve and stopped
suddenly as he heard an ominous crack of ice below and a rise in
magic. “Brooke stop!” His shout reached and she quickly urged her
steed to hold position. The magic continued to rise and so did the
cracking sound of ice below. Brooke this time heard it and became
immediately fearful. Cage said “I don’t know what’s happening.”

Then came a loud, sharp crack of ice as the
magic grew immensely. The horse neighed in terror at the sound and
Cage spun around with wide eyes as a gaping hole snapped open,
directly beside and beneath Brooke and her horse. It grew like a
jagged toothed mouth. The horse reared and Brooke tried forcing her
horse aside. The fur blanket and her pack fell off and Brooke held
on to the rearing horse’s mane for dear life as she screamed.

Just when it seemed it couldn’t get worse
there came a great, magically controlled, torrent of icy wind that
acted like a suction for the hole to consume the intended victim
who triggered the spell. Cage watched as the powerful burst of wind
threw the horse’s rearing balance completely off and towards the
jagged hole with Brooke too scared to let go.

The hole easily consumed the horse and Brooke
together. They vanished into a black hole. Then Cage’s senses
returned in the two seconds it took to see what happened. Brooke
fell fast, taking the rope’s slack as quickly. Cage thought
instantly as the rope snapped taught, jerking him to the hole as
the wind blew him to the mouth. The porous quality of his feet
surely couldn’t find a grip. He knew if he didn’t stop he was going
to be pulled in too. Instantly he called upon his magic for a tool
he used many times before in snowy mountains. Two black ice axes
formed instantly out of his spell. He gripped the conjured tools as
they also wrapped a loop around his wrist so he wouldn’t let go. He
then spun onto his stomach simultaneously and slammed the sharp
picks into the firm ice. The magically created instruments pierced
into the ice effortlessly and brought him to a jarring, shoulder
aching stop. He held on with everything as he felt Brooke’s weight
grind to a halt as well.

Brooke’s grip on the horse ripped the roan’s
hair as her strength wasn’t capable of holding on to something so
weighty. The roaring wind muffled the terrified neigh of a long
time companion get swallowed by darkness. The rope around her waist
snapped tightly in her middle, nearly kneeing herself in the face.
The wind ruled all noise and pain from the stop made her cry out
and lose the air in her lungs. She gathered her wits as the pain
lessened and her eyes found nothing except darkness below. She knew
the only reason she still lived is because Cage must be struggling
to keep her and himself from being killed. She reached behind and
found the rope. A firm grip allowed her to right herself to see the
opening of light and Cage’s feet pressing against two jagged pieces
of ice. The powerful wind had blown off all the snow and sucked it
down the hole. The lack of snow revealed a sheet of ice that looked
like a river. His dark silhouette on the ice told her he strained
to keep from doing anything except fall. Brooke then firmly grasped
the rope and struggled to pull herself up against the wind and
snow. Hand over hand she fought, knowing the only alternative
besides climbing out is to cut the line to save him before they
both were claimed.

Cage gritted his teeth as he felt Brooke
jerking the rope as the pain around his waist dug deeper. From
their fight he knew she had plenty of upper body strength to pull
herself up. He held still for over a minute until the tingle of
magic subsided. The wind died as the spell seemed to run its
course. It became fractionally easier except he couldn’t open his
snow covered eyes. The magic then changed as there came more
cracking. He felt his feet begin to get covered in ice. He yelled
“Brooke hurry! The ice is reforming!”

“Almost there!” She shouted back with less
than five feet remaining. Her arms burned with pain of climbing.
She saw him kick his feet as the ice began growing around it.

With a last burst of strength Brooke gripped
the edge and pulled herself over. “I’m out! We need to get off the
ice.” He nodded and stood, keeping the dual ice axes in each hand
as he carefully moved away. Eleven seconds later the ice reformed.
What remained of the rope became trapped, causing them to trip. Not
daring to go through that again they took off the rope and left it
behind and made it to the trees.

They collapsed in the firm snow, breathing
heavily and sending small clouds of heat with each breath. Cage
canceled the axes.

Brooke then said “You didn’t see it,
but it wasn’t a stream we were walking on, Cage love. It was a
ravine, a deep hole between
these hills.” She then hugged him and shook for several minutes,
glad to still be alive. “What happened?”

“I don’t know. I walked over it first and
didn’t feel anything. It triggered something when you and the… oh,
I understand now. The spell triggered because of weight. The horse
weighed much more than myself. That could have been the trigger…”
He felt her shake again. “Sorry you lost a friend.”

“As am I, Love, as am I. Rena loved her…” She
replied. Brooke eventually came out of her reverie and loss to look
over the icy trap. She pointed “Cage, why is there a lump of snow
near where we fell?”

“Don’t know… everything else is cleared off.”
He raised a hand and sent the magic, afraid to even chance walking
across again. The deadly spell didn’t activate again as an
invisible force grabbed the bulge of snow, lifted it and pulled it
closer.

“My pack and fur!” She exclaimed in surprise.
She didn’t question how it didn’t get consumed, glad only it
hadn’t. Brooke held on dearly to the precious supplies. She took
out a strip of meat to settle her nerves.

For ten minutes they sat, recovering, when
she asked “What magic were those things. Were they what saved
us?”

He nodded and created one for her to see for
a moment to conserve what inner strength remained. “I know it
doesn’t look like an axe, like what you wear, this shape is perfect
for cutting into snow and ice. This is the fourth time an ice axe
saved my backside. Before we go, I’ll make you a pair. Loan me your
hatchet for a few minutes.” She slid out a tomahawk and handed it
over. Cage moved to a nearby healthy tree to find an appropriate
branch. It took several minutes until the right branch shape could
be located. He cut it and found another to do likewise. Cage then
handed her the two sticks with a sharp six inch joint with plenty
of strength to function properly. He then carefully traversed the
ice to cut a length of rope from the ice and returned with the two
and a half feet. “Grip these for now. I think we should find
shelter for the night. I’ll work on them then and make a leash
where they can dangle from your wrists and be ready at all
times.”

“My thanks, Love.” Brooke sheathed her
tomahawk, shouldered her pack and gripped the wooden ice axes,
ready to use them as he further explained the proper technique.
Cage took charge of the fur bedding they sleep on to stay off the
ground.

It took another hour to escape the pass
then Cage found the oddest thing. Ahead stood a pyramid-like hill
of ice, only it wavered like a mirage. The usual tingle of magic
didn’t change and that made it more odd. He went to ask Brooke if
she saw it, but by her expression revealed she didn’t see anything,
even with it right in front of them. She grumbled “Another frozen
lake. Don’t want to walk on ice ever again.” So she can’t see it? He asked internally. As they
walked away he kept an eye on it as it was fascinating, and likely
to kill him. He figured. At the peak of the four sided pyramid was
crowned a large, teardrop shaped object. From the distance he
guessed it to be as tall as a child and the base, where it was
widest, was nearly a foot and a half wide in diameter.

Cage left the pyramid mirage of clear ice
alone.

 


Inside an actual small cave they found that
didn’t smell, crackled a warm fire. Cage used Brooke’s tomahawk to
properly shape the wood while she followed his example. Working
kept thoughts about earlier from claiming her being and overly
mourning the death of her mare. She watched as he cut a small notch
in what would become a handle and took the half of rope he cut
again to firmly tie it on so nothing would allow the rope to slip
from the wood. The underside of what would become the pick became
sharpened to drive the applied force deeply and smoothly into the
ice or snow. Ice would be infinitely more damaging to the weaker
wood, but if there is a crack of some kind it would catch. The
underside was shaved flat, only so much to not lose any integrity.
The joint at the head would be a problem and wouldn’t hold a
person’s dangling body weight, but he hoped Brooke wouldn’t need it
for that. If it could keep her from sliding or rolling helplessly
it would ease his mind.

Just as they were finishing, their sharp
hearing heard the crunching of snow from weight. Both stood in the
cave. Brooke removed her tomahawks, expecting a bear or some
malevolent creature as Cage took up a simple fighting stance,
expecting likewise.

What came next was completely unexpected.
“Cage, you are one crazy fool, coming into this forest.”

“Who’s out there?!” Brooke demanded
hotly.

“Wait… that voice… it cannot be… I know it…”
Cage stood up and asked hesitantly “Granny, is that you?”

Megdline sighed heavily as she trudged into
the light of the fire. She shook the flurry of snow from her
shorter jet black hair. She brushed her yellow robes after tucking
her staff with the inlaid topaz gem in the curve of her left arm.
Her grey eyes looked into the small cave just tall enough for Cage
to stand up.

Next entered Frill, the large Maine Coon
feline. His woodsy coloring remained the same even though clumps of
snow clung heavily onto his fur. His intelligent golden eyes looked
over the fire to the two before he tilted his head towards Megdline
and began meowing and making sounds like a bird. She replied “Me
too. Hold on and let me get the snow off you.”

Cage felt a tingle of magic and jumped in
front of Brooke, raising a shield around them both.

Megdline stopped her magic and turned her
worried eyes out into the darkness. Frill jumped around and hissed
while using his magic. “What did you see, Cage?”

“Granny, if that is who you really are, prove
it.”

Megdline became less defensive and
lowered the staff. She sighed in relief. “Don’t scare me like
that!” She turned back around to see he hadn’t lowered the magic.
“Interesting…” she sent her magic forth and stepped back as she saw
black blades appear from his outstretched fingers. “Cage, I do not
understand why…” she stopped talking as Frill yowled and began his
cat-speak. “Oh, I hadn’t considered that.” She lowered her magic
and said “I’m sorry for worrying you. But it truly is me. Only I
cannot prove it… wait, do you think the forest conjured a likeness
of us to kill you?” He nodded and lowered into a frightening
fighting stance. Slowly she lowered her staff to the ground and
held up her hands. “I know you can sense usage of magic like
myself. If I were a spell designed to kill you, it would be easy to
feel the stronger prickling sensation from this short of distance.
Right now I’m not using any active spells and I’ve stripped my
wards to comply.” She looked down beside her. “You too, stop using
magic.” Frill spoke. “Hey, it was your observation… we both know he
won’t attack unless provoked. I for one do not want to fight him when we finally get to find
him after getting out of the dreadful snow.” Frill huffed and
lowered his magic. His tail twitched with disgust and worry for it
left them exposed.

Cage saw them go and stand by the wall. Their
compliance made his stance melt, but the swords remained.

“Love, they could be another trap.”

Megdline’s eyes narrowed as she got a better
look of the woman standing behind him. She didn’t say anything as
it might make the situation more dangerous.

“I don’t sense her magic beyond my own. If
they were a trap this place could do much worse. There could be a
cave-in to crush us, attack us the moment they entered or even seal
the entrance. Keep your weapons at the ready though.”

“I didn’t consider that an option.” She
replied, keeping an eye on the two.

Cage stopped the magic and said “Brooke, what
you’re about to see will be a test. If Megdline so much as twitches
you may attack. Do not attack unless I wave my arms in a moment.”
He saw her nod as he stepped aside. “Frill, do you remember our
first encounter?” The large cat nodded seriously. “Then do as you
did when I called you a pet.”

Frill’s eyes narrowed and he yowled
warningly, but then stopped when his gold eyes lit in
understanding. Frill lunged at Cage, using magic. Cage created a
barrier just over his chest as the feline knocked him to the
ground. Brooke went angry instantly until Cage spoke easily
“It is you, Frill.”

The cat blinked and looked down to see a half
inch space from his paws to Cage’s chest. Frill reduced his great
weight and sat. Cage removed his barrier and felt the natural cat’s
weight. Frill began to speak and Cage leaned up and met Megdline’s
eyes as she remained perfectly still. “He says you are stronger
than last time. Your slightly more proficient in our art.”

“Thanks, Frill. I’m glad it’s really you. If
it were a trap this forest conjured then you would have attacked my
throat or fought harder. If that were the case then I wouldn’t have
shown mercy.” He grinned.

Frill spoke and Megdline chuckled. “He said
it would be a short victory for him.”

Cage sat up and Frill hopped off and padded
over to Megdline again. “Now to ask you a question. Are there
spells capable of reading my mind to create lifelike illusions from
my memories and could replicate them with substance?”

Megdline smiled. “I’ve forgotten how
you think of such unique possibilities. But for such magic I can
definitively say no. The brain
is structurally the same for
everyone, but to see specific memories is impossible because we
think and react differently do to our personalities. It is why no
two people are the same. To pick one memory from your head would be
like finding a single drop of fresh water in an ocean. It would
instantly dilute into saltwater and be unusable. The only way to
read a mind is up to the person it belongs to. The person can show
memories through illusions which you’ve demonstrated for me before.
Even twin mages who lived their entire lives together cannot read
each other’s mind.”

“But then again, a trap that could read my
mind might extrapolate what I know of my experience with the two of
you to say exactly that to lower my defenses and kill me.” Brooke
blinked between them as he never spoke to her like this before.

Megdline gained an introspective expression
and tapped her bottom lip before saying “That is true and it could
be the same for me seeing you…”

Brooke moved beside Cage as he stood. “Now
for the big question, Granny… Why are you here right now, in Frozen
Forest? The chances of our meeting being a coincidence at this very
moment is impossible.”

“It isn’t chance that I’m here. I’m here for you.” She
looked to the cozy fire. “Frill and I are freezing. May we please
get warm by the fire first since I believe you are done testing for
the moment?”

“Cage, I do not like this.” Brooke said
clearly. “Why is she here in such a dangerous place for you? We
should not have been followed in here. Are you sure she is the mage
you told us if in your history?”

“Aside from a haircut I’m quite sure she
isn’t a fake. She is too elaborate to recreate from what I’ve seen
before. Speech and lecturing patterns are also as I expect from
her.”

“Thanks.” Megdline spoke. “May I also reclaim
my staff?”

“Sure, an illusion wouldn’t need one.” Cage
answered.

The middle-aged looking woman, which he knew
to be much older than she appeared, retrieved her straight staff
with tiny writings all over it. It stood as tall as she with an
enormous pyramid of golden topaz set in the top. She looked down at
Frill and used little magic to remove the clumped snow from her
Familiar. He spoke and shook from his whiskers to tail and she
replied “You are most welcome.” They walked closer and sat before
the fire. Megdline removed her gloves to warm pink fingers. Frill
jumped into her lap and looked at the pair. He then began meowing.
Megdline looked up and said “I know our meeting could have gone
better, but we saw the fire’s glow as it started getting dark. We
came straight here. Please sit, I will explain our presence here as
soon as the chill in my body melts.”

Brooke gripped her weapons and followed Cage
as he sat on the opposite side.

Megdline looked between the two and asked
with a small smile “Cage, you cruel man. First you had the
beautiful Meeka and you trade her for an equally beautiful…” She
looked closer and raised an eyebrow. “Utala priestess?”

Brooke jumped abruptly and shouted
angrily as her losses found an outlet. Her raw emotions didn’t find
the implication funny. “Do not ever
say that, Magic Woman! If you say anything so insensitive
about my woman or look down on my man and the Utala chieftain then
I will cut you deeply!”

Megdline simply blinked in surprise at such
an outburst, but not fearing attack.

Cage looked up and laid a hand on her
forearm. “Easy, Love, I do not think she knows.”

“Knows what?” The elder sorceress asked.

Brooke looked down at her man, realizing her
outburst was uncalled for, but he didn’t scold her or show pity. He
simply understood. His black eyes simmered with calm rationality.
She huffed and sat back down on the fur.

Cage then took her hand and threaded his
fingers through hers, making her lay one weapon down. He saw the
sorceress and Familiar staring intently. “First, let me ask how you
found me or how long you’ve been watching me?” Her grey eyes
widened but she kept quiet. “Which way?” He focused and created the
white string of light while also conjuring the spell where he could
see far away.

Megdline saw the light and watched as a
circular, black object appeared over the fire with a tiny orange
light which grew as it revealed the cave in which they occupied.
She smiled and said “I see you have learned to effectively use the
seeker’s thread and sight mirror.”

“Sight mirror and seeker thread?” He asked
and canceled the spells.

Megdline explained. “That versatile white
string is called seeker thread and the conjuring of sight from far
distances beyond your eyes range is the sight mirror.” She began
stroking Frill’s soft fur. “Those spells are very reliable and
there are only three more ways, to my knowledge, on how to follow
someone. The others require a sample of the target when you don’t
know what they look like, the sample being hair, blood, some kind
of bodily part or an object that belongs to them alone. The next is
to go into a deep magical trance that kills more often than finding
someone and the last, to my knowledge again, is being quite
familiar with a person’s mana where the mage instinctively knows
where the other is at all times.”

Cage stored the information. “And which did
you use?”

“A combination of the two you showed
me. I might have tasted your mana, but not to the degree to always
know where you are. That is usually reserved for lovers who have
been together for years. As for how long I’ve watched. I’ve
been… busy.” Cage didn’t let
the slight hesitation to go unnoticed or the fact her body language
is uneasy. “I have looked for you since last night, but I couldn’t
determine your exact location. It wasn’t until this morning that I
saw snow and at this time of year this forest is the only location
I knew to have snow and not be at high, mountainous peaks. I could
not jump to your exact location because the forest’s spells
prevents it. I Jumped to the edge of the forest and traveled, using
a seeker’s thread to find you a few minutes ago.”

“Hold up, Granny.” He said and spoke
quickly. “This Jump you speak
of, it is how you made that gold archway where you disappeared? Is
it instant teleportation? And how did you travel so far so fast
through the forest when we’ve been walking for two days? And why
the hell did you follow us in here, knowing the dangers better than
I? You haven’t forgotten that I’m not from Raliea have
you?”

The woman smiled and he noticed she relaxed
as he forcibly sounded anxious to give her a false sense of power.
“One thing at a time, Dimwit.”

“Dimwit?” He asked.

“If you persist on calling me ‘Granny’ then
I’m going to call you ‘Dimwit’.”

Cage smiled. “Sounds fair.” He then made his
leg bounce impatiently. Brooke had never seen him act this way and
came to realize it is nothing more than an act. She didn’t let on
this observation as he was so convincing she wouldn’t spoil his
work, whatever he planned. Cage remained quiet though, waiting.

“The many questions you will have, I
shall answer. Jumping is a simpler word for teleportation. As to
how I moved faster… is because I glided over the more deadly traps
sprinkled all over this ever changing land.” Then she held up a
finger for emphasis. “And I will never be able to forget you are from Earth. I’ll explain why after you first tell me everything that has
occurred since we parted.”

“Why? First tell me why I need to divulge
everything when you show up out of the blue, here of all
places.”

Frill meowed. Megdline looked down to listen.
“Alright, if we are to build trust I must be first to start…” She
sighed and met Cage’s mildly excited eyes. “The lengthy explanation
will come after I hear your tale. The primary reason I braved
Frozen Forest is because I have officially been the one selected by
the ruling members of the First Magical Council to become your
magic instructor. I am to guide and teach you magic so you won’t
unintentionally harm yourself or others while experimenting the
more commonly known practices. You will know all the spells I do,
in time, and must show wisdom and patience before I teach difficult
and complex spells…”

Cage dropped the visage entirely. “Does it
have anything to do with why you are completely terrified of
me?”

The crackling fire is all that made noise for
a time. Megdline and Frill simultaneously went wide eyed at him. He
had seen enough to realize this. His chuckle at their expression
got Frill hissing a laugh and shaking his head. Megdline listened
as she peered down at her Familiar. “Yes, I suppose he managed to
manipulate me again…” She swallowed dryly before looking up. “Yes,
I cannot express how much I’m terrified on what I learned, but I’m
still here because I hope I do not make a mistake as your
instructor. More than that, I know you have honor after our initial
encounter and I’ve invested many weeks of the hardest work I’ve
ever done because I like your candor. So few mages have it and
speak around their true meanings and motives. And I truly wanted to
see you and Meeka again. As I told you last time, it was the most
fun we had in years. Will that be sufficient before I hear what
you’ve done so that I can understand what I’ll need to properly
instruct you on? Leave nothing out for all is important to me. I
give you my word to explain everything after.”

He waited for a tense minute and could
read the sincerity in her words and movements. Megdline knew she
couldn’t hide anything anymore in his presence. Cage’s perception
is too great. Even Frill somehow impressed his own kind of
sincerity. “If you are to be the instructor I told you I needed
then it is within your rights to know everything and I will expect
the same of you. And I too give you my word that as long as you do
not betray me you will have no cause to fear.” He tapped his
temple. “I still know you are trustworthy because your spell
remains intact. You also said I would likely get a first class
sorcerer as a teacher and if you’re here by orders of the council
then it means they want to get a detailed report on me by
using our established relationship.
It is a simple tactic to gain intel on an unknown individual who
can make a second class sorceress fear a friend.” Megdline nodded
the truth of his reason. “I appreciate that. And for you to be here
then you gave my warning and they took it seriously.” Again she
nodded. “I won’t push you any further, but tell me everything
after.” Cage looked down at his hand entwined with Brooke to say
“Brooke, when we get to our encounter at the village I want you to
tell her from your perspective.”

Brooke noticed he meant for her to be part of
the conversation since she is entwined inseparably to him. She
nodded her willingness.

Cage started his story. “After you and
Frill Jumped somewhere, Meeka
and I left. Later up the road I found signs of more bandits and
took them all out…” Megdline listened intently to every word as he
explained how he ended the bandits lives, even using Meeka as bait
to divert attention. He told of how he saw Vin’re for the first
time and how he even explained he looked for advantages and
disadvantages the city had. Again, she smiled at his willingness to
speak openly. He told her of how he went shopping for clothes with
Meeka before returning to the well known Twinkling Bell. She
laughed with Brooke as he retold the story of men stealing Meeka’s
money and he recreated the imp illusion in the cave to satisfy the
two women’s curiosity. Megdline loved the premise of the imps,
especially when Frill batted a paw through one. She also became
impressed on how he alleviated tension by manipulating illusions
and roared as he described the intentionally unintentional
alteration of Meeka bathing in a cup sized bath.

“Good for her.” Megdline said as he detailed
Meeka’s first encounter and fight with the three men who had ill
intentions. “When you were passed out from overuse of magic, she
and I talked. Meeka told me how you were teaching her how to fight
with a knife. I’m glad you did, most women in her place would not
have had the strength or the means to defend herself. Go on.”

Megdline’s jaw dropped with Frill’s as he
detailed what he did after seeing her safely back to the inn from
the shadows. The more he spoke the harder it became to find any
false notes. She then held up a hand as Frill spoke. “Yes, I like
that suggestion… Cage, will you show us your memory. Like I said, I
cannot read your mind, only you can. Make an illusion of how you
see yourself or show us what it was like through your eyes. I would
also like to apply the truth spell again so I know what you show us
is genuine and not imagined.”

Cage leaned back. “I would rather not waste
my mana when I might need it tomorrow when we continue on. Making
my memory into an illusion would weaken me greatly because it isn’t
short or easy to form because of how elaborate I would need to make
it.”

“Nonsense. Are your forgetting I’m here,
Dimwit? I will be here as your guide and protector and my strength
alone could easily get the four of us out, even if you all were
non-ambulatory. I know you still fear I’m luring you into a trap,
but I need to see to believe what you just said.”

“Spoken like a rationalist.” Cage admitted
and said “Alright. Use the spell again and I’ll reiterate my
experience, slipping into Tate’s castle.” She whispered and he felt
the recognizable wedge in his mind. In return he only managed to
properly create the image of seeing what he did from climbing the
inner wall, using pebbles as a distraction, slipping behind a
stationed guard and into the castle and feeling the tingle of
magic, running up the wall and wedging himself against a pillar to
have oblivious servants pass right under him and eventually climb
and lay unnoticed above King Tate’s throne. Megdline watched and
listened in fascination as her truth spell prevented deception and
lies. Everything she saw was truth. She gasped as he kicked the
assassin, unintentionally killing him and binding the other two
conspirators before toying with the Vlaran elite. She cringed as
she watched General Kurk land a hit on Cage and Meeka’s
intervention that made him halt. Hers and Frill’s eyes widened as
they watched Cage head butt the king, breaking his nose before
everyone and how the situation relaxed as he said “It seems like
the second spirit I told you about was Queen Eleia, Tate’s wife. He
seemed to believe my description of her…”

“Did you show him an image of her?” He shook
his head. “Show me what she looked like.” Megdline demanded calmly.
The image altered into the beautiful spirit in a dress with a bird
Familiar perched on a shoulder. Megdline nodded. “That is certainly
Queen Eleia. You couldn’t imagine her because you weren’t here when
she died nor are their paintings of her to draw reference. She
loved him very much and would likely do anything to send someone to
save the king. Go on.”

“Well Tate asked me if I wanted a reward, but
I told him it was a fulfilled job. I won’t go outside a sealed deal
or ask for more than originally detailed in the agreement. Instead
he made another deal I couldn’t say no to without killing just
because I was inflexible. I cannot tell you what was said in
private, but I had to hand deliver something and the reward for my
services is to keep Cage Island free of hassle from Vlara law while
still being part of their territory and have his political
protection. I would own the island. And he well knows if he breaks
our deal I’ll kill him… Afterwards Meeka and I boarded a ship and
sailed to Emrocan Port where Meeka bought another horse with money
Tate gave to us for expenses. We decided to then go across the
Tribal Plains where we were surprised by a Utala hunting party. A
man hit me from behind and I was told Meeka got angry and killed
him.”

Brooke felt Cage squeeze her hand for her to
start and watched as his images vanished. His breathing became
deeper and she knew the signs of him beginning to tire. Brooke
claimed the woman’s and cat’s attention. “I got word on the coming
of outsiders and gathered the elders in our village outside my
tent. I hid among my sisters to see him and Meeka walking together.
Meeka was timid and frightened, being around all of our tribe, but
Cage here seemed oddly comfortable.”

“Likely because of his extensive fighting
skills. Even weakened, I saw him kill ten bandits like no other.”
Megdline said.

“It was a suspicion of mine as well, but I
wasn’t too sure at the time. As we both know, he is a surprising
male with many talents. Our meeting… It was such a profound day I’m
not sure how it happened exactly, but he turned around and looked
right at me as I hid behind my sisters. He knew I led the Utala
without being told, give away his passing glance on me, nor did he
know what our beads signified at that time. I came close to find
Meeka the most beautiful woman I ever laid eyes on and couldn’t
rightly accept her into the tribe without my seeing her skills.
Cage told me to test her and was confident she could beat any man,
but then he also explained the curse she had been given as a baby.
One man I chose as the strongest warrior of those who volunteered
to challenge for mating rights lost quickly.” She smiled at Cage.
“She later told me how he trained her to become a skilled warrior.
Well after her victory I uhh…” She then asked “Should I tell her
about you know who… the one who somehow foresaw our meeting?”

“Might as well. He’s already dead and
everything came to pass.”

Brooke nodded. “Megdline, what will give you
clearer understanding is our tribe was the last to see the
far-seer… uh… the Great Prophet alive.”

“What?” She asked breathlessly. Frill began
chattering swiftly. “Hush, Frill, I want… no, need, to hear
this.”

Brooke waited a second till the cat silenced
and looked intently. “Twenty years ago, when I was three, he came
to our village with his remaining moments. I was given a blessing
from him as well as a prophecy another also had.” Brooke hiked up
the wrap and pulled her pants down to show off her mark and then
spoke the prophecy he had given. “He disappeared and my people said
he was to die not long after. I still remember the sound of his
bones breaking as his body rotted.”

“Many wondered what happened after he
disappeared from Vin’re. Are you sure it was he?”

Brooke nodded seriously. “The priestess
before me knew him as he blessed her many years prior. I can see
what you are wondering and his blessing took away my scent. Let me
get back to before.

“On the day of Cage and Meeka’s arrival it
was exactly twenty years. I saw her fight and heard her curse to
know the prophecy came true. I assume you are aware of tribal
customs as I brought her into our sisterhood.” Megdline’s jaw
dropped again. “Yes, I kissed her.”

“But how? You should be dead. I felt her
power when she kissed Cage… a magician could not have survived
unless…” It then became clear.

“Unless the far-seer visited her before
I.” she finished, fortifying the assumption. “He
cursed her and blessed me. I knew it was true as I spoke part of
my prophecy and she finished it. Her curse was somehow negated by
my blessing as the far-seer somehow planned. I kissed her and knew
she was my mate immediately.” She then looked at Cage to notice him
calmer, still focusing on the two across the fire. “When I kissed
her… Cage changed and said he
was happy for us and kissed my woman’s forehead. I cannot tell you
how empty he looked, for no words could come close to describe it.
The dead looked more alive. He then grabbed his pack and went to
leave. I was told he was the third one of my prophecy, but I didn’t
believe it. I wanted to prove Elder Metak wrong by killing Cage. I
would not let a man be inside me who couldn’t beat me. I killed the
last chieftain years ago and every challenger since. As it was, I
hated men completely and wanted to kill any who tried for chief. I
did it because the chief has rights to bed the priestess and the
priestess must be strong to allow only a worthy chief lead our
people. Well I attacked Cage and challenged him to mating rights,
to kill honorably under our laws. That deadness I saw in him
vanished as he got to fight me. He told me later he knew I hated
men and accepted my first challenge.” She then asked. “Love, I
cannot describe it well. Will you show her our first fight and your
monkey-attack?” Megdline got immediately confused, but not for long
as Cage brought the memory to life. It played and her cheeks
reddened as she saw his impressive nakedness. She watched and
chuckled a bit at his antics before laughing harder than she had in
a very long time after he humped air and jumped back in surprise.
Frill choked from purring a laugh as his partner wiped a tear from
her eye. The image vanished. “As you see, I cut his chest with my
tomahawk, but he didn’t avoid it. I’ll get to that point in a few
minutes.

“After I was helpless to such an attack
and didn’t find it proper, when I recovered he accepted another
challenge. It was then I got to see him fight so I know what you
meant of seeing his skill. His calmness proved itself in that
fight. Ever since I killed the last chieftain, not
one man has ever pushed me so hard
and none as effortlessly as Cage. He then flipped me and won the
match. He beat me, won the mating challenge to claim me and I got
up to kiss him, to bring him into the tribe as our leader and my
lover. Then something strange happened. When I kissed him that
is.”

“And what might that have been?” Megdline
translated for Frill.

This time Cage answered. “They don’t know
because they were hijacked by magic, Brooke and Meeka I mean. Their
hair snapped straight in the air and I felt strong magic from them.
They began speaking in unison, but I couldn’t follow. Here, since I
can show my memory… this is what I saw.” He used the spell again
and Brooke got a good look at the image she saw of herself, and how
their eyes glowed so ominously. “Then that hollowness I carried
inside me shattered a moment before they collapsed.”

“Can you clarify what you mean?”

“Not entirely. I always felt alone,
especially after getting paralyzed. You know my story, but I didn’t
tell you how alone I felt afterwards, losing everyone and women
never looked at me that way again. It was like an unbreakable wall
to protect myself for others.
I didn’t want to get close to anyone because of that hole, but I
didn’t want them uncomfortable around me. I cannot fully explain,
but whatever spell the Great Prophet placed on Meeka and Brooke
along with their curse and blessing started something as Brooke
kissed Meeka and then me. I
was told this, but it seems highly likely. I sent magic inside me,
but couldn’t find any lingering magic or anything regarding that
hollowness. With it gone I could finally feel love. I’ll let Brooke
take up the conversation from here.”

She smiled and kissed his cheek, loving how
he loved them now. “When Meeka and I woke up we heard the elder say
as he explained. Do you understand what happened?”

“I have a likely idea.” Megdline
replied. “There are innumerable spells and variations, but in my
youth I remember a reference to freeing emotions by destruction.”
Her grey eyes met Cage’s. “It would take great skill to even do as
you explained, but to have such a structured spell be cast after
the caster died twenty years ago can only be done by a select few.
The Great Prophet being one I know who could do such a thing with
his power and gifts. The spell targets the most unwanted emotion the person has, even if they
don’t understand it. It destroys the emotion by severing the
memories that link itself to the trauma. The memories remain
intact, but the specific emotion is gone forever. It is a tricky
spell that must be done with great care. For if the greatest
unwanted emotion a person has is love then the spell will make it
so the target will never love the same way again. So this
hollowness you speak of will never plague you again and has allowed
your soul to open for others.”

“When you put it that way, I can understand
it.” He smiled.

Brooke became satisfied as well. “We then had
a celebration to welcome a new brother and sister to the Utala.
Cage became chief by defeating me and Meeka a sister, both destined
to be my mates.” Megdline smiled. “Well somehow Cage slipped away
from the ceremony without being noticed and none of our people
could find him at all.” Cage smirked at the memory. “Meeka warned
we wouldn’t find him, which we didn’t. So Meeka and I made love and
she was so amazing for her first time.

“The next day he returned and he told us his
story about coming from another world. Many did not believe him,
but his story and magic he has shown you tonight made me think it
is too elaborate to be false.”

“Put it out of question. Cage is
definitely from Earth.” Megdline
spoke.

“Alright… Well he disappeared again
without mating with us. Meeka had
to cut him like I did. We both wanted him badly, but we knew
she alone couldn’t get near enough to draw his blood. It was a deal
they made. She draws his blood and he’ll give her a prize of her
choosing. So we conspired and I was able to distract him so she
could cut him. It nearly cost us our lives. He is very dangerous
and doesn’t take well to being surprised from behind.” He chuckled.
“Well eventually we got him to agree and later…” Brooke grinned and
her coppery cheeks reddened. “Well he is a powerful lover with
amazing stamina. He caused us untold
pleasures.

“In the morning he began to show talents as
our chief. He did things no other before has. He taught the
children how to fight barehanded and got them to look to him with
great respect and know he has a firm yet kind hand. He even healed
all our people who were sick and had ailments. All of our people
love him greatly.”

“That is what I like to hear.” Megdline
announced. “He is both dangerous and generous. I cannot involve
myself in my report of him or it would seem too bias. To hear he
has healed without an ulterior motive will go a long ways to ease
worries. Please continue.”

“Love, you start the next part. If I tell it,
my anger will get the better of me.”

Cage nodded and went on to explain his
scouting of the Laqura Empire’s forces and his experiments. He then
asked after explaining the battle with the mage and dog “Granny,
it’s been really bothering me since that encounter… How did the dog
fire magic that acted like acid? I thought Familiars only had
increased physical talents. Also why does the amount of magic
degrade over time? When I worried about more wyrms, before we met,
I spelled sticks to snap at the sense of magic, but only a few
retained enough to break in the morning.”

“Magic degradation I will touch on later as
does the Familiar’s use of magic. What I will say is the magic it
fired at you didn’t belong to the Familiar. The dog had help. It is
to be among my first lessons to teach you so you do not tire as you
normally do. Please go on.”

Cage sighed. “After we fled we returned to
the village where I knew we would lose if those men caught us.
Brooke and Meeka got the idea to send our people to my island. We
packed and left in the morning.

“A few days later our hunters found scouts
and the head elder of my people told us of a cave in the Darshay
Mountains. We all fled there, but a thousand of the Laqura were hot
on our trail. We hurried up the mountain where I spelled the arrows
with the ability to slip through the soldiers enchanted shields.
Right when the cave came in sight I had our best warriors stand
with me and sent the rest up the mountain. I told Meeka to go as
well. We stood our ground to give the others time to get inside.
Then the worst happened, they brought a sorcerer riding a very
angry looking bull…”

Megdline blinked. “Wait, is this him?” she
brought forth an image.

“Yes, how do you know him?” He asked and
Brooke glared at the image knowingly.

“First tell me how you
even survived an encounter.” Megdline
said hotly and Frill stared at her and yowled. “Hush, I need
to know.”

“Well I sent a spell to trip the bull by
causing a landslide on the path, but he countered it by making the
ground pure white before the bull stumbled. He then sent a jet of
white flames at us and I countered with black flames, which I’ll
also need to ask about, but he was far more powerful and I knew we
were going to lose so I gave every last ounce of strength on an
idea and sent a wave of force to knock a dozen large trees between
him and us. I passed out, but Brooke later told me he made the
trees explode, giving her and a few of our warriors time enough to
use the resulting smokescreen from the blast to drag me in the cave
where she ordered the remaining spelled arrows to cause a
cave-in.

“When I came to I learned six of our people
didn’t make it into the cave.” In a very serious tone he met
Megdline’s gaze fully. “Meeka being one of them.” Megdline’s jaw
dropped. “I figured out how to create the spell to find her out of
necessity. The first time I did it the spell was too much to
handle, but the next time I did it I found her shackled as a slave
with others.”

“I’m so
sorry.” She said genuinely then looked to Brooke. “I’m so
sorry, Priestess. If I hadn’t been so focused on Cage I would have
looked up Meeka and had a better idea of the situation. If she has
been taken then am I right to assume the reason for our situation
at the moment is to rescue her?”

“Why else would we be in this dreaded
place?” Brooke said sarcastically before shivering from a sudden
chill of wind. “And I accept your apology. I am just on edge and
must apologize myself. I miss my people and daughter dearly and
I just lost my horse to a trap
a few hours ago.”

“No apology needed, Brooke. If I had
been attentive I wouldn’t have made such a lame joke.” Frill then
spoke as he saw Cage’s unspoken question. Megdline showed a sullen
look. “Cage, the sorcerer you fought was one of the empress’s top
mages. He is a powerful first
class sorcerer by the name of General Adair and the bull is Colm.
He killed my great grandson two years prior in a cruel experiment.
He is a powerful necromancer who cruelly twisted my descendant’s
parted spirit into a ghost and sent him after my husband. My
husband had no choice except to destroy our blood
entirely. Nothing remains after a
spirit is destroyed.” A tear spilled down her cheek and she quickly
wiped it away. “I truly hate
necromancers and Adair is nearly as ancient as the empress
herself and has spells that make him nearly invincible. I fear
necromancy and want nothing more than to see that man dead, but my
power is too insignificant compared to his.”

“Now I can understand your reaction when I
told you I saw spirits and you have my condolences.” Cage watched
her nod and saw the set in her eyes that wanted a subject change.
He returned to the story of how he used the seeker thread to find
water and an exit and she nodded that it was the correct choice. It
appeared to be news, finding a uninhabited dragon lair. Then he
asked “Granny, when we were near the exit we came across a room of
snakes, some dangled from the ceiling. What are they called? We
don’t have them on Earth.”

Her eyes widened. “Was anyone bitten?”

“I was, several times in fact, but my boots
didn’t allow their fangs to pierce anything. I wiped their venom
off later.”

“Then it is a good thing that you were there.
Those snakes are called Zeether and are the most venomous creatures
of our world. They are creatures who’s venom bonds to mana and
causes rotting of the flesh that cannot be cured. The only stop is
to sever the body part before it enters the bloodstream. From
reports of the Great Prophet, Queen Eleia described what she felt
with her magic and it is what likely claimed his life. It wasn’t
just Zeether venom though for it had been altered to infect anyone
he came into contact with by touch or breathed the same air as he.
Natural Zeether venom rots only the intended victim so the snakes
can feast, no matter how large the prey. How did you get around
them… a mating ball? Oh you sly dog. I never heard anyone doing
that. It worked adequately I presume?” He smiled. She listened for
a few more minutes and nearly choked. “A full grown wyvern,
seriously?”

Brooke nodded. “It is hard to forget
something so frightening.”

“Did the tribe die is why you are alone? How
did you escape?” Cage shook his head. He went into detail and she
shook her head. “You are certainly more powerful than our last
encounter. Manipulating light within a protective barrier while
encompassing the whole tribe… To resist those flames means you are
now close to a third class sorcerer’s top strength. Amazing, simply
amazing how far you’ve come. I do not think without the horse’s
diversion you could have withstood anything else.”

“You would be right. I collapsed as soon as I
dropped the barrier. The others drug me into the trees to recover
and we left the mountains without further incidence. When everyone
got together and were safe, Brooke and I left the tribe in the old
chief’s capable hands to lead them to safety.

“Later we ran into highwaymen and removed
them. We continued to Castle Emroc where I delivered the package to
Skylar. He read it and used the castle’s defenses to trap me.” He
conjured the memory for both women and he still felt the wedge in
his mind to keep him from lying.

“Impossible, you actually cut through such a
castle which has never been done before… yet you did it.” The older
woman shook her short black hair.

“There is something I must confess after
Skylar released me. Apparently the Great Prophet left me a prophecy
before he died.”

“Really? What is it if I may ask?”

“It was the last prophecy he left in Tate’s
care on the day he died before visiting Meeka and Brooke.” Megdline
got a startled look, as did Frill. “Brooke had a logical
explanation. Since he couldn’t give me my prophecy because I lived
on another world he made sure it didn’t disappear. Do you know of
which I speak?”

Megdline nodded. “But how can you be sure it
is you that is spoken of?”

This time Brooke answered. “The spirits call
him Lord Death. And I do not believe it a coincidence that he came
and became chief to the Utala…”

“Oh, this it too much.
Reapers! How could I have forgotten
such a name… It was hard before, but with this knowledge makes
things harder. After all I know now, it cannot be disputed. I feel
this wasn’t chance after all.” Megdline hung her head for a moment.
“Cage, are you our hope or despair?”

He brought a knee up and said clearly “Both I
presume. If you are a friend you will have hope, but if one is an
enemy then they will despair. It is basically the same warning I
had you relay. I think the prophecy is a warning to all who stand
against me. I don’t know about the darkness or being Death
Incarnate, but you’ve had a taste of my capabilities and heard all
I’ve done.” She remained quiet as he explained Lord Doyle as a
detailed recollection of what Brooke did to him later. “The only
thing left to finish the story is Brooke and I were forced to take
the forest because of the many Laqura forces blocking our way east.
I fell in a pit where I would have died if not for Brooke insisting
we get tied together. Then a few hours ago we fell in another trap
which claimed Brooke’s horse’s life. Both fell and I reacted
quickly enough to stop us. Brooke pulled herself out before it
closed and reset itself. That brings us to the here and now. We are
going after Meeka and the others who are being enslaved.” He then
smiled kindly to say “And I must greatly thank you, Granny.”

“What for?” she asked curiously.

“Thanks to our encounter and your guidance I
and many others I’ve met would have died several times over were it
not for you. Healing by magic is amazing and I just wanted to be
sure and thank you for giving me the confidence that I wouldn’t
make a mistake.”

She smiled pleasantly. “I was glad to help at
the time.” Cage and Brooke went silent and stared at them. Megdline
sighed and began stroking Frill’s soft fur as he began to purr
loudly. “So it is time for me to tell my story now huh?”

Brooke announced. “We have not left anything
out.”

Megdline nodded and removed the truth spell
from Cage who smiled his thanks. “Cage, I’ll start from the
beginning, as I left you…” Frill began speaking and she nodded.
“Cage, Frill wants me to teach you the truth spell I used on you so
you will know I tell the truth. It requires little mana to maintain
and implement.” He sat straighter and nodded he is ready to learn
such a spell. “Focus on me as the target and repeat after me ‘Allow
only truth to part from your lips or be shown through experience.
Any lies or false creations are prohibited from interfering with
the conversation.’ Say it like that so you do not make a person
choke on their tongue. It isn’t pleasant without these specific
words.” Cage memorized the spell and reiterated it. He felt a
miniscule draw as the spell started and Megdline felt the wedge.
“Well done. It feels as it should, but it is proper etiquette to
ask permission to use this spell on another.”

“Noted. It is good to now have this at my
disposal as an extension to my already refined reading skills.” He
admitted. “I’m ready.”

Megdline got a bit comfortable and
Frill purred as she pet him. “After I made sure you and Meeka would
be well enough on your own, Frill and I Jumped to the approximate
location you warned us where the wyrms ambushed you. We were off a
ways, but Frill’s keen sense of smell picked up on the well known
scent of a wyrms den. In a few hours we found signs of where you
were led to the large cave entrance. Frill went in first as he
usually does as my best friend and protector. He returned saying it
was safe and I was surprised to find the beasts exactly as you said
and killed in the same manner. And that female, the big one, was
one of the largest I’ve ever personally seen. You and Meeka
were very lucky. I studied the
corpses with magic to find one of the adolescents, the one you
punched through the ear, filled with fertilized eggs and
incinerated her body before they hatched within her and would feast
until they were ready to set out on their own. Even the young are
resilient. The large mother though had done as I suspected and hid
a clutch of eggs in the back cave where she found a suitable crack.
There were eleven in all and would have hatched in the next few
days.” Her grey eyes were genuine. “It is good we got to them Cage,
those wyrms would spread like locusts, consuming all wildlife in
the Vlaran Mountains before spreading out. Just to be sure I got
them all I created a spell and collapsed the cave. The spell would
drain the mana from all living things for over three hundred feet
before sucking the mountain down to crush everything. Effectively,
I killed all life in that cave and removed evidence. I left my
mark” She used a thumb to signify the golden mark of Frill covering
her back. “on the former entrance to tell any mage who came to
investigate that I took care of the threat.

“Afterwards I made a direct Jump to
Twilight and knew that there were many things I needed to do. My
biggest concerns were of you.” Megdline spoke to Cage as he sat
unconcerned. “I knew it was imperative that I speak directly to the
ruling members of the First Council, but one does not
just barge in unannounced. I had to
abide by protocol as all must for they hear all concerns. There are
three levels to the council, but it is up to the individual to
decide the importance. The Third Council deals with common
concerns. The Second Council deals in mediation and disputes. And
the First deals with matters of great importance and do not take
kindly to petty issues. My husband is on the ruling First Council
and has asked me to refrain from speaking of him directly.” She saw
her newest student shrug and went on. “Because he is on the council
I know what he must deal with and my meeting with you certainly
fell in his domain. He is a very busy man, but is a stickler for
protocol so I couldn’t bypass my concerns and ask him directly at
home. I had to formally submit a request to speak to the council
and wait until it was my turn to be seen. I was told I had a
minimum of a week to wait and a maximum of fifteen days. That was
fine by me so I finished my first task and went to the Dangerous
Species and Conservation Office that often work with dragons to
make sure one species doesn’t get too overpopulated or cause mass
destruction.

“My report wasn’t the only one they received
on wyrms causing problems in Vlara, but they currently didn’t have
any reasonable answers and were under investigation. I’m sorry to
say I still don’t know why they were out of their habitat.

“Before I finished my day I went to
Twilight’s vast library. There are millions of books, Cage. Do you
like you read?”

“Very much so. What types of things are in
the library?”

“Nearly everything we know. There are levels
dedicated to different types of books from the universe and what we
know to spells known and hypothesized. Certain areas are
restricted, usually for students who aren’t ready or have wisdom to
use certain knowledge inappropriately. We have many records dating
back thousands of years. Many books still remain as they were
originally written because one of Twilight’s spells protects the
books from being ruined, torn or degraded over time.

“I tell you this because I wanted to look up
and study what I learned from our encounter. I wanted to read of
Ceembura, the craftsman of your gauntlets and boots, find
references to mages who found they had magic as an adult, a mark
that grows and shrinks…”

“Told you.” Brooke nudged.

“Hey I didn’t say you were wrong.” He replied
while easily maintaining the spell.

Megdline put her story aside to ask “So you
saw it as well, Brooke?”

She nodded. “He was shirtless when he
protected us from the wyvern. It went from two loops to eight and
looked to want to make ten before he lost consciousness and it
returned to the two rings.”

“Then his strength did indeed increase
because I saw only a bit over four last time. I’ll explain why
later.” Megdline said to forestall anymore interruptions. “Where
was I? Ceembura, adult, mark growth… Oh right! Worlds referring to
a planet called Earth, worlds without magic, failed Summonings and
gigantic Familiars.

“Frill and I separated to speed up the
process. He went to the Familiar section while I went to find
ancient first class sorcerers. Each mage has their own book
archived, even me, and can look up others if they wish. Some have
small books, others large. It is required mages leave something
behind, a legacy if you will. It wasn’t all that difficult to find
Ceembura’s book. Then I went in search and used spells to find the
other books, but all I could find in the library were two thin
books relating to mages who gained powers as an adult. A reference
to Earth, no magic or growing and shrinking marks didn’t seem to
exist. Frill returned to tell me he couldn’t find any reference to
the Familiar you failed to summon that was near what he searched
for. So since he couldn’t find what he needed he padded off to see
if the dragons knew anything that might help.

“With the books I did find, I checked them
out and went to my home to study up. My husband was home and
greeted me since it had been many weeks since we last saw each
other.”

“Before I hear what you learned, I want to
understand why we met in Vlara if you live in Twilight?”

“That is easy, Cage, I’m an adventurer
and my husband is a council member. We each love what we do, even
if we are separated for a time. It is good for us both. Frill and I
love traveling. Besides, many mages call Twilight home because of
how simply amazing it is there and people don’t treat you
differently. I also have homes in Vlara and Emroc. When you live
longer than most, you find adventuring refreshing for a still
heart.” She noticed it satisfied his thoughts. “I really wished to
tell my husband of our encounter, but again, I know he wouldn’t
allow it. He likes keeping work separate from home. In the morning
I had the time to sit down and began reading the two small books on
adult awakenings and found it was exceedingly rare and comes when
the person is pushed beyond their physical or mental limit. Nearly
all died, especially when there was an experiment to intentionally
force non-mage people into becoming one, but again, less than one
percent survived. The other problem I found that in those few
adults, their power and mana quality was less than a third class
wizard and above a magician. From our time with you, we saw great
power from you and your potently sweet saliva didn’t correlate to
what I read. I presumed, at the time, it might be because you would
have been a born mage like myself and many others, if you were in
fact born on Raliea.

“The books were a short read and not
much help actually so I took out Ceembura’s thick tomb and began
reading through it. I found he lived five thousand five hundred
years ago. From what you told me of his gauntlets, he lived little
more than five hundred years, quite short for a first class
sorcerer. Though he didn’t live long by our standards he pioneered
bonding man and magic. It is an exceedingly difficult and complex
skill that so few even know of the idea or premise of such magics
let alone know his name.” Cage looked at his hands to understand
that clearer than anyone else. “He was a powerful sorcerer, but
quite eccentric from what he left behind for me to read. Ceembura
was also designated and known to others as the Skull Mage.” This
made Cage laugh and it infected the others as it was perfectly apt.
When they settled she continued. “He didn’t like to be well known
as he liked seclusion to perform and perfect his unheard of kind of
magic. Even I didn’t know of his name or the types of magic he
rarely shared. Towards the end of the book he talked about making
masterpieces when he came across something he referred to as ‘the
rarest of the rare’ and that is all I could learn. It took me three
days of being undisturbed to read his work.” Megdline then pointed
to Cage’s hands. “I truly believe what Ceembura referred to was
finding those flawless black diamonds in your hands. They are too
perfectly identical to not
come from a single gem he cut into four and divided them for
the octagonal eyes set in the engraved skull.”

Frill began meowing and sounding like a bird.
“He wants me to translate this part… After I left my partner I went
into Blind Mountains where many dragons call home. I wanted to
speak to one of the elder dragons, possibly the Rex Gralla of the
colony…” He began meowing when he caught Cage’s confusion. “Rex, is
the highest title for dragons, like a king or you being chief of
the Utala. There is one Rex for each of the six dragon colonies and
we have two in the Emrocan territory. One in both Fire and Blind
Mountains… But he was busy and I got to speak to another elder
dragon. I climbed his scales till I could sit on his snout and
speak my mind. I told him of you and what I saw, but he laughed it
off.” Frill grinned in his way and licked a paw for a few strokes.
“I scratched his nose and drew a little blood, but it didn’t hurt
him, just to get his attention. I asked what was so funny, but he
didn’t answer. He had me repeat our encounter and gave me an
inquiring look to change my words if I was being false. He knew
something, but didn’t tell me. The next thing I know the dragon
Jumps me back to Megdline, but not before he said ‘The line we
thought to never see again has made a circle.’ and it wasn’t till a
few days ago that I understood that message.”

“And when he came back he told me all he just
told you.” Megdline spoke for herself and couldn’t lie. “I then
dedicated the next three days to finding those desired books in the
library, searching the bindings one by one. Still I did not find
even a reference to your situation and it was frustrating not
knowing yet we had to.

“Then I finally got the call to be seen by
the First Council. Frill and I entered the chambers and began
retelling and using magic to show them all I saw and heard of my
story on how the bandits surrounded me and how you singlehandedly
killed them with physical and magical skill. This intrigued and
amused the members as it had me and none of them had never seen you
before either. Oddly though, my husband told me to retain the image
of my memory and something in his tone was secretly frightened. He
had me hold position on the image of infinity on your back.”

“Why? It should be no more odd than a giant
gold tattoo of Frill on yours.” Cage commented.

“I will get to that, but when my
husband saw the image he and the other first class sorcerers and
sorceresses grew deadly serious. I asked what is wrong, but he
shook his head and spoke to me as a member of the council, not my
loving husband as he told me to explain every detail of my time with you. He, his
Familiar and others in the room gave knowing, grave glances as I
showed them the first time I showed them your back… when your mark
grew then shrank. Even the sweetness of your mana I tasted further
added to my report. I held the floor the entire time and explained
everything and I had never seen those mages so void of emotion or
watched as the color drained as you said you came from Earth. I
expected a laugh like I first did when I heard you say it. I showed
them your solar system as you had for me. Truth can only be spoken
in the chamber so they knew my encounter to be genuine. I told them
how you wanted to heal and have a Familiar of your own. I then
added sound to my spell because I could not forget your chant or
the effect it had. I cannot even begin to describe the abject
horror on my husband’s face as he and everyone saw that gigantic
blue eye of the creature you tried summoning, the growth of your
mark or how even the weather changed after your chant. They had
relief as the Familiar didn’t come through, but that wasn’t enough
to make them feel at ease. I first told them you wanted a teacher
and when that was over I delivered your warning, but it was as if I
had slapped that room in the face. They took it more seriously than
I ever believed. My husband dismissed me and told me to wait
outside.” Megdline smiled and shook her head. “I tell you, I’ve
never in my life heard those on the Magical Council yell and make
the ground tremble. That room sounded like a war raged in there.
The whole of Twilight grew still after we stepped out. Cage, our
meeting threw centuries of calm minded and our most powerful mages
into a two year olds temper tantrum. And those loud deliberations
lasted for over an hour.

“Eventually the hostile debate ran its
course and went silent for the rest of the day. The remaining
problems were put off for an undetermined time, but I waited until
nightfall when the council finally called it an end to a day and
left to go home and they and their Familiars looked upon me oddly
before my husband had us go home. For the first time since we
married he broke protocol to explain what happened.” Frill hissed a
laugh. “Quiet you, he did not nearly soil himself.” Cage smirked,
liking the build-up she created. “Apparently, Cage, you are neither
a wizard or a sorcerer, but something profoundly more powerful and
deadly. My husband said this, word for word. ‘Megdline, you just
met a warlock!’ Cage, my friend, you
are a warlock.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


“A warlock?” Cage wondered aloud. “Why would
a warlock be any different than a sorcerer? Isn’t it just another
name for a mage. On Earth it was just a cool name in many fantasy
novels.”

Megdline swallowed dryly. “Cage,
do not take this lightly. If
it will help you to understand, right now my husband and the entire
Magical Council are viewing us this very moment in Twilight. Trust
me, if you are proven to be
evil and untrustworthy, the council will send every mage that has ever gone to Twilight as one
cohesive force to kill you before your strength reaches its
peak.”

Cage looked up to grin. “Hi Grandpa! If
you’re really watching than you’re smarter than the government from
my world. So long as you don’t come at me in any hostile way I
promise to be peaceful. And if you have been watching lately then
you’ve heard and have seen my word doesn’t break
unless I’m betrayed. And thanks for
sending Granny, it was smart. If you had sent someone else to
secretly gain intel I would be more than likely to use them and not
give you a damn thing to really learn about me.”

Then there came a violet orb that popped in
the ceiling and a deep, calm voice of a strong sounding man came
through. “That is the truth we have observed. I entrust my wife to
teach you and I will have you constantly updated for everyone’s
protection. If I get word you so much as harm one hair on her or
prove to be a threat then we’ll unanimously agree to commit all of
our resources and assets to hunt you down. I hear you make
unbreakable bargains?”

“I’m listening?” Cage smirked lazily to the
purple floating orb. Brooke felt lost in the conversation and
Megdline and Frill silently looked up.

“If the Great Prophet truly left his last
words for you then I will place a wager on you being our hope. He
was my dear friend and had only the best interest for prosperity in
mind. My wife will teach you the proper ways of using magic and so
long as you prove to be a patient and trustworthy pupil then I one
day welcome you to Twilight to have full access to whatever we may
offer. For now, I cannot endanger our people with your presence.
Will this be a respectable arrangement?”

“It is. Now leave us alone, I want to hear
what she also has to say.”

“Very well. Love, continue to disclose
everything you learned to him.”

“I was planning to.” Megdline smiled lovingly
as the orb vanished instantly. She smiled. “Calling him Grandpa…
Cage, do you have any fear?”

“Course I do. Being called a warlock and
being threatened by a government isn’t a big issue for me. If you
cannot control your fear it will get you killed. And even if I
haven’t been here on Raliea all that long I’ve learned that the
Magical Council is greatly relied upon. That wouldn’t be the case
if they were known for being liars and broke their word. Tate,
Cillian and Skylar seemed to impart on me the need for the Magical
Council and the good they do, even if mages scare the hell out of
people who cannot control their mana.”

“It is true.” Megdline confirmed. “I
didn’t expect my husband to actually
speak to you so soon, but it isn’t surprising. Right now he
is likely sitting together with the other ten first council members
and the twenty two others all watching closely on our meeting. And
as a stickler for protocol, he is bound by his word. Besides, he
needs to put the lives of our home before me and I know this is
hard for him. It is hard for me, but I accepted a responsibility I
wanted to have anyway.”

“How many are watching us?” Brooke asked,
glancing at the cave walls, looking for someone staring at
them.

“Since this is such a serious event, likely a
hundred or two. Can’t really say. But after I voice a specific
keyword only the ruling members of the First Council will be able
to view us. It will be a powerful spell so we at least have some
privacy, but hearing us and our conversations will be stopped as
well after I say the word. And any private moments will also be
automatically blocked. And as you are also here, Brooke, you fall
under the spell’s protection.”

“It seems I have no choice. So long as they
don’t keep us from rescuing our woman and people I have no issues.”
Brooke decided. “Continue, I want to understand why my mate has
frightened so many he has never been in contact with and why they
would kill him if he doesn’t meet their approval.”

“I won’t go down without a fight.” Cage
casually decided. Inside though he was trying to understand
everything and all it did is cause great frustration.

“Spoken as a warlock, but first I have
to ask you a question and have to test you. I already believe you
are a warlock, but the council needs to be absolutely sure.” Megdline said and Frill crawled
out of her lap and walked over to Brooke. He saw her grip on the
tomahawk tighten at her thigh. Frill sat down and
waited.

“Do what you have to, but get back to the
story.” Cage yawned.

“I shall. For the question. Cage, do you ever
remember your dreams?”

Brooke laughed lightly. “That’s your
question? Of course everyone remembers their dreams.”

“I’ve never had one I remembered in my entire
life. I’ve had daydreams and random thoughts, but never a dream in
which I was asleep.” He admitted and Brooke looked at him
openly.

Megdline nodded as if she expected this
and Cage found it oddly relieving someone didn’t find it abnormal.
“Lastly, Brooke, I must ask, do you have any meat? I ask because I
had a long talk with Meeka and she told me if I gave him any meat he would politely refuse. So
do you have some?”

“Yes, but he calls himself a vegetarian. He
will not eat meat.”

“He will humor me only this once.” Cage didn’t react, but his
stomach started to ache at even thinking of consuming an animal’s
flesh. “Brooke, please take out some and take a bite, give a piece
to Frill and me. Cage, you will partake last.”

Cage aimed a hand at Frill and would blast
him with magic as Brooke had to use both hands to retrieve her pack
and take out a strip of smoked meat. She found it and took a bite.
She shrugged as it tasted good and gave a broken piece to Frill,
setting it in front of his paws. He ate the morsel quickly and
licked his whiskers and then he walked back to rest in Megdline’s
lap. Brooke tore what remained in half and went to toss one over
the fire, but Megdline raised a hand and the piece floated to it
and she popped in the meat and chewed. “My, that tasted delicious
on an empty stomach. I didn’t even realize I haven’t eaten since
breakfast.” Megdline approved. “Now that you have seen us eat, you
do not have qualms of trying it?”

Cage reluctantly accepted the thumb
sized bite. What is the harm? They all ate
and she said I’ll only have to do it once. He figured.
He watched Brooke’s worry and Megdline’s coaxing. Getting over with
it he smelled it piece, trying to detect the poisons that had an
odor to find none. “Damn.” He grumbled, closed his eyes tightly and
popped the piece in his mouth, breaking his vegetarian streak for
the first time in sixteen years. He tried to remember how good it
used to taste, like jerky or a hamburger right off a
grill.

Instead, what he tasted was the revolting
flavor of something putrid and rotting. His stomach instantly
reacted by violently constricting and filling his mouth with vomit.
Cage’s eye flew open as he held his mouth closed while his cheeks
expanded. He jumped up, vaulted over the fire and Megdline to speed
to the outside where he could no longer contain the contents as he
retched loudly out into the snow. His body reacted and could not be
controlled. Cage emptied his whole stomach as he heard Brooke’s
voice demand when she recovered “WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM?!” He
panted hard and felt as if he’d been punched by a sledgehammer to
the stomach. Megdline softly said something he couldn’t hear as he
moved away from his retched pile steaming off the snow and found a
clean patch of the frozen ice, melted it in his cupped hands and
washed the acid and all remaining putrid taste out. He then spat
and repeated the process.

Cage returned to see Megdline sitting as he
had left her and Brooke stood fuming with her clutched tomahawks
prepared to fight to the death and looking very hostile. Brooke was
the first to see him and her anger melted slightly and said “Love,
are you well?”

In a cold tone, Cage said “Spill, Granny,
what the hell just happened? I’ve never tasted meat so vile, even
if it has been a few years.”

“I will explain in full, but you’ve shown the
council that you cannot be disputed as a warlock. Would you like
something to take the taste from your mouth? I have supplies
tailored to your specific diet.”

“Granny, that wouldn’t be a good idea for you
right now. After that…” He pointed outside. “My patience is on a
hair trigger.”

“Fair enough.” She conceded and gestured
towards Brooke. “Sit down and replenish what you lost with whatever
you already have.”

He glared angrily and clenched his fists, but
he knew she didn’t do anything and there was the subtle meaning she
would only ever ask that of him once. Megdline sat patiently and
waited for him to calm down. It didn’t take long as she hadn’t lied
since he still felt his magic spelling her. Cage closed his eyes
and slowed his breathing to regain control and lose the grin that
began to form. He opened them and walked around to dig in his pack
and eat the remaining few berries he found before entering the
forest. Brooke put her weapons aside and pressed the back of her
hand on his forehead and cheek to find them warmer than usual after
the fit. She also offered him her water skin, which he gladly took
to remove all bad tastes and settle his stomach.

Megdline waited till the pair calmed to
say “Forgive me, but I didn’t
want to do that. They
needed indisputable proof and none can deny you are a warlock
after that serious reaction to meat. They have it and will not ask
you to ever do it again.

“Back to when my husband took me home
and told me that you are a warlock, I had hundreds of questions,
but he had me hold them to say that you should not be on this world
at all.”

“Then it means I’m not the first man from
Earth to come to this world, especially since they can classify me
as a warlock.”

Megdline shook her head gravely. “This
is where your assumption is wrong, Cage. It is not that you
came to Raliea from Earth. Your people came from here!” She touched the hard ground she sat on to
emphasize. Cage’s eyes bulged without intention. “Cage, it would be
best for you to relax and hear all I have to say without
interruption and if you have a question after I’m done you may be
free to speak.” He agreed with a firm nod. “My husband sat me down
with Frill to say that after I relayed my encounter, he and the
others fought without anyone getting hurt, but for that first tense
hour there were two sides, one to kill you outright before the
information a warlock again walks among us and the other saw it as
a rectification of a past mistake. They wondered how Ceembura could
have made those armguards to summon you, and called his spirit to
the room, but he told them it was a once only spell that breached
the Great Divide, something he didn’t intend… I’ll get back to that
soon. Ceembura didn’t go into details, but he did have the council
want me to say to you ‘Keep entertaining all of us.’ Apparently the
spirits are watching you.

“I was also told a decision had been
unanimously reached to observe you before either side took any
action. Without a full agreement from the eleven members and their
partners, neither could act. And starting a war over you would do
no good. Also they saw it as a blessing in disguise that you were
willing to accept a teacher, but the hardest decision was
who could do it? They needed someone
with power to properly guide while also none important enough to
lose if you decided to go wild and kill everyone. In the end I was
chosen because of my qualifications and we already had contact. You respect me as
your elder teacher and a friend and they want to use that to
eventually reach a decision. In all actuality, I’m glad they chose
me, even if my husband is worried. Frill also enjoyed our time. It
was why all the members looked at me, putting their hope in me so
that you do not start something dangerous. And as your selected
teacher I was allowed where I never dreamed. My husband brought
both Frill and I to the First Class Magical Archives. I was the
first person in three thousand years under the first sorcerer’s class to be allowed
access to the most treasured and legendary room. It wasn’t even a
quarter as large as the main library, but that place holds
information that cannot be allowed to leave the vault because most
knowledge that is stored there is capable of destroying many ways
of life and even all life on this and other worlds. I had never
thought to have such honor, but I wasn’t taken there for fun or
enjoyment. I was taken to learn all there is to warlocks and why
you are here as the only one.” Megdline grew completely serious and
still felt the active truth spell. “Cage, have you ever wondered
why you came to another world that is nearly identical to what you
left behind, besides the technology? How you can even breathe the
air on another planet or have evolved exactly like us, physically?
Even convergent evolution would dictate differences between
separately evolved sentient home worlds. Even reproducing in the
same way as another human is theoretically impossible.”

“It crossed my mind a few times, but since I
couldn’t find an answer I let the subject drop.” He answered since
she asked, even if he was told to hold questions till later.

“That is because humans of Earth
evolved originally from
Raliea.” Cage raised an eyebrow and
let her continue. “The Great Divide I spoke of earlier happened ten
thousand years ago when there were many warlocks. It was not a good
time from the stories I studied. For a mature warlock, whether man
or woman, had the strength of dragons.” Cage smirked and Megdline
couldn’t resist knowing what it meant. “Why do you
smile?”

“Back when I protected my tribe from the
wyvern, I felt that I wasn’t strong enough, but I had a feeling one
day I can take one on and have a proper fight. The idea of fighting
a wyvern still gets me excited for such a day.”

“Not too surprising because in my struggle to
study more about warlocks I found they love to fight and never back
down from a challenge. They were natural warriors, not commoners.
If you felt that one day you could fight a grown wyvern and survive
then it might become true.

“Back to the Great Divide, warlocks are
completely unique to other mages in many ways. Usually, the only
way to kill a warlock was to send yet another warlock. To make
matters worse, they usually bred more warlocks with just as much
power when they grew up. By reading, I found warlocks loved pushing
the limits of magic, but it only took a few to show the real
threat. Ten thousand years ago only about forty or so nearly
destroyed Raliea. Their control over powerful magic and great
numbers were too dangerous to ignore. At that time there were about
seven million warlocks and other mages at that time numbered around
two million. So a secret plan was implemented between all
non-warlock mages and dragons. Even a few of the most powerful
warlocks who stopped the great calamity from happening I spoke of
helped do something never before attempted. They came up with the
only solution to save our world we all shared and those of other
worlds should they start venturing through space. It was a humane
and also a cruel solution. Even the dragon’s didn’t like what they
and our ancestors did at the time, but there was little choice
since the warlocks were practically unstoppable and in time they
wouldn’t be able to control such selfish beings. Warlocks grew
arrogant and wouldn’t listen so there wasn’t another viable,
long-term solution. I don’t know why
there is a difference between warlocks and normal mages since
we are physically the same yet our magic is somewhat different.”
Megdline honestly didn’t know for the books didn’t give details.
“But because of the potential danger to our world dying, because of
a few who might not want to live or allow others to do so,
solidified the difficult decision.

“The decision reached was to send them
away and create another, entirely unique universe.” Cage’s mouth
went to open from the shock she just imparted, but she held up a
forestalling hand. “Yes, mages, dragons and some warlocks
started the universe you lived in,
Cage. I know you want to know how and what we did. What you need to
know is space truly is infinite. And within that never ending or
beginning space are seeds of new universes. Each one is smaller
than imagination or can be understood at all for the seeds are
truly the purest energy waiting for an event to start a reaction
from energy to convert into matter. Think of them as egg. Add a
sperm and a new universe is born. Since our universe is the first
we know of that has been created without interference, the ancient
spell casters at the time knew much, even over ten thousand years
ago. What happened next is very
complicated and would take me four hundred years to
understand the complexity of that event, but even the shortened
version was complex. Because warlocks were a danger to others and
themselves, the other universe was designed to be void and stripped
of mana so that they could never use magic to destroy again or come
back on their own.

“The second universe would take
millions and billions of years to find a habitable, self sustaining
planet, but time wasn’t an issue. I remember telling you to never
use magic for time because it would take all the energy in the
universe to theoretically send a flea back in time only a second.”
She saw him nod. “Well the mages in that time actually used magic,
from here, to speed that
universe’s explosive birth with the conditions that time
resumes a natural pace when certain and specific conditions are
made. What took billions of years happened within weeks, until a
planet matching the perfect criteria as our own was found. Such
magic had never before been implemented or will be done ever again
unless there is no option. The planet in question needed a single
moon to keep the planet’s axis from wobbling, any more moons would
be a problem and the planet’s rotation needed to spin so the world
would see their life giving star rise in the east and set in the
west. It needed to have a molten core so it could create a magnetic
shield to protect from solar radiation and it needed to be in a place where life could
live for millions of years without the need for magic or be in
great danger from extinction level asteroids or rogue planets while
also not being in danger of being crushed into the surface of a
black hole. Did you understand all that?”

“Every single word. Then tell me how it
could be that we’ve discovered fossils of dinosaurs and hominids
that prove we evolved from single celled organisms through
mutations on Earth.
Radiocarbon dating is very accurate and has proved and disproved
many different things. Like while I was skeptical of dragons
because we found fossils that don’t match up to the description of
the dragons I’ve been told of which live here.”

“It was all part of the complex and elaborate
plan to fool future generations. But you also must know, some
creatures like the Zeether snakes, wyrms, wyverns and dragons
cannot live without mana and couldn’t be sent. Then tell me this,
How did the people of Earth even know the name magic, sorcerer,
wizard, warlock or even the name dragon?”

Cage blinked and honestly said “I don’t
know… oh it makes sense that way…” He thought aloud. “How could a
world and universe without magic come up with names… even after my
brain had be rewired to speak this tongue we understand each
other’s terminology and jargon… maybe the explanation is a result
of words being dissolved yet not forgotten to express and explain
the supernatural… Stories told to each generation would get changed
through the years, but all myths came from a forgotten truth
somewhere in the past. It would make more sense rationalized like
this… as for living without magic, Earth would have to be first
terra-formed first with algae before allowing more complex life
forms to survive the alien environment. For that to be even
feasible, the world would need to have a rich carbon dioxide
atmosphere for the plants to change into a breathable
nitrogen-oxygen environment before sending animals and eventually
humans, but then you said it was planned to make the wrong
assumptions so that knowledge of this world would be lost. What nobody would know
would be forgotten and what is forgotten wouldn’t be questioned…
then you must have sent over fossils for us to find so later
generations could laugh at the previous and prevent them from
finding ways back here. To even make such a journey through space
to another universe would be impossible, because of the light speed
barrier, without doing a mass teleportation to catch every warlock
off guard at once before they could fight to remain here… hmm that
would be quite a feat… hmm ten thousand years, around the time of
the Ice Age… That would be about the time historians believed and
estimated we started our technological journey…” Cage began to
mumble out further complications, leaving the others far
behind.

Brooke looked to her mate then to Megdline
and Frill’s stunned expressions. She then smirked. She didn’t know
anything about their conversation, but she knew a dumbfounded
surprise. “Did you follow his thoughts?”

Megdline’s jaw audibly snapped as she met
Brooke’s brown eyes. “Indeed. I forget I’m not dealing with any
average individual. He just took my words and ran through complex
problems in seconds that would have taken me an hour to explain how
Earth came to be.”

He came back, not hearing the conversation to
say “That is why you thought the name Earth was so funny. Planet
Dirt? You sent my ancestors to a universe of dirt. You saw warlocks
as beneath you, without powers. No… my ancestors did because they
were nothing anymore, like dirt.”

“Are you saying I was part of it?” Megdline
inquired, feeling hurt.

“No, the mages of the past. Don’t get me
wrong, I’m not angry, just inquisitive of this knowledge. Are there
mages still alive from that time?”

“Very few, yes. Elder dragons definitely
would be though.” Frill began speaking and used Megdline again to
translate. “He says ‘I finally understood the elder dragon’s
meaning of the line making a circle after learning of the separate
universe. He meant a warlock returned from where the others were
thought to never be seen again.’”

“Why were dragons hesitant to send all
warlocks to Earth? It did more than take away our mana, didn’t
it?”

Megdline hoped he wouldn’t have caught that,
but too late. “Yes, dragons are very proud and compassionate
beings, in their way, and they knew what would happen and chose the
lesser of two options as some still grieve from the documentation.
It seems in the universe without magic a person’s spirit dies as
the body does. All beings possess a spirit here, even grass,
because of mana, but without it, the person is gone forever. The
only way to not be forgotten in your universe is by being
remembered by others.”

“Hmm… so I was right. When I lived on Earth…
ghosts and spirits are nonexistent there. Finally, rational
answers!” Cage hooted then he got another thought. “If my ancestors
were sent, were all warlocks.”

“No, but if a non-warlock woman carried
one… you get it. And criminal were also sent away. In all, three
hundred million were Jumped to Earth for everyone’s safety. Humans
were the last to be Jumped, when Earth stabilized and could support
them. Also I know you’ll ask, what stopped someone who knew all
about warlocks from being Jumped back by someone else as
you had been? Measures were put in
place to prevent such from happening and a barrier was erected
between our universes. It had many purposes, mostly to hide all
evidence of your world from ever being discovered by magical means
and if a warlock was found and Jumped it would take a monumental
amount of mana, too much for any being or group to sustain. In time
most forgot all about warlocks as you can tell, but the council
members and dragons knew because they either lived it or were
privileged enough to be taught secretly. It is a historical event
to be sure. But there is more…” she hesitated and looked between
Cage and Brooke.

“He isn’t dying is he?! Did that barrier make
it so he dies before his natural time?” Brooke worried at the look
of fear she saw in the mage’s expression.

Megdline shook her head and sighed. “No, he
will live long, but I’ve already checked him secretly while he was
distracted and threw up.” Cage sighed and waited for the bad news.
“When you were pulled from Earth and Jumped here, the barrier you
passed through made you sterile to prevent more warlocks from ever
being conceived.”

Cage’s head snapped straight up in surprise.
Brooke was the first to ask with a quiver to her lips “Sterile…
does that mean his seed will never let me bore his child?”

Megdline looked down in shame, but it was
Frill who nodded sadly.

Brooke’s heart dropped to her stomach as she
lost color and turned. “Love, is this true?” Cage closed his eyes
and focused to his scrotum to feel the cells turning into sperm. He
opened them to say “I sensed it. I produce what you call seed,
Brooke, but what makes my seed fertilize and allow conception isn’t
wiggling as it should. They aren’t moving at all.” To Megdline he
asked “Is there any way to revive sperm cells?”

“No, when you passed through, it stripped the
crucial method of sperm production just as your universe stripped
all mana. And it was also made impossible to not recreate an
experimental barrier to find a way to counter what has been
permanently done to you.”

“Fuck!!!”
Brooke shouted and went livid. She pounded her fists on the ground
and cursed till the anger changed to tears. She sobbed “I want to
make a baby with you, Love. I want to give you a child to be proud
of. Meeka will too! Damn, why can’t I get pregnant by you and have
a child loved by the three of us together. You could have given me
strong, smart babies. I want strong babies with the only man who
could claim me.”

Reassuringly, Cage took her chin in his hand
and looked into her eyes. “My Love, you must not be so angry. Do
you find me any less of a man because I can’t give you children. Is
it required of a chief to give children, just to remain Utala? Will
you leave me because I’m infertile?”

Her sobs ended with wide eyed shock. She
shook her head. “No, never, you are my man and I love you, but
don’t you want to have babies through me and Meeka?”

He had the perfect thoughts to remedy
the situation. “But you’ve already given me and Meeka a daughter.
Rena is my daughter now.”
Brooke’s eyes somehow went wider. “Just because I didn’t father her
doesn’t make my love for her any less. And if you want a baby so
bad, you can find a man and I know of a way to get you pregnant
without you ever needing to lay with him. It would also be more
accurate.”

“Insemination?” Megdline asked and got a nod.
“It would be one way if you chose. The magic would need to be very
precise, but it has been done before.” She added to help ease
Brooke’s maternal overload.

“Besides” Cage explained. “even without mana,
my world has invented weapons just as deadly and has uncaringly
done things that will kill the planet. I do not want my descendants
to bring about another calamity here. It would be irresponsible of
me. I would be more disappointed if I wasn’t infertile if all I did
was conceive a normal warlock child who would do likewise for their
children. It would be too dangerous a risk. If I had warlock young
so might they and so on and one day likely bring about another
unintended mistake.”

“You are alright with Rena, though she isn’t
of you?” Brooke asked with fragile hope.

“Yes, she calls me Dad doesn’t she?” He smiled and she hugged
him.

As a tense joke she said “At least I can
always get pleasured without worrying about harming a baby because
I’d want your lance.” She got a chuckle out of him and she held on
to him tightly, feeling overly emotional at the moment.

“I’m sorry, Brooke.” Megdline meant it. “But
it is better to hear it now then try for years and not know why
until it is harder to hear when you hoped for so long.”

“I know, it was a big shock and one so few
Utala women must hear or have lived with. It is enough I have him
and Meeka. I just want to make him a father, but it is good he
thinks of Rena as his. It helps me greatly. I’m not sure I’ll ever
bare a child that is not his, but if Meeka wants it, I will welcome
whatever is to come.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’ve heard
enough of this Great Divide. He knows enough and likely more than
you at this point. Tell us now what is known of warlocks. He needs
to know about himself more than any other. Tell us everything.”

“Well put.” Cage commented with a reassuring
smile and kissed her forehead.

Megdline nodded before meeting his rational
black eyes. “I’ll start with what I don’t know first. We have no
idea what that Familiar is that you failed to summon. How strong
you’ll actually become or why things are changing.

“As to warlocks in the ancient tomes,
allow me to clarify things. Though they are human in every physical
aspect, their mana is richer and can do the exact same spells other
mages do, only with greater ease. Their great focus allows them to
do instantaneous spells and sometimes do magic by instinct, like
you’ve told us, Cage. Usually their power grows steadily as their
body matures from birth, but since your full grown and never used
your mana, it is stunted, but the more you use it the stronger it
gets. The proof of this is the mark on your back. The symbol also
has special properties unique to only warlocks. What make you so
distinctive compared to mages like myself is that it expands and
contracts, but for now it is incomplete. Warlocks all had the
infinity symbol between their shoulder blades to mark their growth,
but when they reach a certain point where the mark becomes like a
chain that encircles your back and connects at the lower part of
your back your personal mark will appear within. The spiral mark is
merely a frame for your individual, hidden mark that hasn’t been
revealed.” This was also unexpected news for Cage and it made him
wonder what was hidden. “Also, like animals, the growth of your
mark serves as a warning. For instance, take Frill for example.”
Frill looked up at her with question. “When he is threatened or
angry the scruff of his neck stands straight. The mark of a warlock
serves a similar purpose because if someone sees the mark grow and
frame their true mark, they better run away for it means you are
working on a powerful spell. Likely when you reach eighteen loops
we’ll be evenly matched if we used the same spells against each
other. About twenty two would match a common first class sorcerer,
but I read mature warlocks who do spells with their full strength
have forty rings. You’ll need all forty before we ever see
your true mark. For those who
don’t know of warlocks, it is a disguise to make people who know
mages with smaller marks mean weaker. It is also a blessing, for
normal mages cannot sense you so easily because your energy grows and shrinks with the
mark. My power is constant and is sensed the same, even if I used
up all if my inner strength, but yours fluctuates.”

“So when I reach my peak it would take no
less than three first class sorcerers using everything they had
just to kill me?” He asked.

“If only you use your inner strength to fight
then yes. But since you are the only true warlock on our world, you
need some extra advantages, which is why I’m your teacher. Now this
is also important to know.” Megdline raised a finger. “The Magical
Council knows by now that your power is near a third sorcerer’s
class and has warned Twilight to avoid you at all costs and shown
your description for their own safety. You are being observed and
they want to avoid having our people confront you.

“Also the last two pieces of
information I’m allowed to divulge openly is the reason you cannot
dream or eat meat. Because you never remembered a dream in which
you slept is evidence you would have easily been an elite warlock,
one born to lead other warlocks. Because you didn’t have mana on
Earth you didn’t know why you were naturally more capable than most
others of your world and why you found it so easy to fight and have
such a strong body. I know those you called your brothers and
sisters would also be elites. I couldn’t find anything to tell me
if there is anything different of elite warlocks to compare to the
common kind, but it might mean you are a simple leader or you would
be stronger than the usual kind.” Megdline shrugged. “On Earth, you
didn’t have mana and could consume meat, even if our animals are
the same. But there is one drawback to being a warlock. They
can never eat meat. Because of
the purity and quality of mana within a warlock, they reject flesh
of another quite violently. You showed us that clearly.” Cage
rubbed his still upset stomach. “All warlocks thrived without
eating meat, but unlike herbivores, they sought action like a
predator.” This made Cage grin for it made him like how it sounded.
“Mages naturally favor sugary foods because of our mana and how it
helps us recover, but warlocks have a very real requirement for it.
They cannot live without sugar. Eggs, cheese and other things
balance your diet, but plants have chlorophyll, a sugar and berries
have fructose. Cage, it is a reason you enjoy sweets beyond the
flavor. And unlike us, alcohol won’t affect your ability to use
magic in any quantity. The alcohol turns into sugar and again, it
would be another alternative you could rely on.

“I do not know how or why warlocks are
different from other mages since we are all the same physically,
but it cannot be disputed. The fact is, you, Cage, are a true
warlock who has returned home, to your ancestral world.” Megdline
smiled.

“It is good to be back where for the first
time, I feel accepted.” He wrapped an arm around Brooke’s lower
back and it put a shy smile on her face.

“There is just one other thing you need to
know.” Megdline interrupted. “And I need you to remove the truth
spell so I can focus wholly on a spell I need to send into you and
see for myself.”

“And what will you be looking for?”

“In my research, I came across an ancient
text that said warlocks were naturally immortal. I told you about
how mages need to learn how to sense their every cell and complete
a spell that greatly slows or even seems to stop the aging process.
I need to see if that is true, because if it is then I will not
need to worry about you dying of old age because I withheld the
secret to everlasting youth.”

Cage canceled the spell and watched as
Megdline raised her staff and made the gem glow slightly. He felt
her magic soak into his being and saw her flinch and knew the
problem and let go of Brooke. He had the same problem when Meeka,
Rena and Brooke touched when he went to heal the tribe and Megdline
gave him a smile of thanks. The spell flowed into him and he could
feel her mana and understood how he could sense her when she was
close. She had power he never experienced before. He couldn’t feel
her till after she pushed her magic fully inside his being. She
closed her grey eyes and remained that way for a few short minutes.
The sensation began to fade and he asked “What’s the verdict,
Granny?”

“It is true, the text I mean. Unless there is
a sickness or accident, you will likely live forever, like dragons.
Your mana is pure.”

Brooke grumbled as the words sunk in. “Not
fair.”

Those words struck deeply inside Cage. Both
the realization of Megdline’s and Brooke’s. If he wouldn’t die then
he would have to watch them get old, all those he’s come to love.
He didn’t want to stand alone forever and be there for the birth
and death of all things. Then a thought went directly to his mouth
“The Great Prophet… was there more…” Everyone looked to him.
“Granny, check Brooke and see how long she will potentially live. I
think that sly old prophet left the women I love a secret blessing.
If he knew I was coming…” he left the rest unsaid.

Brooke’s eyes widened as she was slower to
catch on, but when she did she looked to the sorceress and asked
“Can it be… I might stay young for a long time and not grow old and
die while my man lives on alone?”

Megdline tapped her bottom lip. “The only way
to be sure is for me to try. Do I have your consent?” Brooke nodded
eagerly and hoped for good news. She truly did not want to ever be
parted from the man and woman she loves so much. Megdline used her
magic and closed her eyes and after a few anxious minutes she
opened them and said “Interesting. The blessing is structured as I
know only the Great Prophet did. It seems he took away more than
your scent. He also took away your natural death. Your mark gorges
on your mana so much you will never be able to ever use spells the
way Cage and I do. I cannot tell why it’s taking so much, but there
must be a reason… May I taste your saliva?” The test was simple and
got an easy answer. “A light sweetness like a magicians… It is less
potent because your mana is mainly being sucked to prolong your
life and for something else. If the Great Prophet hadn’t put that
blessing on you, you would have become a powerful sorceress, I
believe. Now that I think back, when I had Meeka kiss Cage I sensed
something similar in her. Priestess, I do not see you dying, just
like Cage.”

Brooke squealed in delight and wrapped her
arms around Cage. Before he got excited, he asked to use the truth
spell again, Megdline consented and said it again. He grinned with
relief that it might be possible he wouldn’t be alone. What he
didn’t say was he needed to learn this skill and what to look for
and make sure it was true. He wanted to prove it to himself to take
out all doubts. For now though he was happy enough and got a kiss
from Brooke.

Brooke then pulled away as her thoughts
changed. “But our daughter, my people… they will age while I do
not. Our laws do not permit immortals to rule for more than fifty
years…”

“Love,” Megdline interrupted intentionally
because so many were likely watching. “We’ve seen his calm reaction
and acceptance to being a warlock and he knows he is being observed
by the council. My story ends as I have explained the history of
his kind. If I have missed anything, give us a sign. I will give
you five minutes to speak with the council. If you do not send word
within the five minutes I’ll assume that you find nothing wrong
with this meeting and I’ll begin the first lesson we agreed upon.
Time starts now.” She looked away from the ceiling. “Brooke, say no
more about your laws until I say the word. If there are any young
mages watching and listening it would not be best to tell tribal
secrets. Am I right?”

“Oh, my thoughts got the better of me. You
are correct. Outsiders are not allowed Utala secrets.” Brooke
informed. She then looked into the fire and felt glad she would
live with her lovers for much time to come, but thinking of her
little one growing old and dying before herself weighed heavily.
Cage knew this and rubbed her back slowly so that she knew he is
there. It felt so good she let out a small moan and put a hand on
his leg.

Megdline stood and reached in a pocket
of her yellow robe. Cage raised an eyebrow as nearly her entire arm
disappeared down the pocket. He watched her lips move and she then
pulled out a large padded blanket. The problem is, the fabric was
far too much for her to keep in so small a pocket. Not even his
pack could have contained such a blanket. Megdline sat her staff
aside and used two hands to pull it out like one would a rope from
a bag. She spread it out where she had sat the whole time by the
fire. Again she stuck her hand down the same pocket and magically
extracted out two fluffy white pillows. Frill claimed one for
himself and it was large enough to contain his bulk. In another
pocket, Megdline withdrew a thick skillet, a metal stand, a wooden
spatula, a small slab of prime cut steak, one potato and a glazed
tart. Megdline put the frame over the fire and sat the skillet on
it to heat up. As it did she noticed their dumbfounded reactions
and commented “You didn’t think Granny would go anywhere without her comforts did
you?”

Cage chuckled and said “Where did everything
come from?”

“It will be one of the lessons I have
planned. Now be quiet while we wait. Besides, I’m too hungry to
explain.” Frill then meowed to express his hunger. He stayed on the
soft pillow though.

 


For the next five minutes, none of the four
so much as made a peep as they all had to digest all that had been
revealed. Cage loved the idea of only really dying at the hands of
a better opponent and not by old age. He would have Brooke and
Meeka forever, barring any accidents. He liked such knowledge and
would get to see the future. He also knew his women would have it
more difficult because of their families. While Megdline started
cooking he thought of everything he had been told. The threat of
death at the hands of the Magical Council wasn’t even near the top
of his list of thoughts. A lot of what Megdline said made sense and
with the truth spell he canceled as she cooked, he felt it was all
true. Some seemed farfetched, but he was new to magic and didn’t
know if there is a limit to what can and cannot be done.

Eventually Megdline looked up and announced
“That is time. I will work to the best of my abilities and,
Husband, I love you. Take care.” She then spoke the word
“Qintitielix!” There came a faint buzz sound that lasted for a half
second after she said such a word and then nothing.

“Ken-tit-el-ex?” Brooke asked.

Megdline smiled as she flipped the meat. “It
is a made up word that is key to triggering the spell that will
hide us from being seen or heard by magic. Only the members of the
Magical Council will be permitted to watch us until they come to a
decision. It will be lifted at such time. Go ahead and talk freely
for a few minutes till I make our dinner.”

Brooke looked into Cage’s calm black eyes and
found comfort in them where others felt insecure. “Cage Love, there
is something you must know.”

“And what might that be?” He rubbed her lower
back.

“If we do not die by accident or killed in
combat, you and I will only have fifty years to be Chieftain and
Priestess. At such time the village will have to make a tough
choice… there will only be two options given to us. We can be
chosen to stay among our people as protectors or, as has happened
before or we’ll be exiled and never allowed to be among our people
again.”

“Then we will still be Utala in our hearts,
if it comes to that. I will protect them as I always have, even if
it must be done in the shadows. They will likely keep us, but that
won’t be for a very long time yet. I love the Utala and their way
of life, especially how they don’t see people wearing clothes any
differently than being naked.”

She smirked and her coppery skin reddened
slightly. “You just like it because you can take me without clothes
getting in the way.”

Cage grinned. “And what is wrong with
that?”

“Did I suggest I didn’t like it?” Brooke made him chuckle. Her
spirits dwindled. “But as much as I love you and Meeka, it will be
so hard to watch Rena grow old and die and see my descendants go
through it again and again.”

He draped an arm around her sagging
shoulders. “That might be harder, but I for one would find it
easier to know she had a full life and died an old lady than see
her die in a year or two. We would know she wouldn’t have any
regrets if she lived that long. I will do everything to make sure
she dies happy, with her many grandchildren and our great
grandchildren.”

Brooke wiped a tear away. “Her future mate
better give her many babies. I want dozens of them to dote on.”

“I would be happy with that.” He kissed her
cheek and held her close to his chest to stare at the fire.

“Here you go.” Megdline said to Frill as she
pulled out two beautifully crafted wooden plates and gave him a
portion of what she cooked. They ate together in silence, watching
Brooke and Cage settle to the information she delivered. When she
and Frill finished Megdline took the plates and skillet outside the
cave to notice the wintery wind kicked up. She used snow to clean
everything and stored them back in her pocket. She then did the
same for the utensils and the frame that she cooked on.

By that time she returned to sit down and
crossed her legs. “Well I feel better with a full stomach.” Her
words broke the duos inner reflection as they stared at the flames.
“Cage, ready for the first lesson I know you need most.”

“And what is it I need?” He inquired.

“To not grow tired and collapse by solely
relying on your inner strength when it runs low.” Megdline grabbed
the gem of her staff and disengaged a spell that holds it to the
staff. It popped off and she held the fist size pyramid in the palm
of her flat hand. “I believe you know it is practically impossible
to pull magic back into yourself after you create a spell. Like
when you explained making a ball of light and charging it to last
longer without constantly pulling from you or focusing on it. You
managed to retrieve very little of what you originally inserted.
Also, I told you I would explain why the sticks and arrows don’t
retain magic for long.

“The reason for both these problems is how
magic degrades on lifeless targets. We have found out a way around
this decay factor when applying our skills. I’m sure you’ve noticed
by now that gems can be used to store magic.”

“Yes, but I do not know how or why it is
done.” He answered while focusing to learn.

“It is because gems have a crystalline
structure that is special and needed for when our inner strength
weakens. Crystals are the most common ways young mages learn to
store their strength when practicing, but the size and kind of gems
store different amounts of mana. For beginners, the children charge
their crystal and learn control, but that common gem is weak and
won’t stand up to greater magics. The harder the gem, the
better.”

“Since diamonds are the hardest natural
substance known, then the ones on my hands can store large
amounts?” He asked.

“One thing at a time, but ultimately yes.”
She held up her gem again. “By now, you realize this is topaz and
far too large to be naturally occurring and the shape is quite
simple and perfectly proportioned. It was artificially grown and
sized for my specific needs.”

“A topaz seed and graphite?” She nodded, less
surprised now that he knew so much and just went with it. “But how?
How can you create the immense pressure and heat needed to melt the
graphite and have it build without a pressure chamber? It would
take weeks to create a gem of that size back on Earth, with our
level of current technology. How could you have enough inner
strength to do this?”

Megdline smiled. “It wasn’t easy for
me. What all mages do to make their own personal gem is to store
their excess mana using hundreds of crystals. For me to create my
gem, it took two years of my stored mana to have enough to do it.
It went from inner to outer strength when I gave up my excess mana.
There is a special room that is only two feet tall and twenty deep
in Twilight where personal gems are created. I took all the
crystals that I painstakingly charged and placed them within the
room where I got my tiny topaz seed and the precise quantity of
graphite and chemicals to put in the center of the surrounding
gems. I then had to link each crystal to all the others so the
energy could be properly distributed. It took nearly five hours
before I applied the main crystal that I had spelled which would
create, heat and shape what I am showing you. What took me two
years to store, took three weeks to empty. When it was done, I got
this.” She then put the gem back on the staff and secured it. “I
know you want to know why we make gems when we can use what is
already naturally made and the answer is simple. It was
my magic that created it and it will
only respond to me, unless
someone somehow breaks or cracks it. It won’t happen easily with
the protective spells in place.” Megdline pointed to Cage’s
gauntlets. “Then there are your
gems. Diamonds are rare to begin with and would take twenty
years of stored mana to make a small one even half that size. Black
diamonds though are impossible to artificially grow. What is more
amazing about diamonds is they can store an almost limitless amount
of mana. And you have four. If
you somehow were able to saturate each one completely and had
enough raw material to turn a seed, like the one I got, you could
potentially make a solid mountain made completely of topaz.”

“They can hold that much power?” He asked
breathlessly.

“That is the actual reason I told you
to not tell anyone that those are black diamonds. If someone managed to barely chip
one it wouldn’t be keyed for you. When I used magic on them, when
you allowed me and felt they were empty and no longer had spells,
but what I didn’t say was I tried charging one with my own magic,
but it repelled me.

“Now, we are going to do a few easy exercises
that I know will be a breeze for you. First, choose a diamond and
send it magic like you normally would when you want to feel
everything without actually touching anything.”

Cage looked at his right hand and chose an
eye. He focused on it and let the magic go. The moment he felt the
diamond he sensed his magic get sucked in like a bottomless void.
The diamond in question sparkled slightly. He added what he would
give for an hour’s worth of bright light.

“That should be plenty for now.” Megdline
commented easily. The twinkle aspect stopped and became normal.
“When gems are used, you can see an inner light because it is your
energy. Cage, I want you to connect with the gem, only this time
instead of giving, take it into yourself.”

“Whoa!” He exclaimed as he felt everything he
put in, return to his body and felt much stronger because of it. He
knew though he simply regained the strength and returned to his
previous energy level.

Megdline smiled. “I remember my first
time and found it just as thrilling. But now you must understand a
warning.” He stopped marveling to look at her. “Because our gems
can store so much of our mana and turn it to outer strength, we
must be vigilant that when we have our strength returned, it isn’t
more than our bodies can handle. It is the primary reason mages are
categorized. The amount of mana I can withstand by pulling my outer
strength and returning it to inner would kill the lower classes,
just like a first class sorcerer’s would kill me. Inundating
ourselves is dangerous and different for everyone. When you feel a
headache, as you do this task, you must stop.” The seriousness in her eyes remained
absolute. “Absorbing too much of your own mana has killed more
mages than a failed experiment. You will have stroke like when
blood pressure gets too high. When you killed the mage in Lord
Doyle’s castle, he knew he would likely die even if he did
strengthen his barrier. He could only take in so much or he would
have died on his own gem’s storage. He chose the lesser of two
pains in death. You will have to learn your limits through trial
and error. You will undoubtedly be able to one day withstand more
than any mage alive and will have access to more power to unleash
at any given time.

“For the next lesson, I want you to
think and focus as I tell you. This will be the last you’ll need to
use magic till morning. You are going to use siphoning magic on
yourself and apply a structure to your gems exactly as I say, so
there will be less risk or complications. First, select a single
diamond and give it some mana, just to get it started.” He did and
the gem twinkled for a second. “Do the same for the next three…
Alright, with that completed, think on this. Imagine a thread of
magic coming from the diamond and have it pull a constant, but
sustainable amount of magic from you. Make it so that it won’t pull
faster than you make mana. We’ll set up another spell after.” He
felt the tiny pull that he could sustain easily since he could
recover faster than it absorbed. The twinkle was almost
unnoticeable so that you’d have to put your eye close and focus on
it in total darkness. “I’m going to see if you can sustain it.” She
sent her magic. “Good, that is adequate for now. Later you will
increase the amount to take just a fraction less than you produce,
to build up your defenses more appropriately… This time, link the
next gem to the first to pull seventy five percent of what the
first is taking from you and storing. Do half for the next one and
twenty five for the last gem. This way, your diamonds will fill
evenly.” It took a little work to get it designed like that.
Fifteen minutes passed before he felt each diamond filling evenly.
Megdline checked and nodded. “I told you it would be easy. The
average child could do it in a day. Now there are two spells
you need to apply to every
single one, so that when you start varying spells, that these
remain permanent. This part must be spoken so repeat after me.
‘For the gems that are containing my mana,
limit only to absorb what it can withstand. When saturated, cut the
absorption until such time as the mana depletes and then
reestablish absorption until saturation, repeat indefinitely. Do
not absorb mana from me when it feels a dangerous reduction from
the pull of my body or if my heart rate drops below thirty beats
per minute.’”

She waited as Cage repeated the spell on all
four gems. He did it and could feel the spell layer and imbed
itself in the gems. The pull from him remained the same. “Good, I
was worried about not having safety precautions. If they continued
pulling while I was unconscious, I fear they would suck me dry.
Even if I do recover faster than they pull, I might be susceptible
to weakening and dying because I’d be unconscious and couldn’t stop
it from happening. If no one can stop my spells because they cannot
manipulate the gems… it would be game over for me.”

Megdline nodded. “That is why you must never
strip those spells unless there is no choice. We also do not want
our gems to crack if they take in more than what they can sustain.
That would be disastrous. Now that you have begun to charge your
diamonds, I want you to try touching my gem so you can understand
why you should not try targeting the link between gem and owner.
Try to give it magic like you did to yours.”

Cage focused and jumped back in surprise,
scaring Brooke and making Frill laugh. “So much power!” He
expressed with fright. When his heart slowed he crawled back and
sat down. “Granny, I couldn’t apply any magic… like it just fizzled
out, but I gained a sense of so much mana. It felt like… well the
sun I suppose. Blinding and immense would be a close
description.”

“It is a fair amount, but it is maybe half
full at the moment. Your reaction would have been greater if it
were. It is why you shouldn’t touch another mage’s gem if you were
in a battle situation because what is there will cause a
distraction that will cost you dearly. When full, I could sustain a
powerful spell for three to four years without a break. If your
diamonds ever saturate, one alone could hold for sixty years of the
same spell.” She sat her staff down. “This is enough for the
application lesson. I will answer one question you have and then we
must get some rest. Choose wisely.”

He didn’t have to think. “If gems can be
absorbed back to support the mage from weakening… How can gems do
magic on their own? I think that is what you insinuated that the
dog Familiar, I mentioned earlier, did. Like the Laqura Empire’s
forces were protected by arrows too.”

“You are correct in your thinking. There are
many spells that can be imbued in gems, just like other objects,
but gems are better by far to use. Certain spells are keyed to
activate on their own when a requirement is fulfilled. They are
called wards. Sometimes it is a word, movement or even weather
conditions that start up a spell. When Frill and I were younger, I
linked a gem to him that would turn on a barrier if flames got too
close. He was fascinated with dragons and I worried he’d be burned
alive. It saved him one time when a young hatchling was playing. I
also wanted to give him an advantage, but in a Familiar battle, gem
spells just get in the way, since he cannot die. He eventually got
to the point where he didn’t need it. As for the soldiers protected
from arrows, they could only use spells as strong as what the mage
who created it could make and what the individual could
sustain.

“Protection from arrows is a simple spell and
one used often in wars.

“In the morning I will teach you more about
wards and setting parameters to gems so that they will
automatically initiate without you needing to be killed because you
couldn’t react in time to save yourself.” Megdline scooted back on
her bedding and yawned. “I’m tired. Good night you two.” She laid
down and went to sleep in seconds. Frill wasn’t far behind on the
pillow.

“Cage Love, I would rather one of us remain
awake for now. I would like to stay awake for a few hours. I do not
think I can sleep with all that has transpired. I would like to
sort out my thoughts, alone if you do not mind.”

Cage laid a hand on his woman’s shoulder. “On
two conditions. You will lay down with me and wake me up when you
see this flash.” He made a pea size blue orb that would go off in
four hours.

“Alright.” She leaned back on the fur
with him and pressed her front to his side and wrapped her arms
around his head. Before he could go to sleep she spoke so the other
two couldn’t hear, if they were even asleep at all. “Cage, I do not
know what it is like for you after learning all this, but even with
the danger others view you as, I wouldn’t have any other man be my
mate. I know my woman feels the same. I’m sad I cannot make
beautiful babies with you, but not so much as to go find another
man to make me pregnant. You do not know how happy it makes me that
you see Rena as your own. I do not care if others fear you as this
warlock because I knew my man is so much more than anyone else. The
only title I care about is you are mine. And I want you forever, now that it is an
option. I just want you to know that I love you, no matter what
I’ll learn or how many see you as a threat. I can no longer even
think of living without you or Meeka. If anything happened to
either of you I swear to kill those responsible and meet you again
as a spirit.”

He brushed a few loose strands of hair off
her sad expression and smiled lovingly. “It is one of the reasons I
love you so much. Your passion and spirit is matched by Meeka. I’m
so lucky to have two amazing women in my life. And your right, they
can label me all they want, but it won’t change the fact I’m still
going to be me. I’m also glad that if I live a long time that I
will not be alone and if I lose you two I too will follow. We will
always be together. I would pick my last fight and go out as I
should, with style.” He touched her silky smooth cheek. “Brooke,
I’m so glad you feel as I do. I love you, Brooke.”

She finally smiled and pulled herself closer
for a deep kiss. “Rest well, My Love.” She whispered and watched
him fall asleep. Brooke rolled the tiny blue ball of magic up and
down his flat torso while thinking and keeping an eye of the other
pair. Every so often she would toss a stick or two to keep the fire
going. Her thoughts were everywhere as she felt loss and proud. She
hadn’t felt so confused in a very long time. The good thing about
it all is she got the quiet she needed. While her thoughts swirled
she watched Cage sleep and if not for the rise and fall of his
chest she would have sworn he looked dead. She never knew anyone
who couldn’t dream before and wondered why.

Eventually the magic flashed and she roused
the silent Cage. He propped his back against the cool cave’s wall
and Brooke used his leg as a pillow. She might have said she could
go on, but she fell asleep in moments after getting
comfortable.

Cage continually felt the diamonds slowly
drawing from him and could feel how the gems stored the amount like
a single speck of dirt to the size of a sun, yet was easily found
as it shone in a void. He did small tests to get used to drawing
back from what had been taken. Each test was designed to regulate
the intake by will. He severed the draw from the stone that took
from him and sensed what happened. The second stone stopped pulling
in the first when its storage met the limitation. The next two did
the same until the magic stopped when each contained nearly the
exact amount. He could sense the differences and wanted perfect
symmetry and fixed the siphoning amount from each other until each
one stored exactly the same amount. It took an hour and a half to
get it just right. The tests progressed as he drew in power from
the third to find the target pulled from the second and then the
first, leaving the forth alone. Then he had three with less than
the forth. Again he didn’t like the feel of one storing more so he
set up a complex lattice that would allow each diamond to
automatically give an even amount to the others when one or more
were draining and would bolster whenever the others were less than
itself. When he thought he figured it out he reattached the first,
the right eye diamond on his right hand, link to his inner power
and sensed there weren’t any complications in the distribution
process or any way to bind or confuse the spell’s network.

To make sure it would work at all times he
pulled from the second diamond-eye on the right hand and the third
right eye of the left and found himself full of awareness like a
jolt of adrenaline, only different. While the first continued
pulling at the same rate it and the forth gem gave what it held to
the second and third till they were even. He then poured what he
took into the fourth, much more than he ever absorbed before that
make it twinkle with more brightness. Since it held more than the
first three it stopped absorbing and distributed it to the others
till it was equal again. Cage continued strategically testing for
any weakness to the established spells for another hour to find it
was perfectly the way he needed it. He didn’t like the
rollercoaster feeling of taking and giving as it gave a headache,
but he felt the need and it eased his worry. He eventually felt
like himself and allowed them to fill up without any more
tampering.

The rest of his time alone was spent on all
that he had learned and watched for any deceit from Megdline and
Frill. It wasn’t so much a problem, but he needed to be sure so he
could protect Brooke as she slept.

Nothing happened to cause him any sense of
danger.

 


As the mouth of the cave began to turn from
black to light grey he stoked the fire and said “Time to wake up
everyone!” Brooke sat upright and found her weapons where she left
them. She immediately went for them, expecting danger as her dream
wasn’t kind. When she didn’t find anyone coming she relaxed.

Megdline snorted, before waking quickly.
“What?” she asked, half asleep. Frill looked up for a moment before
curling back into a ball of fur to return to sleep.

“It is time we need to get up so we can
leave.” Cage explained. “We’ll eat and pack up before leaving.”

The older woman looked outside. “But it is so
early.” She complained.

“Yes, but have you forgotten who we are going
after?” Brooke yawned while speaking and stood up. “We do not have
the luxury of sleeping in.”

Megdline took a few seconds to process this
and grabbed her staff and created an image of Meeka for the first
time. Brooke and Cage stopped to see the woman they loved sitting
in a cage with five other equally beautiful women, wearing a white
dress. It had been five days since they last saw her on a boat.
Megdline commented “They have her in the Bepop slaver compound. It
won’t be easy, but at the moment she doesn’t seem in distress and I
see they aren’t trying breaking her for some reason. Don’t ask me
why though. I’m not overly intimate with the Laqura Empire’s
affairs outside of their mages.” Then the spell pulled back to see
everything. “I see quite a few tribal peoples… from their anger and
defiance they haven’t been there long.” The spell disappeared as
she had seen enough. “I see why you want to waste as little time as
possible. Cage, before we go I’ll have to teach another lesson, but
I need to step out for a few minutes. Boil us up some hot water for
tea.” She stood and exited the small chamber with a yawning
Frill.

“I must go as well.” Brooke said as she
gripped the handles of her tomahawks.

Cage focused on the tingle of magic and would
run after her if Megdline used any, as he didn’t want to be
separated from Brooke. He grabbed the two metal cups and a bowl
while waiting for the worst to happen as he began heating water
from his container. His worry was needless as Brooke returned a
minute later and sat beside him. “I’ll be grateful when I don’t
have to clean my flower with a cold leaf again. It is too cold for
it.” She shivered as he chuckled. She swatted his shoulder. “It is
better to be a woman in most ways, but not when men can stand and
have aim while we have to squat.”

“That is unless you have a lance like mine
that brushed the snow when I have to drop a log.”

That got Brooke laughing. “Then I feel better
knowing I’m not the only one suffering.”

“Be thankful you are not Frill!” Megdline
said as she returned and their eyes went to the cat. The Maine Coon
was covered from the neck down in snow as the only brown, woodsy
stripes was shown on his forehead. “He had to be covered in snow to
relieve himself.” Frill raised his nose in a dignified way and
strutted closer to the fire while everyone had a light laugh.
Before his fir became soaked from the melting snow, Megdline
magically removed the snowy coat.

The water began to boil and Caged filled his
cups and two that Megdline magically pulled from a pocket in her
robe. Cage left only for a moment to find a pine tree and take some
fresh green needles to steep. Brooke acquired a liking to it.
Megdline also removed a tin container full of tealeaves and
flavored hers and Frill’s water.

“Alright, just how are you doing that,
Granny?” Cage asked humorously. “There is no natural way you can
hold all those items in such a simple, form fitting robe. Your
pockets should be bulging or at least you should carry a pack like
us, but all you carry are the robe and your staff.”

Megdline grinned. “You will learn how I do it
in time, Dimwit. Suffice to say, it is a very specific spell that
allows me to carry many things without actually being encumbered by
them.”

“Are you shrinking the objects or
manipulating space?” He didn’t let her divert the conversation so
easily.

Megdline raised an eyebrow. “Very astute.
Actually I’m manipulated space and no, I won’t tell you how just
yet.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m more concerned with you
defending yourself. Storage-space manipulation won’t protect you
from a blast of magic now will it?” Cage kept his mouth shut and
shrugged before breaking out seeds and other cold rations. Brooke
began cooking up some meat. Megdline sighed and shook her head.
“Cage, you’ll not live well enough on so little when it will take
us two more days to get out of the forest. Your large body requires
more calories than that meager meal.” She put her hand in a pocket
and pulled out six chicken eggs, a wedge of cheese and a wrapped
package. This gained some interest as she said “Alright, Dimwit,
you are worried about poisons and things that will affect your
mental state correct?” She received a simple nod. “I suspect you
know many more poisons, hallucinogens and even sedatives than I do,
so send a spell with the focus and emphasis that what I laid before
me has been laced. I had time to prepare for this situation because
of what I learned from Meeka. In actuality I did poison some of these. It will be up to you to
identify which ones. Besides, when you were so hungry after the
summoning I had given you what I stored in a pocket.”

He faintly remembered wondering where the
bowl of food came from as his hunger at that time overwhelmed his
need to care. Megdline gestured to the objects and Cage focused on
all he knew, even the chemical composition of each. The magic from
him flowed to the food and immediately three eggs turned from white
shelled to ebony and a corner of the yellow cheese changed. When
the spell ran its course and stopped, the black parts remained.
Megdline said “Excellent work. It seems the primary color of your
magic is black. Your understanding is quite impressive, for one of
the eggs I had a friend who specializes in poisons make those three
eggs with the rarest and least known compositions. For you to know
and isolate these is very promising and will save you much learning
time on how to avoid being poisoned.” She picked up the three
tainted eggs, put a spell on them and fired them outside to be
forgotten. Megdline then picked off all the blackened area of
cheese and opened the wrapped piece of cold bread to find half
black. She sent the pieces on their way. “Since you can now
distinguish what won’t kill you, Do you feel more comfortable
making a proper breakfast for us?”

“For some reason I do. Why is that?” He
wondered as he leaned forward to take what she offered and crack
the shells to scramble up some eggs and rip up the cheese to mix
together.

“It is because our senses are
interwoven with magic.” She explained as he worked and Brooke was
content to listen and eat her meat. “You can sense things by magic
that our five basic senses can never comprehend. It is how you feel
what you cannot describe or know what the feel of magic has been
designed to do without question, like when you fell in the snow-pit
and sensed the only way out was with Brooke’s help. You knew magic
and your movement was dragging you down when you sent your magic
for that brief moment. When you found the poison in the food you
could feel what is safe from what would kill you.” She tapped her
temple. “Remember, magic is
understanding. Understanding isn’t words. Real understanding
must be felt. And for the greater, more complicated magic, it will
take time to understand, how much is up to you.”

Cage considered those words carefully. “Well,
I thank you for providing this. I’ll repay all this one day.”

She shook her head. “No, this is my
payment for spending time with you and your beautiful women. I’ve
taught dozens and dozens of young mages before and
hated every minute. Frill and I had
to stay inside for hours and hours, going over the same things
until they got it. Trust me, this is the most excited I’ve been in
a long time and I’ve got a feeling it will only get better and more
adventurous from this point onwards. You keep my life interesting
and if food is my price then I’ll make sure you never go hungry
again.”

“Me T-row.” Cage turned his head immediately
to Frill padding his way into his partner’s lap and he raised an
eyebrow. “yow-hat?”

“Uh, Granny, did I just hear him say
something along the lines of ‘Me too’ and asked me ‘What?’ Please
tell me I’m going crazy?” Cage said.

Megdline pealed out a hard laugh. “Absolutely
astonishing. Cage, that is exactly what he said. It seems your
awareness and understanding is growing. Again, your power is
beginning to surface for you to at least partially hear Frill
speaking is you are scratching at the lower second class of a
sorcerer.” Her grey eyes turned down at ask “Old friend, tell him
something I wouldn’t say.” Frill smiled with his sharp teeth.
“Fff-y Fevor-ow ood is me-asta wiff a-meaooo ine.” The words were
higher pitched and definitely not human.

Cage asked, concentrating very hard. “Say it
again please.” Frill obliged another four times. Hesitantly Cage
asked “Your favorite food is pasta with something, and wine?”

“Very good. Although it will take some time
for you to understand him fluently that was a good effort. What he
clearly said is ‘My favorite food is pasta spun with tomato sauce
with a chilled glass of sweet wine.’ Like I said, well done. But
since we cannot continue trying to develop a skill that won’t be
perfected by practice. You must continue to get stronger.”

“I find it odd that I could not understand
him last night, but I can this morning.” Cage admitted as he dished
out the steaming eggs on a metal bowl and gave some to Brooke who
smiled thanks.

Megdline also gave him the loaf of bread that
didn’t have any poison and took out two eggs for herself and four
sausage links from a pocket and began cooking her own breakfast.
“Who can say? Maybe you were paying more attention to me as a
likely threat as you assumed you couldn’t understand him. The fact
is, you did hear him, if only slightly. Now I want to know what you
were doing while I slept? My wards woke me when it sensed growing
magic. It was very easy to know it was yours, but it was like a fly
buzzing in my ears.”

“Sorry about that. I was fixing my gems to my
liking.” He explained after swallowing the delightful food.

“May I understand what you did?” He gave his
consent and her eyes widened and nearly made her hand slip on the
spatula. “My word! I did not expect that. The distribution is
perfect! I also sense a structure that binds them to each other in
such a way as no one will ever drain completely by itself. Genius!
Cage, that is a brilliant and un-congestive pattern. It would take
me many more hours to do what you did. So your mind is that complex
and focused to come up with such an application when I taught the
very basics only hours ago…” She thought aloud and shook her head
slowly with a wry smile. “This will make the next lesson go
faster.”

While Megdline began dishing hers and Frill’s
breakfast Brooke finally found a lull in the conversation to ask
“Megdline, why is it Cage does not dream like us? It feels
important somehow.”

“It is quite important.” Megdline answered
kindly, trying to keep the priestess happy so Cage would remain
pleased and focused. Mates, lovers and spouses always achieved more
when there is less issue to deal with. “I purposely didn’t explain
it. Warlocks are named for one specific reason. They are natural
warriors and are inherently aggressive because their lives revolve
around surviving. They fight to live and live to fight. We are also
humans, Brooke, but our will we live on is significantly less than
a warlocks. I kept this quiet because people would think aggressive
means evil. You and I know Cage is anything but. Others who do not
know what I do would misinterpret my words, but I know no one is
listening to us now so it is safe. Because warlocks are so well
designed to fight they also need rest. Actually, the main reason
Cage is so still and does not dream is to build up his mana much
more quickly. Many parts of his body go dormant to allow his
strength to have less to repair fatigue. But that does not mean he
is absent of thought. The instinct to warn when danger is near or
wake when you feel a presence come close or hear something as small
as grass crinkling under a foot will wake you, he retains that
aspect and his training has focused it so that he will wake with so
much as fabric rubbing together. The only time he has trouble is
when he overuses magic. More parts go dormant. What would take the
average mage ten or so hours to wake will take mere minutes.
Warlocks are true warriors. It why we named them so for they are
forever locked in war to survive.”

Brooke didn’t understand everything, but she
learned what she needed.

Cage then asked. “Before the lesson, I was
wondering why sometimes I can make flames that are common orange
and then those that are black.”

Megdline held a finger up as she
finished eating and went to drink the last of her tea. “That is
common. The color of magic is sometimes universal and then there
are those unique to the individual. Most refer to the phenomenon as
combat magic because it usually occurs when the person in about to
deal harm. For me, when I’m forced to fight, my magic becomes
golden. My conjuring alters color without me telling it to. For
you, Cage, yours is black because they just are. The colors don’t
have any verified meaning and seems random. It really isn’t
different, but the color means that this isn’t a game and
I’m trying to kill you. But in
the case of fire conjuring with a color change, be careful. Colored
combat magic when applied to fire is very dangerous for it will eat
through living things if it touches. It takes on a liquid fire
aspect. It is like wyverns, the fire is made of magic and won’t
stop unless the caster tells it to or another mage can find a way
to counteract the spell. It was lucky your fire became black when
you fought the General Adair on the mountain because anything else
would have been incinerated.” Cage took the last swig of his drink
and was glad it happened, though he didn’t show it. “Now I need to
ask you a question, have you used magic that has done something
unexpected?”

“Yeah. I tried imagining something like this”
He raised a hand and made an illusion of a small white directional
arrow that spun like a needle on a compass. “when I tried finding
something, but” The image vanished. “I instead made the seeker
thread. When I wanted to create an explosion I imagined a square
block of what I used to use back home called C4, a plastic
explosive. Instead, I got a small red ball that exploded on contact
with anything that had a solid surface.”

“It has to do with common magic. Battle mages
use many offensive spells and what you described is practiced
often. For some reason, our conjuring of spells have unexpected
results. Most work as we intend, which is very good. Do not let it
bother you, just know that experimenting might not be what you
desired. If it does come to be you will find it can be used for the
same purpose.” Megdline then said “Cage, go wash our plates while I
make preparations for what you will need.”

He got up without question and took all the
cups, bowls, utensils and plates outside in the slowly brightening
world. Cage used the snow to clean every item and found some ice
sickles and filled the bowls to melt over the fire so they can
store water. He returned and found Brooke packing slowly while his
tutor had set out a few rocks and he could see her using magic on
them, some turned a golden color. He set the ice holding bowls over
the fire and went over to sit down. Brooke was also curious and sat
beside her love to watch what the elder was doing.

Less than two minutes passed before Megdline
stopped using magic. “Cage, since your gems have begun storing
excess mana, we can begin to place wards. Wards are protection that
automatically defend us from circumstances that take us by surprise
or warn when there is a danger our senses cannot detect.”

“Like deadly radiation or poison gas?” Cage
asked.

“Precisely. If you take a look at my
staff you can see small writings carved into the wood. Each one is
a word or phrase that will allow me to remember every ward I’ve
implanted into my gem. As you can see, there are thousands, but if
someone were to read it they would not understand anything because
they are cryptic meanings only I am aware of. I have so many wards
and have so much stored mana in the gem for fuel I am one hard
Granny to shake off.” That got everyone laughing. “Over half of the
wards I’ve embedded are dormant and been used once or twice over
the years, but they will always
be at the ready. One day it will be the same for
you.

“We will start adding wards into your
diamonds to protect you from physical and magical harm. Since these
will keep you safe you must make sure to add a variance to the gem
you want to protect yourself from. Ideally, you will need to erect
a shield if something is thrown at you faster than you can avoid,
like an arrow or an object sped by magic. Think of the bubble-like
barrier you first used to encompass you and Brooke when I arrived.
The variance I spoke of must be focused on increasing the firmness
of the barrier in conjunction of the approaching object’s speed,
size and weight. The variance will use only the necessary amounts.
And as for magic, do it the same way so long as the magic has a
physical aspect.” Megdline paused. “Brooke, it would be best if you
sat behind me for your own safety and don’t worry, I made sure Cage
will not come to harm if his wards fail.”

“It’s alright.” Cage said before Brooke
became upset. She stood and moved around and behind the other
woman. As she sat she went rigid as Frill encompassed her legs and
began to purr. She slowly reached and stroked his soft fur when she
didn’t feel threatened. When he saw Brooke relax, he did as said
and applied the barrier spell and limited its activation to not
initiate for anything slower than the speed of a sword or physical
strike. Cage also added a dozen more that he wasn’t told. He looked
up when he felt the fourth gem take in the spell. “I cannot feel it
doing anything. How can it react without it sending magic as a
warning?”

“It is doing just that, but the amount being
used is so infinitesimal that none will ever notice it. Not even
you, the caster.” Megdline picked up a rock and threw it. Cage
easily caught it. It make her shake her head. “Stupid, just stupid.
Cage, your barrier should have blocked that.”

“Where is the fun of that? Besides, I went
much further than your explanation.” He tossed the rock back as he
continued sitting before Megdline, with fifteen feet of distance
separating. He sensed her magic flash and watched the stone stop
dead, just outside her reach. It then dropped to the ground. As she
reached to retrieve it he spun till his back faced them. “Try it
again with my back turned. Oh, do it when I’m not prepared.” In the
middle of the second sentence he felt his gem activate in a sudden
burst. It stopped and he heard the stone drop.

“What wards did you place so quickly?”
Megdline wondered.

He spun back around and rolled the
stone between his fingers. “Several actually. I made it so if
anything inanimate moves more than a hundred miles per hour it will
block it. If something alive comes up from behind that I’m not
aware of I will feel a slight twinge of pain of warning. If I’m
deeply asleep and anything comes within ten feet it will wake
me and if anything comes
within reach that moves faster than a hundred feet a second it will
activate a barrier while also giving me pain to jumpstart my
adrenaline and warn me a fight is near. If more than one object
approaches me the barrier will activate and run infinitely till I
tell it to stop or if it runs into conflict with the spell
siphoning from me, it again will cease. Any dangerous projectiles
while awake will start a fifteen second barrier regardless… and it
goes for magic as well, giving me plenty of time to decide whether
to keep it running or let it run its course. The strength also
increases automatically and responds to my mental need to weaken if
I connect to it. In the case of magic designed to cut through a
barrier or explode I added a spin to the barrier to divert such
direct cases aside. I also added a counter should someone invert my
shield where instead of protecting me, it will trap me. If it
cannot be reversed the spell will end and immediately create a
second one. If at any moment I chose to charge, all barrier wards
become null, unless I link to a barrier and draw it to myself and
extend the range as I choose.” He ended the explanation.

“So many in so little time?” She
breathed.

“I understood what I wanted and no conflicts
arose in the layering. I designed these variations because I’ve
used them before and know how they work.” He shrugged casually
while grinning.

“Using pain to wake is a good plan, one I
will test and make sure you did it correctly. Very well, let me see
if your wards protect you. Raise a hand if the stored magic in the
gems runs low.” Megdline then asked. “I hope you didn’t implant
retaliatory wards to fight back?”

“No, I don’t like the idea of automatic
counters that I didn’t do. It wouldn’t be any fun or fair to the
opponent. I will only make wards to protect or warn, never to
fight.”

“Then it is good because gems are
not designed to fight. The
stress of offensive magic has a habit of breaking gems, even
diamonds. In rare cases, even just one offensive spell can make the
stored mana explode, destroying everything nearby. Only the stupid
use wards offensively, like the mage you killed that had the dog.
Wards are protection, not a weapon.” Being reassured he hadn’t done
the foolish, Megdline began to test his wards. First she sent a
spark of gold fire that she controlled perfectly and his ward
flared to life, reacting to the magic. She made the fire larger and
hotter and his ward strengthened to match and be able to resist.
Her own barrier sustained as she made to protect herself, Frill and
Brooke. She stopped the fire and saw fifteen seconds later that the
barrier ceased being used. Cage sat calmly, focusing on how his
diamonds reacted and how Megdline tested him. Her test took a good
portion out of them. Rocks were fired, sometimes two or three at a
time. When she nodded it was sufficient, Cage stopped the spell.
She sent a rock to try and slip pass his barrier and the air
swirled for a second, diverting the rock that flowed and shot
through the wall behind him, leaving a deep hole. She made a red
explosive magic the size of a pea, but Cage erected a barrier out
of reflex. “Not to worry, the explosive will only make the living
feel a strong chill to simulate we are dead. It will not harm
anything. If you are confident in your wards then drop your
barrier.” He did and it made a faint pop as his barrier spun away
the problematic magic. When he felt nothing he received a nod.
Eventually Megdline ran out of tests. “Good, now you have adequate
protection from average physical harm…”

“Wait, we have to test his last ward.” Brooke
said while standing. “Cage, when I stalk, I do not make sound. Turn
and let me sneak up on you. And distract yourself with your ocarina
so it will be more realistic and not know this is a test.”

He thought it to be a good idea and dug in
his bag. Megdline stood and sat beside him, for she had never seen
what he held. Brooke wouldn’t start till she knew he was completely
distracted. As he began to play Megdline said “Such a wonderful
sound. Play something cheerful and exciting.” He obliged and the
cave became saturated with music. It flowed and made a complex
harmony as his fingers moved with speed and precision and made a
person’s heart race in response to the sharp and clear music.

After two other songs he felt a mild twinge
appear on the back of his head and jerked it around. Brooke came
within five feet. “Good, that is a safe distance to make a person’s
surprise attack spoiled and give you the time needed to retaliate,
Cage Love.” Brooke said in satisfaction. “Megdline, is this enough
for now?”

“It is, we can leave.” She confirmed and
stood. As she began feeding the pillows and sheet back into her
pocket she watched Cage taking the hot water and filling his
container and Brooke’s water skin. “Cage, that was amazing music.
You have many talents.”

“Thank you, but it is a pale imitation to
what an ocarina should sound like. I wish I had tools to seamlessly
join the halves and smooth the inside till there isn’t one bur or
crack.” He admitted.

“It is wood. Use magic to join the fibers and
make it as smooth as glass if that is what you want. It is simple
manipulation magic. Your good at taking words and figuring things
out. Do it now.”

“I’ll need to focus on keeping us alive. I
cannot be distracted out there. It will have to wait.” He pointed
outside as he stood with his pack sealed and the fur rolled under
his arm.

“I’ve got that covered. We’ll be moving
faster my way.” She grinned
and it was genuine.

“How will we do it any other way?” Brooke
asked as she kicked out the fire.

“Why, we aren’t going to walk.” Megdline
laughed at their confusion.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


“Both of you, hold still.” Megdline said they
stood outside under the perpetual cloud cover and chilling wind.
The four of them waited in a relatively open space where they
lingered for the elder sorceress to begin. She raised her staff and
focused on the two. With her free hand she aimed it at them. A
golden ray of light shot from it and wrapped around Cage and
Brooke’s legs. A feeling if weightlessness overcame them as they
hovered a few inches above the ground. Brooke gasped and grabbed
Cage’s arm. Megdline spelled herself and Frill the same way and
none of them touched the ground. “This is how I was able to reach
you so quickly. Now don’t be frightened. Until we leave this place,
it will be safer to move in this manner. Since I cannot Jump us out
of here, it will have to do. This spell will allow us to glide over
the ground. If you must stop quickly, lean back or quickly turn
around and move in the other direction. I must ask you stay within
fifty feet of me at all times so the strain isn’t too great for me
to sustain. Watch me and learn.”

Cage focused on her movements as she glided
just above the ground. For every five to ten normal steps would
take only one reasonable step this way. After watching for a few
seconds a grin formed. Instead of walking like Megdline he had
Brooke let go and be patient. She didn’t want to, but she did. Cage
began gliding from one foot to the next and said “Granny, back on
Earth, we had an invention called rollerblades that do exactly the
same thing.” Megdline stopped to gawk as Cage began skating with
absolute skill and precision in seemingly erratic patterns, but she
knew immediately he was having an amazing time as he laughed. Cage
found out quickly that the spell only makes the feet hover, but he
did flips on the snow that boggled the mind. He built up speed and
flipped with such power and grace that even Megdline had never seen
practiced. He would make hard turns without decelerating by leaning
sharply, putting a hand on the ground and speeding in a different
direction. His tall, lean form blended power and speed perfectly in
the test. The cold wind would be a problem, moving much faster than
walking, but the spell kept them off the ground and treacherous
snow. Cage felt so excited at this feeling of speed and flexibility
he knew he would come to love learning the spell. He had a pure,
joyful laugh as snow sometimes spewed from sharp turns like a skier
doing a slalom. He came to a perfect stop beside Brooke to
excitedly say “That was awesome.” Cage then grabbed Brooke’s hands
and said. “I got you. A natural dancer like yourself will find it
easy to skate above the ground.”

Slowly, he pulled her along and his
confidence lowered her fear. Brooke tried walking initially and
found her fear needless. As her confidence grew she began to
emulate her love. While he helped get Brooke accustomed to the
movement Cage noticed Megdline to be a fast learner as she quickly
adapted her usual method of gliding. Megdline commented that his
way is more effective, but Frill had her translate that he would
stick to his usual way.

After a half hour of more practice Brooke
said “I’m comfortable now. Can we proceed out of here?”

“Certainly.” Megdline said. “This is my first
time in Frozen Forest, but I’ve read articles and reports on what
dangers to avoid. Am I to assume we are headed northeast?”

“Yes.” Cage said and looked down at the
floating feline. “Frill, if Megdline and I take the lead to detect
danger, can I have you stay near Brooke?”

Frill nodded and moved to sit on a cushion of
air beside Brooke. Brooke looked down before saying “Megdline, do
you have any rope I may tether myself and my mate with. It has
saved us before, but we no longer have any.” She brushed her black
hair back and showed the wooden ice axe dangling from either wrist.
She practiced earlier how to flip her wrist to grab the handle with
minimal effort.

“Indeed I do.” Megdline dug in a pocket and
began pulling out a medium thickness rope. “How much length will
you require?”

“Forty feet will be plenty.” She replied.

Megdline estimated the length and with a
thought, cleanly cut the rope.

As Cage and Brooke began linking to each
other, Brooke asked “If Cage falls, is there a way to stop your
spell so I may dig my feet in the ground? I will be dragged in
quickly otherwise. And what about you? Do you want to tie yourself
to us?”

“That will be quite alright. I have a ward
that will link me to Frill if I fall too fast. His ability to
increase his weight and strength will stop me. If he stays back to
accompany you, I will have no concerns being separated.” Then
Megdline focused and eventually said. “I just altered the spell so
if we must stop hovering, simply place your hands on the ground and
say ‘release.’” Brooke did just that and her feet dropped suddenly
to the ground. Satisfied, she allowed the spell to be
reapplied.

Using the spell proved much more efficient.
With Cage and Megdline in the lead they glided quickly through the
trees. Cage moved slowly so he didn’t drag Brooke and the other two
moved with little concern though their eyes remained scanning for
danger. The wind felt colder with the increased movement, but if
that was the price for safely passing over a pitfall twice within
an hour, he’d endure the chill every time. Little was said except
when Megdline gave a warning. But after four hours Cage asked
“Granny, this spell allows us to float. Is there one that can make
us fly?”

“Of course there is. It consumes quite a bit
of mana, but it is the second fastest way to reach a destination.
The fastest is Jumping from one location to another. I would like
to fly us out of here, but there is a spell here that will kill any
who fly beyond a certain speed. I’ve even read that dragons must do
as we are when near this place. It will be one of the spells I have
planned for you.”

 


“Hold up.” He said and slid to a stop as they
came around the corner of a steep hill and found a large flat area
with green blades of grass sticking out of the snow all over the
vast area. The field of vision was perfect and undisturbed, but
clouds remain forever the shield from the sun. Almost no wind or
sound came from ahead. Quiet, too quiet for what he expected from
Frozen Forest. “Granny, something doesn’t feel right.”

Megdline and the others stopped as well and
looked over the large area. She looked over her shoulder to ask “Do
you recall anything referring to something like this? It isn’t a
lake trap.”

“Raw-o” Frill yowled.

“Me neither. Cage, I told you this land is
ever changing, but neither of us know anything referring to a trap
on this kind of landscape. I do not feel anything. The constant
flow of magic is undisturbed. What is it?”

“I’m not sure, but my gut is telling me we
cannot avoid it. Let’s go back and take that other pass.” Cage put
out while he looked for what made him so uneasy.

“The one from a half hour ago?” Brooke asked
with concern. “But, we have come so far already. I see nothing and
Megdline cannot sense anything. We should keep going. We’ll stick
to the edge like we do to the lakes.”

“I’m in agreement with Brooke.” Megdline
said. “If it will make you feel better then we will go more
slowly.”

“Alright, but the first trail we find, I’m
taking it.” Cage allowed.

“Fair enough.” Megdline replied.

They moved a little faster than walking speed
along the outskirts of the immensely desolate area. Nearly an hour
passed before a space in the tree line opened up and he took it as
promised, not saying anything. He didn’t feel any relief in taking
it, but didn’t say anything. The queasiness remained.

“What the hell?” Cage said as not ten minutes
passed and the open landscape returned. It was exactly as he saw it
the first time.

“So your feeling was right.” Megdline
admitted with a touch of concern.

“I don’t understand.” Brooke said as she came
up to her lover, realizing immediately what happened.

“I have a suspicion that we entered a spell
that will be our undoing. I fear we have been trapped in a space
looping void.” Megdline grumbled.

Cage came closer to ask “Do you mean that if
we try to leave, it will throw us back in for all eternity? It has
no end or beginning? It has isolated us from the usual laws of
physics?” Megdline nodded and he cursed “Damn it all!”

“Will someone tell me what is going on?!”
Brooke yelled worriedly.

Instead Cage began untying his rope to put
his hands on the ground and say “Release.” Megdline’s spell
disengaged. Throughout the day he secretly experimented and learned
just how Megdline’s spell for gliding works. It was much like
comparing it to inline skates. He focused and felt the spell insert
itself just beneath his feet and the drain wasn’t very much. He
turned around and quickly said “All of you say right here. I’m
going to make a circuit. Don’t move.” And he turned around, dropped
his pack and fur bedding before picking up speed, so much so that
they couldn’t hope to catch up. He pushed his legs hard and skated
on a cushion of magic, sticking close to the tree line.

At the speed he traveled, it took ten minutes
to see two tall figures and a small brown ball of fur in the
distance. A minute later he skated right into their midst and
Brooke surprised him with a right hook that made him grin. He
easily caught her fist and kissed the knuckles. She was livid.
“Where did you go!? Megdline didn’t tell me anything and when I
tried going after you she spelled me so I couldn’t go anywhere! Why
did you do that?! Why did you leave me?”

So that is why you are so
upset. I suppose separation issues would frighten.
Cage thought quickly, but didn’t mention the observation.
“Did you see how I came from the other way? I couldn’t find
a single place to safely exit.
When I tried pushing through the forest, a hundred feet later I
reentered this place and found a mark I purposely left to show I
started from that spot.”

This information cooled Brooke’s temper. It
also made her shiver.

“Frill went back down the trail and returned
to confirm my fears.” Megdline spoke in a subdued tone. “I also
shot a pebble with magic, only to have it returned. I did not even
find any animal tracks while we waited for your return. Did
you?”

“No, I didn’t. How can that be? We’ve seen a
few critters all around, but not in here…”

“But none were currently using magic either.”
Megdline pointed out. “This kind of isolating spell scares the life
out of me. I’ve only been in one once before, but only as an
experiment. The outer walls throw everything back at you and won’t
weaken because it manipulates space. It can be sustained forever
with enough mana and won’t draw more than it needs to erect the
barrier. It seems that unavoidable feeling you had was spot on.”
Megdline explained to Cage.

Brooke asked “Is there any way to break such
a magic?”

“Probably… because whoever set the trap would
need an escape route if he accidently trapped himself. The issue we
face is where it is located and what trap guards the exit.”
Megdline spoke. “Cage, I believe it will be up to you. You sensed
something none of us did. What would you have us do?”

He thought about it in silence for a few
minutes before saying “If magic got us in here, we should stop
using so much.” He relaxed his focus and dropped two inches onto
the cold, snowy ground. Megdline did likewise for herself and the
others. “My unease is warning me to avoid the center of the land…
so that is where we’ll need to go. We’ll need to stay
together.”

“That’s a given.” Brooke stated and gave him
the end of rope he removed.

“Be ready for anything.” He warned as he
coiled the slack of the rope around his shoulder. Brooke gripped
her tomahawks after hooking her ice axes to a bag and stood just
beyond strike range of everyone while Megdline and Frill stood to
either side of Cage.

Reluctantly, Cage led the way towards the
center of the looping trap spell and his grin grew in anticipation
of a fight. Megdline found it nearly as frightening as the
situation and Frill just smirked. Snow crunched loudly under their
feet. Mostly it remained slow moving. Any tiny sound made them stop
and make a threat assessment before they eventually moved
ahead.

A few minutes later, the wind began to pick
up and Cage stopped everyone. Someone asked “What is it?” but he
went “Shhh…” and closed his eyes. Faintly, and with great
difficulty he heard on the wind “…odies …ive …e …ow…” Cage remained
focused and began to feel a soul deep chill that had nothing to do
with the temperature. It was a malevolent feeling in the sound that
made him believe a battle advanced upon them.

Then the wind went from a strong breeze and
altered drastically into a tempest that formed upon the explosive
rise in the tingle of magic. Before he could give any warning, Cage
was buffeted down to the ground with Brooke, but somehow Megdline
and Frill’s screams were drowned out in the roaring wind and were
ripped skyward. Out of reflex, Cage erected a strong barrier around
himself and Brooke with such force that all exterior sounds and
wind died down to nothing. It was by far the strongest barrier he
ever made and the two of them scrambled to stand. The barrier
blocked the worst conjured storm he ever could imagine. A flash of
yellow in the tornado caught his eye as he looked upon a writhing
funnel cloud. Without thinking, Cage threw out his hand and a
tendril of black colored magic shot from it like a bullet and
wasn’t affected by the tempest of wind and ice. The long rope
altered and went to latch onto the yellow blur. He could feel the
end of the magic zooming straight for the target like a
heat-seeking missile. The head of the black rope began to swell
like a beach ball as it closed in. Right when it came within range
it opened widely and captured Megdline from around her established
barrier. Before he could be jerked from the ground, his other hand
angled downwards and fired a black spike deeply into the ground.
Cage cried out as his shoulders were nearly pulled from their
sockets when the line snapped tightly. When they remained put, Cage
began drawing the magic rope back into his hand. The line pulled
slowly back at first, fighting against Megdline’s body trying to be
sucked into the tornado. Soon, the strength of wind on her released
and he jerked her back. Cage opened a portion of his barrier to
allow Megdline to drop in. He immediately closed the large hole and
stopped holding focus on the leash and anchor.

Megdline’s barrier dropped as she retched
from being spun and turned so violently that if it weren’t for her
barrier, it would have ripped her apart. Brooke went to her and
tried to offer help, but Megdline had lost all focus and internal
stability from the problematic vortex.

Though the barrier protected from the wind
and snow, Cage heard the voice more clearly. “Bodies! Give me a
body!” The hollow voice howled in agony. “Die so I can take your
body!”

It was at that moment Cage understood the
situation, for the voice was disjointed and nothing alive beside’s
grass had been found within the territory. Cage sent his power out
and could feel how the magic had been wrapped to create, maintain
and guide the tornado, that began speeding its way towards them.
Immediately, he began tearing apart the strands of magic and the
effect was noticeable almost instantly. The winds died down until
it was as if nothing had happened. Several hundred feet away Frill
dropped like a stone. And he made a crater on impact as his weight
was great.

Without the horrendous tornado, Cage looked
upon a swirling green mist. The voice began screaming for their
bodies and Megdline gained enough control to warn between gagging
fits “Ghost!”

The agony Cage heard in that voice made
some deep, long forgotten part of him come alive. In a strange,
booming and otherworldly voice, Cage commanded “Silence!” The disembodied voice ceased its voice
and the incoherent, sickly green form slowed. He stopped the
massively consuming barrier and said “What
has been done to you?”

The voice spoke slowly, but the pain and
agony it endured filled in the words with sorrow. “I am to be
forced to stay until I can get a body! It has been a thousand years
and you are the first to enter my domain. Give me your body!”

“Enough, I will end your
suffering!” Cage said and some instinctive part with
him guided his thoughts and actions. He remained in full control,
but did as he felt right. His hands raised towards the green swirl
and the magic flowed like a tidal wave in the direction of the
twisted ghost. A black mist sprayed from his outstretched palms and
began to bond to the ghost’s very essence. Then his instinct began
to guide his magic and Cage felt the gruesome wounds inflicted on
the spirit and began to heal what had been done. A piercing wail
hurt the ears as the process began, but he did not stop. The green
began to change colors and paled while he reestablished the form.
The scream grew painful. Then Cage began seeing spots as so much
flowed out and knew he wasn’t near completion. The spots grew until
he remembered his diamonds and began drawing from them. His focus
cleared and the power being released doubled. Several more seconds
passed before he felt every last drop of his mana get returned.
Still, the color of the specter brightened in the gathering black
and white form. Spots reappeared more quickly and Cage knew the
procedure was almost finished and sent one final burst, with
everything he had left, towards the small, human form.

Brooke watched as Cage’s arms sagged and he
crumpled. She yelled and rushed to his unconscious side.

Megdline had regained some equilibrium
and watched as when Cage collapsed, so did whatever he just did to
the human shaped ghost. In its place stood a little girl’s spirit.
The girl’s screams stopped as she looked over her true form. “The
pain …is gone?” The little
girl asked herself. “I’m whole…”

Brooke looked to Megdline to demand in
terror. “What is going on? I hear a spirit. Is it over?”

Megdline relied heavily on her staff to
wobbly stand. She felt almost in a dream. “Cage just turned a ghost
back into a spirit…” She said in distant awe. She didn’t know what
to do next.

Brooke did though. She looked in the general
direction Cage focused on earlier to ask “Spirit? Are you good
now?”

“Yes.” The child answered with a relieved
smile and floated over beside Cage. “This one returned me to my
true form. I am myself again.”

“Then, Good Spirit, do you know a way I can
get my mate out of this spell?”

“Yes.” Then the child turned as Frill erupted
from the ground with a violence few ever witnessed and he hissed as
he charged the spirit. His form passed through the child without
resistance. He went for her again till he came to realize what he
stared at. His tail flicked quickly, but in confusion. The spirit
then found Megdline staring at her to smile with so much happiness
that the old sorceress had never witnessed. “To break the spell,
reach the exact center of this horrible place where you’ll find a
disk of glass. Shatter it with physical force and you’ll be free. I
have been watching all of you and though you took my path, there
are no more traps in the direction you travel for three more days.
It would be best if you go through the night. You should reach the
edge of this land by morning. If you do not heed my warning, and be
near on the third day, you will face the deadliest trap the forest
has. None who have ever been caught in it have survived.” She
smiled again and looked up. “I’m coming, Mother!” The child spirit
raised her little arms up and vanished like mist.

Megdline moved as if in a trance over to the
unconscious warlock and laid a hand on his back to see if he is
real and found herself realizing it all actually happened. She
helped Brooke roll him on his back to find him unresponsive.
Megdline noticed Frill limping and she asked “It is hard to think,
but what happened to you?” She listened. “You broke a foreleg… Let
me fix it.” Beneath his fur showed a blue light and a popping sound
to repair the injury.

Everyone remained in a silent state of shock
from all that transpired. Several minutes passed before Cage
stirred. Megdline began fumbling in her pockets and pulled out a
bar of food. Before he could ask anything, she shoved a bite in his
mouth. “Eat. It is good for you. It is a food bar made with oats,
nuts, grain and held together with honey and molasses. It will
help.”

In his currently weakened state, he
couldn’t resist as hunger ravaged control over the bodily needs.
The snack tasted delicious and filling. Brooke helped him sit up
and took over the job of feeding her exhausted mate. While he ate
small bites, Frill jumped in Brooke’s pack and brought over her
water bag in his teeth. She thanked the feline before giving her
love a drink he desperately needed. Megdline gave five more tasty
bars, that he enjoyed, before asking “Cage, how did you do the
impossible again? You returned a ghost back into a spirit. Such a thing has never been
done before. Ghosts have to be destroyed… My grandson…”

Cage laid a hand on Megdline’s shoulder with
compassion. “I don’t have an explanation that can be put in words.
It was instinctual, like that dreaded feeling I first felt. So it
worked, I healed her?”

“Yes, My Love, you did.” Brooke wrapped her
arms around him. “She is a good spirit yet again. Though I could
not see her like the three of you, I could hear her relief and
admiration for you. If you can make bad spirits good again, when
none other ever has, then you truly are a ruler of the dead. Only
one who can truly fix a spirit can be named as you have. Lord
Death, you reign over spirits. When you first commanded her, she
obeyed. Only my man could free a tortured spirit and save us
again.” He chuckled as she kissed his scruffy cheek.

“We should get going.” Megdline purposed. “I
believe the spirit’s warning and want to leave. Cage, you are in no
condition to walk. Brooke, I’m going to make us glide again. It
will be up to you to pull him. Do not worry, he will not slow us
down and will feel weightless.” Her topaz glowed for a moment and
the coldness on his lower extremities vanished when his entire
length floated on nothing. Before he knew it, Brooke had him hold
onto their things as she effortlessly pulled him behind the
sorceress and Familiar. The rope around his waist didn’t hurt as
she pulled him along.

It didn’t take long for Megdline to locate
the glass disc and slammed the end of her staff through it, making
it shatter. The calmness they experienced vanished in an instant as
a light blizzard replaced the void they were trapped in. Megdline
made a simple barrier around them and moved along the pass they
found themselves in.

Cage wasn’t sure how long they walked for he
fell completely asleep while getting dragged. Overusing magic still
remained exhausting.

 


Cold darkness greeted Cage as his eyes
opened. He looked up and became mesmerized by Brooke’s swaying
backside and the thoughts of what he so wanted to do, heated his
blood. He saw her outline because a floating white orb guided them.
He glanced to either side to find they were in a shallow ravine.
Megdline led the way with Frill through the crisp and clear area,
all while keeping everyone afloat and maintaining the light. He
felt slightly hungry, but good as new. Cage said “Can we stop for a
minute I need to go use a bush?”

His words startled them because of the quiet,
but they quickly calmed. He sat up and put the supplies down on the
firmly packed snow. Brooke glided and stopped at his side. “Love,
are you well?”

“Good as new.” He said while standing up.
“Granny? Please release your spell.” She obliged for all of them,
knowing everything to be safe. He then walked off, making his own
soft white orb in his hand and moved behind a snow covered bush to
relieve the pressure in his bladder. He washed his hands in the
snow and air dried. He returned to find only Megdline waiting.
“Where did she go?”

“They hadn’t said anything, but they had to
go too.” She said and looked oddly at him. “Are you sure you are
feeling alright?”

He heard a crunch of snow and looked to see
Brooke returning. Frill came back from the other direction. “Yes,
I’m doing fine. No lingering effects besides some hunger.” Brooke
came close and gave him a strong embrace.

Megdline casually put a hand on her
hip. “Well that can wait. The food I gave you will last a while yet
and the rest of us ate along the way while you rested… Cage, are
you sure you cannot tell me how you restored a spirit from a ghost?
If we could learn this skill we won’t need to destroy the essence
of a person’s soul anymore. Please, I want to know.”

Cage kept a hand around Brooke’s lower
back as she did to him and with his other hand he scratched his
head absently. “Granny, I wish
I could explain it. It was like an instinct, like how we know
fire will burn us because it is hot. I cannot explain any better
than that, though I wish I could. I knew that I couldn’t bear to
see a spirit ruined for eternity and wanted to help. Then a feeling
overcame me and I understood without words how to control and help.
And the odd thing was how calm and sure I felt when I commanded it
to be quiet. Then I just willed her to be healed and become whole
again and it happened, but it required a great deal of mana… My
voice sounded similar to when I tried summoning my Familiar. My
voice had the same, otherworldly quality.”

“I noticed that.” Megdline admitted. “When
someone summons something, their voice gets layered with mana. My
voice does it too when I have to summon Frill, if he is ever gone
from my side. But I never heard anyone commanding a ghost that
wasn’t the necromancer, even with that voice. It is hard to accept
the impossible, but I saw what you did and want to understand. Such
a spell could revolutionize how we deal with spirits and no ghost
would have to be destroyed completely. Not even in the books I
studied told me anything about warlocks making ghosts into spirits
again.”

“And I wish I could help. This information I
would give freely if it could be expressed in any other way. Since
there isn’t any way to read another’s mind, I do not ever see
anyone other than me using this skill.” Cage then asked carefully.
“Granny, when Grandpa stopped your grandson, are you sure there is
nothing left? If I studied necromancy, I might find a way to do
what I did to the ghost.”

Megdline shook her head and wiped a
tear away, but had strong self control and kept her voice normal.
“Although you fixed the girl’s ghost, you had something to work
with. When my husband was forced, he had to quite literally
rip apart everything that was once
our grandchild, to save ourselves and likely others. Everything
that made him who he is, can never be attracted or gathered ever
again. Imagine throwing a pebble at the sun, nothing that is the
rock will remain when it reaches that powerful force of nature. He
will never exist after being
destroyed. I thank you of wanting to help though, but it is too
late.” She turned around. “Let us continue onward and reach the end
of this place. If it cannot be learned to heal ghosts, then you
are very important, more than
even I can imagine. We leave.”

Before Megdline could take a step,
Brooke moved around and embraced the other female tightly. “Do not
hide your feelings, Sister. You are not alone. If you are to teach
my mate for some time, then you will also have me. I feel for your
loss and do not blame your husband for what he was forced to do. Be
pissed at the evil magic-man who turned your grandchild’s good
spirit into a bad one.” Megdline nodded, afraid of how her voice
would sound at the moment. Brooke pulled away and placed a hand
over the older woman’s heart. “And do not think him gone. He is
here, in your heart, for all time. His memory remains through you.
Remember this always, Sister.”
Brooke gave her another tight hug and Megdline this time wrapped
her arms around the priestess. Frill came closer and rubbed up
against his partners leg, not needing to say anything.

Brooke then pulled away to smile. “Shall we
go then?”

Cage used the spell to float for
himself just so Megdline would have one less person to support. She
asked how long he could sustain it and he replied “Even with my
gems still siphoning, I can maintain this effortlessly. Just barely though. If I had
to support anyone else… I could do it for maybe three or four hours
before getting exhausted.” Megdline understood and reapplied her
spell to the others while keeping the glowing orb further ahead as
they skated on. Cage kept his own light orb directly above them so
they were better illuminated.

 


As light began to appear they were greeted
with a change in the weather. Some actual warmth. Instead of heavy
blankets of snow, there was slush. Then an hour later Brooke hooted
with joy “Look! Up ahead! No snow!”

Three miles later, all four of them collapsed
just outside the edge of Frozen Forest and laughed with relief.
They survived. Brooke threw her ice axes back into the forest and
took off her moccasins to dig her toes into the chilly earth and
smell the rich aroma. After feeling the relief of surviving the
traps and natural dangers, Cage went into a snowless forest to
collect firewood and came across a suitable shelter of adequate
size. It was completely hidden by the dense foliage and would be
perfect. He called out to the others in the distance of his finding
and they came to like the location without criticism. There was a
steep sided granite wall about seven feet tall with a few leaning
trees that made a decent canopy. A little work is needed to make it
rainproof, but it worked. He built a fire and found leafy branches
to fill in the gaps as Brooke and Megdline started a meal.

Cage smiled as he said “We will stay here
until tomorrow morning. We need to recover and rest since we took
five or so days off my initial estimate. And I wanted to have you
listen to my perfected ocarina… Granny, I had no idea I could
manipulate fibers in the wood to make a seamless piece.”

She was about to say something and stopped as
he closed his eyes and began to play a slow, soulful song that
pulled at the heart. Frill found it to his liking and began to purr
in harmony. Brooke couldn’t help herself as she stood and began to
dance in front of her man, letting the music flow through her. The
music progressed and evolved as he felt and it turned into
something fun and exciting. Brooke couldn’t contain herself as she
pulled Megdline up and had her dance too. Frill’s tail began to
thump to the music. He stopped playing as he smelled food burning
and quickly hurried over to move the food around before it all
burned.

Megdline collapsed beside Frill with
exhausted excitement. “Cage, I didn’t believe you were serious
about that instrument not being perfect until I heard
that. It is a wonderful device I
might like to learn one day. And it is good we rest all day today.
We both need to restore our gems for what may lay
ahead.”

Brooke pushed Cage back a little ways and sat
directly in his lap to say “Every warrior knows to rest often or
when there is opportunity, otherwise all the work is meaningless if
we are exhausted and cannot function .” She leaned forward and
fixed the meal and saved it from being ruined. Brooke made the
breakfast large and everyone got a large portion to make up for
missing out on proper meals. Cage silently checked for hazards in
the food and found none. He had to use his long arms to reach
around Brooke to eat since she stayed in his lap. It was different,
but not uncomfortable. Brooke smiled tenderly and kissed his cheek
at one point to say “Cage Love, that was wonderful music. Wear your
red bead with pride. Few could make such unique melodies. Megdline
and I both needed that release and pleasurable experience.”

“You are both welcome.” He said and kissed
Brooke’s neck and it made her giggle.

She pushed his head back. “That tickles! You
need to shave.”

“Tickles, does it? Big mistake.”
Letting me know that is. He thought
and went to kiss her neck again.

It made her giggle and then he started poking
her ticklish ribs. Brooke sat the food aside before knocking it
over and pulled her tomahawk to place by his neck. “Stoaahaaaap.”
Brooke laughed. The weapon shook as she tried to regain control. He
tickled her rib again and the hatchet dropped. She quickly stood up
to get away from his assault, while laughing. Frill and Megdline
joined in as Cage got up and took chase, making smooching sounds
and wiggling his fingers meaningfully. She didn’t get far before he
got her on the ground and tickled her up and down till tears poured
and she couldn’t resist any more.

When she had had enough, Cage got up and
walked back to the fur and finished eating. Someone would chuckle
now and then.

As Brooke went to grab her tomahawk, a green
gleam caught her eye and then she remembered. She grabbed the
handle and peeled back some of the leather binding. “Love, I forgot
about my two emeralds I kept after killing the stupid highwaymen.”
She held out the uncut stone for him to see.

He smiled. “I remember you had a lot of fun
toying with them.”

“That I did.” She grinned and turned her
attention. “Megdline, I have a question.”

“What might it be?” Megdline inquired with
interest.

Brooke held out the green emerald. “I want
some protection, like what you and Cage have. I do not want to be
killed by an arrow that I cannot avoid, like the Empire does for
their warriors. Can it be done?”

“May I?” Megdline stretched out her hand.
Brooke nodded and placed the stone in her hand. “Uncut… minor
flaws… decent quality…” Megdline mumbled and sent her magic to do a
thorough test. “I do not see why not.” She said, meeting Brooke’s
gaze. “You must understand that the wards will be far weaker than
what Cage and I have at our disposal and you will not be able to
pull it in once it is taken from you. What you must also be aware
is that the government strictly regulates gem usage with magical
properties. Enchantments are kept for times of war. I do not see a
problem with you doing this because you are mated to Cage and will
be observed by simple proximity to him. And we might need you to
have something at the very least if there is to be an unavoidable
fight.

“Since it isn’t a specific gem, made
solely for you, someone of mage class will be able to steal it, if
you are not careful. Also it will take far longer to make the spell
work properly because most of your mana is being consumed from your
mark. What would take Cage and I five minutes to charge for a
simple shielding spell, would take no less than a day from you.” She returned the gem
to the owner. “Cage, since you need to be more accustomed with
working wards and tying spells together, you shall do it. First,
give it a sample of your mana so a spell can be tied to her, just
like you did for yourself.”

Brooke also took out the other emerald and
turned to her mate. He put some power into each and spoke the
safeguards to protect Brooke from danger and also added a distance
limitation so that if the weapons were more than fifty feet from
her that the draw would end. On one, he applied a projectile
barrier and the other would resist dangerous magic and he explained
as much. He linked the gems together and felt how they evened their
levels. Cage then leashed one to pull from Brooke, but Megdline
reacted quickly as she sensed what he did. “Cage that is far too
much for her to sustain. Lower the draw immediately… More… More…
Just a little more… There, that should do it.”

“It is so little?” He said.

“Yes, but it is all she can endure without
tiring by doing even the simplest tasks in life. Every non-mage can
sustain only what you did to her, with minor varying because no two
people are exactly the same. She is not us. Since she cannot tap
into her inner strength, it is the most we can have her safely
handle. Brooke will not notice a difference as they slowly and
constantly take her excess… Brooke, do you feel any different?”

“I got tired a minute ago, but not now. I
feel nothing.” She replied and tightly tied the emeralds back to
the handle of her tomahawks. “And I will keep them a secret. If it
blocks just one arrow from hitting me, I will be pleased.”

“Good.” Megdline decided. “Alright Cage,
increase the draw from yourself to passively store as much as you
can tolerate, since we will likely stay here beneath the shelter
for the whole time. I’m doing it as well. While we sit, I will
begin teaching fundamental magic.”

Cage increased the flow to take all of his
excess energy and found it had quadrupled the pull. After a few
moments to meticulously get the rate just right, he commented an
observation “I feel it has increased, but the tingle I’m constantly
feeling remains the same.”

“That is because it is siphoning magic. It
isn’t working a spell, it is taking. You will never feel someone
giving their inner strength, but when they implement a spell you
will. The constant sensation you are feeling is still coming from
the forest, since it is near. If we had pushed on, the sensation
would vanish after traveling two or three more hours. Passive
spells cannot be sensed. Only you can feel the draw, unless a mage
is actively sensing the flow of magic. You would feel him or her
doing it though.

“We will start the lesson with the three
broad magic categories. They are Manipulation, Alteration and
Creation…”

“I’m going to get some sleep.” Brooke yawned
with a full stomach. She laid back and was surprised as Frill
padded over and curled up with her. She didn’t realize just how
tired she was as she fell almost immediately asleep.

Megdline smiled as she saw the two fall into
a deep slumber and used a simple spell that required almost no
effort so they got some sleep and wouldn’t be disturbed by their
conversation. Her grey eyes turned back to Cage as he sat
patiently. “Back to the three fundamentals of magic. You already
understand that mana is the fuel by which we use magic and that the
greater the distance the harder it is to do spells. By far, the
easiest spells on average is Manipulation. Most require minimal
strength to move, gather or shape as we want. Manipulation can
change the weather when needed or even plug a crack in a wall that
no tool can reach. When you completed the ocarina and manipulated
the wood, that was Manipulation. Creation requires more energy,
like conjuring flames or a shield. Then there is Alteration, most
students and scholars refer to it as alchemy.”

“Like turning lead into gold?” He asked.

“Quite so. What do you know of it?”

Cage crossed his arms and leaned against the
warming stone wall to think. “On Earth, there were many myths. Some
thought it to be the predecessor to chemistry and others thought it
was a mystical art. There were many stories of turning one object
like common sand into drinking water. There is even the legend of
the Philosophers’ Stone. It was said to be an object capable of
turning anything it touched into solid gold…” He looked at his
diamonds. “I guess it was where gems holding magic had been changed
into over the years. Lost to a gem’s actual meaning, but not truly
forgotten.”

“Well you are right. Alteration is
transforming something into something completely different. When I
made my topaz, it was a blend of the three fundamentals. You must
be very careful if you chose to do a spell that relies solely on
Alteration. If your strength doesn’t fully complete a spell, the
intention you were striving for might backfire. There is little use
of Alteration because nature supplies all we truly need. As for
gold, I must warn to not make gold for it is illegal because it
would destabilize an economy.

“Creation and Manipulation will be better.
And do not try an Alteration spell if you ever get in a fight, like
turning someone to stone. It would be much easier and effective to
simply blast them with combat magic. To alter physical composition
is painful, consuming and slow. It is torture, plain and simple and
I will have nothing to do with you if you do that to someone.”

“Don’t worry. I’d rather kill with my own two
hands. I only result to torture if there is no other option,
Granny. And there are far more effective tortures than turning
someone to stone. But I have a question. You warned me to not alter
my body, why?” He asked.

Her eyes remained calm and relaxed. “Magic
can be addictive to the weak minded. For some who want to be
beautiful, they use magic to become pretty. Some make their breasts
larger, fuller and more symmetrical. I must admit, I’ve even done
it to my breasts.” Megdline pulled her shoulders back to stretch
the front of her robe to show her breasts were larger than
suspected. “But it is all I’ve done to myself. Magic can make
someone have the healthiest skin or shed excess fat. Quite a few
mages keep their hair long to hide their tapered ears that allows
them stronger hearing. They can hear like a dog or a cat, but loud
noises won’t damage the ears. Some have slightly larger eyes that
are keener and can see in lower levels of light. The drawback to
that is that sudden bursts of light damage sight. Some become how
they picture their beauty. Some men even enlarge their lance,
though I can tell yours is natural due to your physique, long limbs
and other biological factors. And then there are those who alter
their body’s actual structure. Many years ago I watched as a mated
quartet had had enough of living on land and manipulated their
bodies to be aquatic, where they might live for the rest of their
lives. They fused their legs together and their feet became a tail.
They made gills for which to breathe and fixed their eyes to
properly see underwater. The webbing between their fingers grew and
scales covered their body. Then they went into the sea and have not
been seen since.”

“That actually sounds pretty cool?” He
smiled. “I bet that is where the mermaid or siren myth
originated.”

“There is always a drawback or price to be paid when
altering one’s body. To alter the body as it didn’t intend, take’s
mana. Not much for some things, mind you, but the more you alter,
the less mana you can use for magic. When those two men and women
did that to themselves they could barely do the simplest spells. To
do it to a normal person who’s mana is weak would kill them because
they could not sustain that form.” Megdline touched her face. “If I
wanted to I could be as beautiful as Brooke or Meeka, even look
exactly like them actually, down to the hair on their head. If I
did that, my strength would be cut in half until I returned to
myself. I could even potentially look and sound like a man, but I
love being a woman. Beyond making my breasts as perfect as I
desire, I have made myself look to be in my mid forties. I keep my
beauty like this, without prominent wrinkles, while looking mature
enough to be respected. You would not respect me as your elder if I
chose to look like I was when I was eighteen and at my most
beautiful.” She watched as he nodded the truth of that. Cage would
have found it weird and unnerving. “Some mages even manipulate
physical strength, but posterity in one’s muscles aren’t worth it
when magic strength is needed. Many mages keep their physical
aspects as naturally as possible because anything that weakens
magic is potentially suicide. It is better to be frail of body and
powerful in magic than the other way around.” Then an idea popped
in her head. “You’ve met King Skylar. Didn’t he seem too large
compared to other mage’s you’ve seen?” Cage shrugged. “He might be
a third class wizard, but when he was in Twilight he was very tall
but thin. He made his body that muscled because his power is in the
castle that protects him and his family. His son Sek though is
naturally that large. So is his youngest daughter, but she is very
beautiful for such a tall lady.” She touched herself for emphasis.
“My natural strength is the same as any woman’s near the age I
choose live in.” Megdline then held out her staff. “Nearly every
mage uses a staff, as I’m sure you know, because spells take a lot
out of us. We need a staff for many reasons, but the main ones are
to hold our gems and to help us walk when we lose strength from
doing too much. Personally, you are the only one I know that has
your gems as part of your body. The only way to take them from you
is to likely kill you.”

Cage then moved further. “Why does nearly
every mage wear a robe?”

Megdline smiled. “Mostly because it is
comfortable and easy to take off when you are so exhausted. Also it
is because it is common for mages to dress in such a way to
distinguish ourselves from others so that they will know who we are
at a glance. Sometimes there are emergencies where a mage is needed
and without asking they would see me and know I had power.”

“Then why did the bandits attack you, when we
first met?”

“Ah, many times when a woman must travel
alone, they make it appear they are a sorceresses. It is an old
trick, but is still widely used. They might not have tried if Frill
walked with me, but he was hunting mice and squirrels when they
found me breaking in the field for an afternoon meal. They didn’t
take my warning seriously, but then you intervened on my behalf,
not realizing who I was. Also, I’ve even linked a few spells to
this robe so it will never dirty. Here, watch this.” Megdline
reached over and grabbed a handful of rich, moist dirt. She began
rubbing it on her thigh and moved her hand away to let Cage watch
as the particles puffed out of the fine fabric and left behind not
even a moisture spot. “A robe keeps me cool in the summer and a
spell to tighten the holes to not allow air in keeps me warm. I
never need to worry about wear or tears as I have spells to mend
the material. Robes are simple, effective, roomy and
comfortable.”

“So are you an all around adventurer in a
guild?”

“Only for Twilight. I’m not associated with
Emroc or Vlaran adventure guilds, but I’m allowed to go wherever I
please. It is why I do not wear either a crow or dragon crest.
Besides, yellow and gold are my favorite colors and an all around
mage, like myself, blends wonderfully.” Then she blinked. “How did
we get off the lesson’s topic so easily?”

Cage laughed. “This isn’t some book we’re
following. We are having a conversation and subjects bounce around.
It is natural. It keeps us from getting bored from focusing all on
one subject.”

“True enough.” She returned the mirth with a
light laugh. “I know you are filled with questions, which I’ve come
to enjoy. Since you can understand the fundamentals so easily and
effortlessly figure out complicated matters, we can proceed and
focus on practical applications. Speak on them.”

Cage began thinking all on questions he’s
been accumulating ever since coming to this world, discarding those
that can be used for ill intent or further research on things he
had back on his home world. A list began to appear in the back of
his mind and the first one came out. “Granny, I find it odd that
anyone knows so much about science and all it expands to, on a
world without technology. Most things I’ve observed since coming is
how much more primitive Raliea is. Where I’m from, we’ve gone into
space, while here the best mode of transportation is a horse-drawn
carriage or sailboat. How can you understand astrology and other
worlds without sending probes or even designing vehicles?”

Megdline nodded. “That was why Frill wanted
to know so badly about technology. You see, it sounds like you’ve
somehow harnessed the power of electricity.”

Since she knew the word, he felt it alright
to expand. “We have.”

Megdline’s eyes widened. “How can you
say it so easily? Cage,” She relaxed her expression. “in our
universe, we cannot contain
electricity. A mage can create it or manipulate the
atmosphere into calling down lightning, but the mana of the
universe somehow keeps it from being controlled outside magic. It
gathers and releases, nothing more. We’ve had theories of how to
make electricity for thousands of years, but when applied, it
either doesn’t work or the electricity becomes unstable and has
killed many. Cage, the only electricity we can know to work within
a vessel is the living body, the bioelectricity you know about.
Furthermore, we know how different fuels can be burned for things
like steam power and can make a large object move autonomously with
little guidance on wheels, but the dragons warned that the
byproduct of such methods are hazardous to life. To see if it was
true, a very long time before I was born, there was an isolated
experiment where in the Laqura Empire they tested the viability of
machines. They took a ten thousand acre area and ran experiments,
testing fuels whether solid, liquid or gas. Fusion seemed to be the
safest and non-life choking, but the magic barriers were too weak
to do even a fist size containment. Over the course of ten years,
the testing area known now as the Void Hills is still lifeless. The
dragons were right so the Magical Council and even Empress Vika
unanimously agreed to ban all commoners from learning how fuels,
like oil and coal, can be used for such purposes because it is too
deadly to work in a large scale.”

“Then I’m glad it is withheld because
that is the crisis on Earth. It is dying because nearly every
person, every day, is transported by vehicles that burn fossil
fuels and the electricity in homes are supplied by power plants who
do so much damage because the government and large businesses won’t
search for alternatives. One of the first things I noticed in this
world is how clean the air and water is. I can live without the
abundant conveniences just to have untainted water to drink. Earth
is slowly being poisoned by assholes who do not think beyond how
fat their wallets… well coin purse I would say for your
understanding.” He saw her take that information and would likely
send that information in the report. “At least that likely won’t
happen here, especially since you said mana disrupts electricity.
It would be impossible for power plants to produce electricity by
using those fuels… Granny, I know there are infinite ways to use
magic… Is there a way to make a home, with amenities, that wouldn’t
require cutting down dozens and hundreds of trees? Or tearing into
the ground or mountains with which to harvest blocks of stone? Like
doing what I did with my ocarina and literally grow a house out of a tree by manipulating
it?”

Megdline grinned before chuckling. “I forget
from time to time you are exceedingly smart yet so new to the
applications of our craft. Apparently you’ve never seen a true
mage’s home.” Megdline found a pinecone that was open and guided it
into her hand. She gently plucked a pine seed from within and held
it out. “Cage, if you are ever allowed to visit my home in
Twilight, you will find it vastly different than any dwelling
you’ve come across. The possibilities contained in this tiny seed
is inconceivable. Nearly all mages in Twilight, or have been taken
to be trained, all live in homes grown from a seed just like this.
Mine is made from a giant cedar and even ten other families below
us call it home. My husband made it himself and we live at the top
dwelling, which stands over a mile from the ground. We have flowing
hot and cold water, an indoor privy and other comforts thanks to
spells and imagination. We even have a central hearth that we can
have a fire, right on the wood floor. Most would expect it to burn,
but that section of floor has been magically reinforced to be
denser and fire resistant. It always smells so wonderful and
fresh.” She put the seed down. “Because a mage has the ability to
destroy by magic, so too can we create. Twilight lives in harmony
with nature and when we must learn the more dangerous aspects of
our art, the dragons let us use their caves to practice without
hurting anyone. Though they do not actively teach us, dragons are
very protective and do not like to see a dangerous situation occur
if it can be avoided. They see us as hatchlings and want to guide
without interfering. So they let us use caves where there is no
life with which to harm. It has had a deep impact on us and we too
have come to understand the importance of coexistence without
causing undue harm. Instead of cutting down trees for our homes, we
actually grow one and shape it how we please. Much of Twilight is
made this way, even the library I spoke of is actually a single
living oak tree that will grow as we need it in order to contain
our knowledge. It is a natural city over eight thousand years
old.”

“I’ve always liked the sturdiness of
oak myself. I can probably figure out how to manipulate a seed to
make my own house on the island… Yep, I like that idea. I’ll
grow my own home.” He grinned at the
inconceivable idea it would have been back on Earth. A thought
abruptly appeared out of nowhere that turned the previous train
into confusion. “Granny, I’d like to go back to the topic of
dragons if you do not mind.” She smiled in amusement.
Who isn’t curious about dragons at one time or
another? She thought absently. “I was told they like
to spend as much time flying as they do in caves or mountains. How
can something so big fly like that? Furthermore, from what you said
about my Familiar’s eye being so huge and a dragon can also be so
gigantic, I’ve estimated that any creature of such size would have
to be at least five hundred feet long with a similarly, if not
longer, wingspan. And the weight would be no less than
eight hundred tons. How could such a
creature exist? Even one of such size would need to eat a ton of
food or more each day just to live. Creatures that fly usually need
to eat about their weight in food on a daily basis. Furthermore, as
a species of such size, why aren’t there more and how…”

“Slow down, Dimwit! Your excitement is
making you talk too fast. Relax and let me explain what the general
population doesn’t know about
dragons, because they do not
want such things commonly known.” She paused to see if he would be
patient. Megdline wasn’t surprised that he stayed quiet. “What you
mentioned of their size is quite accurate for someone who has never
seen one. In fact it was the dragons who initially told us about
the universe to mages of forgotten past. Originally, they made this
world habitable and our primitive ancestors evolved under their
ancient eyes. There are other planets and moons out there that the
dragons have colonized. My husband once had the rare opportunity to
visit one of these planets and told me of the wonders he saw on the
dragon home world, Valagax. Because of their size, they limit their
population according to the size of the world they occupy. Since
this world is so large, similar to their original one, there are
about a billion dragons here.” Cage’s jaw dropped. “Their colonies
are also proportional to the mountains they hollow out and design.
What we also know is that we are the only sentient species that can
survive and coexist in the same atmosphere. There were others, but
it is believed that other species went extinct. Dragons hate
extinction because life is so rare in the cosmos. It was with their
help and knowledge of transforming worlds that we created the one
in which to send warlocks.

“Next, we get to their growth. A dragon
hatches from an egg no less than five feet in length and looks like
a chicken egg, but the shells are vibrant colors, telling what the
hatching’s color will be. It hatches and will spend six months with
their parents before having strength to fly. The next five years
are spent away from everyone to teach them how to not set
everything afire every time they breathe. From snout to the tip of
their tail, they are about eight to ten feet in length. Even the
young have strong magic and are equipped to survive, even if they
didn’t have armor-like scales, deadly teeth and clawed hands. The
dragon learns just like we teach our children, but the young go and
learn to live on their own and discover about life through their
parental teachings and experiences. Dragon’s grow fast for the
first twenty years, until they reach about a hundred feet in
length, at which time they grow more slowly over the next nine
hundred or so years. And the gigantic size you guessed is accurate,
for mature elder dragons who stop growing. But unlike a human who
has to eat more if they are larger, the older a dragon is, the less
he needs to eat. A full grown dragon only needs to eat the
equivalent of a large cow, once a month.” Cage stared openly and it
made Megdline laugh. “Yes, it is true. The largest dragons do not
need as much as a human of similar size would. You’d think they
would die of starvation, but they somehow don’t need it and they
remain strong, the strongest being of our world. Frill and I, when
we were apprentice mages, got to meet the largest and most powerful
Rex of this world when he flew in to the Blind Mountains for a
short visit. He is Rex Nattan, nearly six hundred feet long. And he
is by far the most golden dragon I had ever seen. Cage, I’m not
joking, he was that monstrous
and beautiful.

“And as to something that big flying,
their wings can no longer physically lift them as it would have
when they were young, but they have immense magic to command. They use a spell, like
what we used, to glide. Then their wings work properly and they can
fly as fast as they want. Furthermore, dragons are everywhere, but
to cause less problems for wildlife or scaring farmers and the
like, they cloak themselves to be invisible. It is the same
principal you used against the wyvern. One could fly right above
you and you’d never know, unless they flew close to the ground in
which case you would feel their magic. Does that clarify your
concerns?”

“Until I come up with more, it does.” He
answered jokingly. “I’m wondering about Jumping now. Is it possible
that you can Jump all of us to Bepop or somewhere near?”

She shook her head. “Unfortunately that
isn’t possible. There are requirements when Jumping. First you need
the mana and the strength with which to step from one location to
another. No one less than a first class wizard can do it. You must
know exactly where it is you
are Jumping, you cannot guess.
You must understand the distance and location with where you are
going to appear, on some deep level. Since I’ve never personally
been to Bepop, I could not estimate that I want to go there without
ever standing in the vicinity. When you followed Meeka by sight
mirror, even that would not be enough. Simply looking will do no
good. Then there are the dangers.”

“You mean like Jumping into a wall, rock or
other person? Two objects cannot occupy the same space without
problems arising.” He spoke.

“That is one of them.” She confirmed. “But
there is much more to it. Normal humans cannot survive the Jump
because their mana isn’t strong enough to protect them in that
single instant. You and I could Jump without fear, but Brooke would
die the moment she stepped through. Also, it is hard and dangerous
to bring another life form. Frill can go because he is my Familiar
and forever part of me. Lifeless objects have no problems though.
Before we ever Jump we check the area is clear before going. So the
only way open to us is to travel to Bepop without a shortcut.” She
finally yawned and covered her mouth. “Pardon me, it seems I’m
tired. I need to write a report before I can rest.” Megdline said
and pulled out a quill, an ink container and several rolls of
paper.

“Allow me to help. It will take half the time
that way. I will take the experience with the ghost and detail all
that was said and done.”

“That is kind and I accept.” She pulled out
another quill and together they began writing. Cage wrote
everything and left nothing since the reader couldn’t draw certain
conclusions he didn’t want revealed. He also felt the oddly soft
and sturdy texture of the paper. It was tedious work, writing the
old fashioned way, but the tactile motion was an oddly relaxing
experience. From time to time he would find Brooke and the giant
cat fast asleep. Eventually he grew satisfied and went over it to
check for mistakes or omissions, but it was perfect and he handed
it over. Megdline smiled before commenting “You handwriting is very
different, but quite precise and beautiful. I shouldn’t keep
expecting anything except but the best from you… This is a precise
recollection of events and I cannot add anything more.” She
admitted after going over it. She went back to writing for another
fifteen minutes before saying “Would you like to read it?”

“Sure.” He took them and noticed in it she
kept it professional, limiting personal thoughts and observations.
Her concerns were clearly stated and weren’t surprising. Megdline
apparently knew how to write details, not fluff. Cage returned it.
“I find nothing wrong or omitted because of our friendship.”

“Good.” She took and used magic to dry the
ink to the paper before rolling it and tying a string. Then a
golden light, slightly larger than the rolled paper, appeared and
she threw it in. A faint pop made a sound as the light vanished.
She said “Yes, before you ask, I Jumped the report to the
designated spot where the council will read it. I knew the location
and it will remain clear of everything as my reports are their
greatest concern.”

“No, what I was going to ask is how you made
that paper. It was far too similar to what I’m used to on Earth and
it requires technology to make.” He didn’t lie.

“Oh, well we grow paper from the leaves of a
tree. It requires a lot of manipulation, but it doesn’t take much
mana or needing to cut a tree down.”

Megdline went to lay down, but Cage has one
last pressing question. “If a mage can Jump using magic, why do
couriers exist? I mean, wouldn’t it be easier to teleport a package
instantly?”

She rolled over to look at him. “It
takes a lot of mana and not many couriers have such strength.
Overall, it is easier and less taxing to physically deliver those
priority packages. It also gives bored mages a job to do. Even I
did it for a few years. I would have died if I jumped
every package that I was called to
deliver. Now, let me sleep. This Granny needs her beauty rest.
Reflect on what you learned and keep an eye out for
trouble.”

“Sleep well.” He said and go up to sit closer
to Brooke. Megdline went to sleep quickly while Cage gently stroked
Brooke the way he found she likes in her sleep. Brooke adjusted
herself unconsciously and got more comfortable as she pulled Frill
in closer like a soft pillow.

Cage remained alert for danger as he went
over all he learned over the few short hours. Many questions had
answers, but only served to create more. As is the way of life. He
thought.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


“Ah… Much better!” Cage expressed before
sighing contently.

“What is?” Brooke asked at his side by noon
of the next day.

“The tingle of magic in no longer bugging
me.” He explained and saw Megdline nod easily as well. “Everything
feels calmer and peaceful.”

“Though I cannot sense as you do, but I
can feel a change myself. The chill in the air is diminishing. Life
seems to be returning. Look, deer tracks.” She pointed to the
unique hoof print. Then her brown eyes glanced up and she stopped.
“Cage Love, Look! Blue
sky!”

Cage’s eyes swept up between the holes in the
canopy and found that clouds still saturated much, but he found
spots of blue. “It feels like it’s been years since we last saw the
sky.” He wrapped his free arm across Brooke’s shoulder as they
continued walking alongside a stream. She wrapped an arm around his
waist and smiled brightly with perfect teeth. The trickling stream
to their left moved slow and the bank was flat and plenty safe to
walk along, even if it looked like no human had ever set foot in
this part of the woods.

Earlier they ate and Cage had to reduce the
amount being pulled from him, but when he sensed how much the gems
had been taken in only a day, it was a surprise for it contained a
great deal. He felt the four total hold as much as he naturally had
at his disposal at any given time. For what lay ahead, he knew
every last drop would be needed. Before everyone woke though, he
took an ice cold bath in the stream and shaved. Brooke nodded in a
satisfied way and gave him a deep kiss for removing the scruff.
They had ate and set off as the land brightened.

“If we pick up the pace we should reach
Jalara by early evening.” Megdline commented.

“Why again are we going there?” Brooke asked
while still holding her love.

Megdline watched Frill bound over a stump
before answering. “Because it is a small town where we can get
supplies. We will need to buy a horse to safely get us to one of
the creeks that make up the expansive Oak Tree River. We can either
sell or give away our horses to a village to get a boat. We can use
the complex river system to remain elusive and avoid unwanted
attention.”

“That was my assessment as well.” Cage
confirmed. “When I studied the Laqura Empire map, I found thirty
three possible routes with which we could use. By taking away the
most likely supply routes it will leave us with twenty two lanes
that will bring us around to the ocean, at which time it will be
only a two day journey. If all goes according to my mental
calculations we will reach Bepop in six days.”

“Six days till I get my woman back.”
Brooke said sternly and felt her heart warm and begin to flutter.
She looked up and said “Before you use that all consuming lance of
yours on us, I want her first… No, I need to have her. Her fine breasts, lips and
flower are mine.”

“We’ll see.” He answered. “You haven’t
forgotten how I can make love to both of you while you do it to
each other, have you?”

“No, that I can never forget.” She finally smiled for a moment
before looking down. “Cage, I do not want to explode with the
pleasures you give right away. I want to quiver with her and feel
her softness. After all our recent hardship, I need her first. Then
I want to forget everything as you fill my flower.”

Megdline laughed. “Few men could make love as
you make it seem. Do not massage his pride…”

“It needs no massage.” Brooke answered in
confusion. “He is the largest man I’ve ever seen and have the
pleasure of sharing it with a woman whom I love dearly… Cage, show
her your lance so she understands why it is so hard to resist not
laying down and having you take me for another eight hours.”

He shrugged, not really caring and undid his
pants. Megdline stopped and became instantly red before turning
around and walking away with wide eyes. Fill began laughing
hysterically at his partner’s reaction while rolling back and forth
in the grass. Brooke hurried ahead to smirk at the sorceress. “Now
you see why I speak such. He needs no reassurance. It is very hard
not to spend all day long being taken by him. He is not like any
other man.”

In a quiet tone Megdline said “But that
is too big. My husband is big
and it hurts pleasantly, but I would be afraid of dying from
that. How did you stand
it?”

“It isn’t easy, but being tall for a woman
helps.” Brooke stated unabashedly and turned her head to see Cage
standing with Frill and focusing hard as the cat talked. “Just the
head of that lance gave me an orgasm I never experienced and it
makes me sing to the spirits for the pleasure he puts in me. The
first time I fully took him in, my body shook beyond my control and
was hard to breathe. It hurt, but I cannot get enough. If I was
about to die of starvation I would still choose to have him fill
me. If you want, one day, I will let you feel what it is like…”

“No,” Megdline said flatly, but not with
anger. “I am not Utala. I love my husband and though Cage’s lance
makes me curious, I mate only with the man I’ve been with for over
a century. He is all I want and need. Besides, if I want him
larger, he can accommodate my tastes easily. Also, I do not like
sharing… Cage is a natural monster in every way except in large,
bulky muscles. You and Meeka can have Cage all to yourselves. I’m
just his guide and friend.”

“What is it like, having only one lover for
so long?” Brooke asked honestly.

Megdline smiled. “Much like how you cannot
truly think about anyone else except Meeka and Cage. Those two are
always the first on your mind, I’ve observed. Rena, your child, is
next and your tribe is after. My first thoughts, even after all
this time, is of him and then our children. Frill does not count as
he is truly connected to me, the other part of my being. Now may I
ask a question I do not understand, how can you make love to
another woman, knowing she is also competing for Cage’s affection?
Does it ever bother you that she might have more of him than you or
what she feels if you have more of him? Most women I know hate each
other if one has a male they both desire. I know I would.”

Brooke looked up with consideration. “I never
had to think like this, it is why the Utala truly fight for love. I
know I like the softness and curves of Meeka and the firm strength
Cage hides behind his male beauty. I love them equally whether I
suck on his lance or lick her flower. They are everything I want,
they complete me. All my desires get fulfilled when we were
together those few brief days. I’ve also seen and felt Meeka
responds the same and is eager to make love. I gave her her first
orgasm and she gave me many in return. I cannot hold resentment
when in my heart I know they both want me. I know the loving ways a
man and a woman differ, but I need both. And if the day comes I
want another woman or more, they will have to share our love and
affection. There is no reason to hold resentment to another sister.
If you want her mate you must also come to love her. If she does
not want to love you then she is a selfish woman and any male who
is with such a woman is not worthy of being a proper mate. Smart
men mate open women who have much love to give… I learned much of
this thanks to Cage.” She tucked some hair behind her ear and
smiled. “Because we Sisters cannot bear children together, we
should not hate each other. If every woman felt as I do when I have
my mates together… well there would be much less hatred. You must
also know something.”

“Oh?” Megdline inquired.

“Yes, when I get my woman back and we are
safe, you better go somewhere else unless you want to find out what
I mean about loving another woman. I won’t resist for long when I
get her. It will be a great many hours before we come out after the
spirits hear our pleasure.”

“Then I will spend time with my husband,
doing the same thing.” Megdline grinned as Brooke laughed and
wrapped an arm over her shoulders.

Up ahead looked to be an open area with pure
sunlight, but before either could react a sudden form sped by them.
Brooke instantly realized Cage running at his hardest, but the
setting in his shoulders were serious. A dark form streaked right
beside him as Frill matched his speed. Brooke, out of habit,
withdrew her tomahawks and rushed off after him. Megdline also
followed as fast as she could.

Brooke crashed through a bush she had seen
the two males jump through and found them both looking everywhere,
even glancing into the sky. Megdline was a second behind and dodged
to the side a fraction of a second before running into Brooke. The
old sorceress asked “What is it? Danger?”

Cage set his eyes on Brooke. “It was that
feeling again.”

“Did you find whatever it is?”

He shook his head as Frill began to meow
quickly. Megdline translated since Cage still found it difficult to
understand. “He said for a moment he felt someone staring at him
and heard a strange sound… But he didn’t see anything. Cage, this
has happened before?”

“Yes, Granny. Twice actually. Once before
going to Castle Emroc and again in Frozen Forest. I think someone
or something beyond even my sharp skills is following me while
avoiding detection… something I don’t particularly like happen.” He
explained as he shielded his eyes with a hand to look into the sky
again.

“Frill, what can you tell me?” Megdline asked
and listened. “It’s gone now?” She asked and got a nod from the
giant cat. “So you don’t know anything, not even catching a scent?
Good, so you don’t think it has bad intentions… just watching?”
Again the woodsy cat nodded.

“Megdline,” Brooke asked while putting the
tomahawks down. “is there a magic to find whatever it is? Is it the
council watching us by other means?”

“No, the council sent only me and told all in
Twilight to stay away while they observed. None who heard the
orders will disobey them and risk punishment and no, it is
impossible to sense someone watching you through magical means,
though you can prevent others from watching.” Her grey eyes scanned
the visible areas to find nothing out of the ordinary since they
stood in an open field. “Whoever Frill and Cage sensed had to lay
their natural eyes on them. Those attuned to nature and hunting as
predators can sense when others are looking at them. If whatever it
is that is following Cage must have glanced at Frill as well.
Because I do not know what to look for, there isn’t a spell to see
the unknown. I cannot look for something I do not know. Frill, are
you sure it is gone?” The cat yowled before nodding.

“If it is gone, it must be more wary with you
two here.” Cage assumed. “We cannot dwell on speculation. Let’s
go.”

“Hold on.” Brooke said and dropped her pack.
“These clothes are too cumbersome. Since the weather is warmer
again, I’m changing.” She stripped naked right there and caught the
look in Cage’s eye and the tightness of his pants to also feel a
stirring in her lower belly, but she put such exciting thoughts
aside and slid into the easy bottoms and wrapped the leather strap
around her breasts. “Ah, much better.”

“Agreed.” Cage said and gave her firm butt a
gentle squeeze. He got a smile in return. As she strapped the
sheathes to her upper thighs he said “Let’s go.”

 


An hour before nightfall the four of them
came upon the small town of Jalara. Mostly it was a farming
community that didn’t get visitors often so their arrival and
Brooke’s clothing attracted some attention. The town was half the
size of Kote and didn’t seem to be in any dangerous situations. A
town few actually chose to live in. Children played freely, telling
that crime is minimal around here. One group of men though seemed
to be the exception as they eyed Cage and the women. It was also a
big deal for Jalara because there were few mages who visited and
Megdline’s robe stand out, even in low light levels. Cage asked
where there was an inn and an older man pointed them in the right
direction. They entered a broken down establishment in desperate
need of repair and maintenance. The proprietor was about to yell
that no animals were allowed as Frill lightly jumped on a bar table
until he saw the robe and staff that Megdline displayed. They
received a room with two beds and Cage stopped as he saw the shabby
framework. They were little more than a large horse’s trough to
hold hay and had it covered with a blanket. All of them wrinkled a
nose. Megdline had Brooke open a window as she used a spell to
watch as bedbugs and insects were pulled from the beds along with
cockroaches and two mice were taken outside and safely released.
Megdline then said “That should do it, but I still do not trust
those sheets. Who knows what they’ve been through.” She pulled out
her bedding and laid it over top.

They put their things down and waited at the
inn’s dining room to find although the place is little more than a
large shack, the food is top quality. Cage made sure the food was
safe for all of them, finding nothing wrong, they ate a filling
meal while being stared at by the inquisitive.

 


Night fell quickly as Brooke listened to
Megdline and Cage talk more of magic and grew tired of the lecture
and waiting. She sat up and kissed Cage on the cheek to say “I’m
going out to explore.”

“This late at night?” Megdline asked.

“Yes, I need to get rid of this anxiousness.
Usually when I would feel this way, I would have exciting sex, but
I will not leave Meeka out when she probably feels the same. Since
this village isn’t very big, it will not take that long.”

Frill meowed and jumped down. Megdline said
“He would like to join you. He too finds this subject boring.”

“I would be honored to have the mighty Frill
accompany me.” Brooke said to make the cat smile widely. She went
to open the door and said “Megdline, you forgot to let us out.”

“Sorry… I cannot have unwanted ears listening
to our conversation.” She explained and stopped the spell that
didn’t allow words to be distinguished from the room, but outside
noises could come in and none could open the door without her
allowing it. The door finally opened and they slipped out. Megdline
promptly reapplied the spell.

Outside, Brooke and Frill walked around in
the night to burn off their anxiety and sheer boredom. Then they
came upon a large pond and went for a relaxing swim. Broke heard
cats didn’t like water, but Frill wasn’t a normal cat and went for
a swim as well. Even completely soaked, he is large. Drenched hair
did little to enlarge his naturally muscular physique. Later, they
went to exit and she reapplied her clothes. Brooke asked a question
and Frill accepted her help as she squeezed much water from his
fur.

On the way back Frill stopped and
meowed. Brooke stopped to watch his ears swivel and then he
crouched down to speak quickly. “What? Is there trouble?” Frill
nodded. “Is Cage in the
trouble?” Frill shook his head. The cat then began to run in the
darkness and Brooke found it difficult, but not impossible to
follow. She gripped her weapons and ran closely. Frill darted ahead
and turned at a building near the outer heart of Jalara and hid
behind a large crate. Brooke looked down an isolated alley to find
the end lit by two torches stuck in the ground as five men crowded
around a small boy of maybe ten years.

“Are ya deaf as well as dumb, Boy? I
said, where is the money you pinched off that traveler from
yesterday?” The boy’s frightened eyes and shaking form didn’t
respond in a timely manner for the lead thug punched him hard
upside his head. The boy’s face spun and he fell painfully on the
ground with a cry. “You are a simple thief who I own and I want
that money!”

“I didn’t take anything. He was poor too.”
The boy said in a subdued way.

“You have the gall to lie to me?!” The man
said and kicked the boy while already down.

“Is there a reason you men are blocking my
way?” Brooke said as she snuck closer and stood in the full light
their torches provided. Her tomahawks were concealed in such a way
that none of the men could see it in he dark. She found it hard to
disguise her raging hatred at these stupid men beating a child.

The five men jumped in surprise at her calm,
sultry voice and turned to see her standing nonchalant. It didn’t
take long to overcome their surprise as she stood nearly naked
before their beady eyes. They all saw her as a single, helpless
woman, all alone where she shouldn’t be. The five spread out,
without verbally communicating as she watched them all get the same
idea and wanted to mate her. “If you do not mind, I’m in a hurry.”
She said sweetly and eyed the boy to remain still while she claimed
their full attention. He didn’t move.

“Why?” One man smiled, missing his two front
teeth. “We were looking for the company of a pretty lass. Care to
come with us?”

“I’m sorry, but I seem to have left my money
at the inn where I could hire a few of you men to satisfy me for
the night.” That got two chuckling.

“We will do it for free tonight, wont we
boys?” The leader said and got a few chuckles. Then he pulled a
knife from his belt.

“Are you trying to fight a woman?” Brooke
pouted to lure him in first.

“Can a woman resist five virile men?”

Her visage dropped completely as her anger
made her expression fearsome. “Hollow bravado doesn’t impress me.
You should have brought another and not confined yourselves to an
alley to beat on a child. Stupid Men, I give you this one warning,
leave.” Her tone dripped with murderous intent.

The men blinked before laughing. The leader
lunged for her arms, but she whipped and flipped her wrist, burying
the hatchet in his skull. She spun and pulled her weapon out in one
graceful movement and sliced through the throat of a second man who
followed right behind. The two fell dead in an instant. The jocular
side of the conversation ended as two more jumped in her direction.
Brooke caught the neck of one and the shoulder of another, but due
to the narrow alley, she couldn’t dance away as she naturally does.
The man she didn’t kill immediately got hold of her legs and
knocked her to the ground. The man with the side of his neck
squirting an arch of blood couldn’t do anything except writhe and
choke on the ground. The man grappled with Brooke and knocked the
wind from her lungs with a well placed elbow to her stomach. Before
he could capitalize on her there came a sickening, bone crushing
shatter of a person’s body.

The man reacted to the noise by turning
around and seeing a huge cat land on the last thug, dropping down
off the roof and upon landing, demonstrated so much weight that
bone breaks. Frill completely crushed his target before he could
either run screaming or have the other man gain advantage over
Brooke.

Brooke’s anger flared as she saw the man
above her, looking away. She grabbed a fistful of hair and snaked
her arm around the man’s neck to get a firm grip on his jaw. Before
he had time to react, Brooke hyper-extended the neck’s natural
movement, breaking his vertebrae by pulling the chin all the way
around. The body jerked before going limp. Brooke threw him off
herself and coughed as she tried breathing again. Her stomach hurt,
but she had killed four stupid men. She wiped the blood off her
cheek and shoulder that didn’t belong to herself and retrieved her
tomahawks. Brooke looked over to see Frill pad nearer to one man
still dying, and with the simple flick of his paw there came a loud
crack of bone as he broke the man’s neck with force she never knew
him capable of. She gained more respect for the strong
Familiar.

The boy stared with fear and confusion, so
much so his body trembled and couldn’t move. Brooke came over and
slowly sat down before the boy. In a soft, motherly voice that held
nothing except warmth, she said “I am so sorry I frightened you. My
name is Brooke and I’m am a priestess. May I have your name?”

“SSS… SS… Sean.” He said in a tremble.

“Do not fear me, Sean. I did not approve of
those stupid men. They were beating you for no reason. Where is
your mother or father?”

“Haaave No…None… III”m an orphan.”

A closer look informed Brooke that Sean’s
clothes were barely being held together. He was skin and bones,
with several scars all over his arms from a hard life and his hair
was a mass of knots and the odor informed he hasn’t bathed in
months. Brooke came to a decision befitting of the laws she
upholds. She held her hand out to say “If you have no mother and
wish to live and survive, I will offer you the chance to take me as
you mother. If you choose me to be your mother I will expect you to
listen to me and your parents. I am the priestess of the Utala and
guide of my people. The chief will become your father and will also
expect you to be as a son. In the morning we shall leave. If you
wish to stay here, you may, but if you wish for mothers and a
father, then you will have it.”

Sean’s warm brown eyes met hers and saw a
smile, which he at first pulled away from. He looked at the large,
bloodied cat coming closer to look at him and then to the woman who
killed four grown men by herself. He could see kindness in those
eyes of hers and asked “Why would you want me?”

Her hand remained offered. “Because the
spirits made it so I would be here at this moment. You were in need
and I wish for you to live as you should, with strength. With the
proper guidance of me, as one of your mothers, you will have a
better chance. I can feed you and give you something these stupid
men neglected, love. I have a daughter a few years younger than you
who always said she wanted an older brother. So, would you like to
have two mothers, a father and a beautiful little sister? I will
not force you to accept.”

“If you are honest… you should know that I’m
a thief.” Sean admitted and cringed, expecting to be beaten and
dragged off to get a hand removed.

“I heard.” Brooke admitted without bias. “But
is it true you did not take something from a traveler that the men
told you to do?”

“No,” He admitted again in a soft voice. “I
took a copper so I can get a biscuit and eat something tomorrow.
The man I pinched didn’t have much, but I didn’t feel it right to
take everything from someone who isn’t well off.”

“Good, as my son you will not need to be a
thief anymore. If you know it is wrong and are honest, I will
provide for my baby until you can support yourself. Last chance, do
you want a strong mother who will love you and take you from this
place?” Brooke still kept the hand stationary.

Sean looked for deception and found none.
Very slowly, his little hand reached forward and took hers, sealing
their bond with the men’s blood she shed. Brooke suddenly pulled on
his arm and put his little face between her breasts and held him
there. “Welcome home to your new mother, Sean. And I accept you as
a child into the Utala.” She pulled him away and gave him a small
kiss to formally bring him into the tribe.

Frill began chatting and then remembered she
couldn’t understand. He pointed a paw down the alley where they
entered. He then moved over and buried the torches before going to
one of the men and she watched as he bit a sturdy piece of a man’s
pants and began running down the other way, towards the forest, all
the while dragging a fully grown man’s body as if it were nothing.
Brooke figured Frill told her to go back to the inn while he
disposes of the corpses.

She stood up and pulled Sean along too.
“Come, My Son, let us go meet your new father… and well I suppose
your great grandmother too.” Brooke took his hand and led him out,
walking over one of the men. Sean remained quiet, unsure what is to
come.

Less than five minutes passed before the inn
came in sight.

She looked at herself and didn’t realize just
how much blood had splattered and she knew it wouldn’t be a good
idea walking through the front should someone be watching. Brooke
then remembered they were on the bottom floor and went around the
building. As she came around she noticed three shadowy forms right
outside their closed window. She shouted “What are you doing back
here?!” and it had an immediate effect because the snooping
townsfolk ran in the opposite direction. When she was sure no one
was watching Brooke held onto Sean’s hand and approached the window
where she heard muddled voices and knocked lightly. The
conversation ended before the darkness vanished as Cage opened the
window with a black ball of fire floating above his left hand.
“What do you…” He noticed everything in an instant and made the
fire disappear, especially seeing a cowering form. “Brooke, what
happened? You’re covered in blood? Did you go off and have fun
without me again?”

“Yes, but I did not return without a gift. We
now have a son?”

“Oh really? I cannot wait to hear the
details.” He grinned.

“What is this about blood and having a son?”
Megdline said as she stood and came over. Her eyes widened at the
bloodied priestess. “I hope none is yours… where’s Frill?”

Brooke held up her free hand. “May we come
inside? It is too open out here to discuss this.”

Cage reached out and said “So you bring me a
son now? First you give me your love and now him… What’s next?
Sorry for scaring you little guy, come closer so I can bring you
inside. What is your name?”

“Sean.” He replied simply, still gripped in
fear. With a little coaxing from Brooke, Sean approached and Cage
effortlessly picked him up and sat him down inside the candle lit
room. Brooke didn’t need aid climbing in before she shut the
window.

Megdline asked again “Where is Frill?”

“He is busy disposing of five stupid men who
were beating on my new son.” She answered quietly.

“Were they the ones with thick beards and
shoddy clothes, hanging around the edge of town?” Cage asked.

“Yes.”

Megdline took in the looks of Brooke and the
child, Sean. “I will go see if they offer a bath or at least an
ewer. Hold the tale till I return.”

Not two tense minutes later, she returned
with two large ewers and linen over a shoulder. As it shut she
reapplied the earlier spell so they could speak privately. Brooke
put a hand on Sean’s shoulder. “The first rule as my son is
hygiene. I will not have a dirty child when it isn’t time to play.”
Brooke began taking her clothes off and knelt on the ground beside
Sean who was reluctant to do so. The new, stern look got him to
move, but in doing so, his clothes ripped.

“These are not fitting, even for you.”
Megdline said and began digging in her pockets. “I should still
have…” She pulled out a tightly folded blue square and a brown one.
“Ah, these should do.” She began unfolding the hand-sized material
that turned into a pair of brown pants and a new shirt. She put it
near his bony shoulders and nodded. “Good… Let the fabric breathe
to get out the wrinkles, they’ve been in there for years.” She said
while sitting down.

Brooke jerked his tattered shorts off and
Sean went rigid as she handed him a cloth. “I will do your hair,
but you are old enough to clean every part of your body.” Sean
nodded. Brooke then began cleaning herself while making sure Sean
did as well. Years of dirt was hard to remove from him and Cage
knelt down to help, not smiling or doing anything that would upset
him. While Cage helped clean Sean’s arm, Brooke walked up behind
and began the difficult task of washing his hair. She grimaced as
she found lice and said “Sean, I’m going to be forced to cut your
hair short. You have bugs.” He nodded and Megdline offered a pair
of scissors which Brooke figured out how to use in a few moments.
In a half hour Brooke smiled. “I didn’t know our son would be so
handsome.”

“Cage, why aren’t you smiling? Are you
upset?” Megdline noticed.

“No, it isn’t that, he’s deeply afraid he
just signed his death warrant… uh, he thinks we are going to kill
him and use him.” He said while sitting down.

“How can you say that?” Brooke asked.

“Because I too was an orphan. When people
smile, especially adults, it usually means they want you to come
closer so they can beat you, use you and even likely get rid of
you. He is still deciding if this is all a dream or if we’re going
to hurt him. Sean cannot understand the concept of family because
it is a dream and orphans with dreams don’t survive. Reality sucks.
You learn to look out for yourself, just to stay alive another day
on the streets. I know I did.”

Sean turned to stare at the tall man in
black. “You were an orphan too?”

“Sure was. By your looks and movements, you
are a thief, a good one too.”

“How did you know?” Sean wondered.

Cage gave him a small smile that didn’t
frighten him. “You have nimble fingers that are quick, but mainly
it is your eyes, they twitch. You scan everything before you do
anything because if you didn’t, someone could either catch you in
the act or you might not get away, if an exit is suddenly blocked.
I was in the same situation at about the same age actually. I was
about to be killed before a person saved me and brought me in. I
suspect Brooke saved you from the thugs. You will find it near
impossible to have anyone who can understand your life as I
do.”

“Yes, this woman…” Suddenly pain stung the
back of his head. “What was that for?” Sean looked up.

Brooke had smacked his head lightly. “I
am not this woman. You will
either call me Mother or Brooke Mother, nothing else. Am I
understood?”

“Uhhh…” Sean said, before noticing the look
she gave that dared him to test her on this. “Yes… Um… Mother?”

“Better.” Brooke finalized. She then walked
over while drying her hair and sat beside Cage. “Sean, allow me to
introduce you to your father, Cage. He is a magic man, as you saw,
but you have no cause to fear him unless you come at him with a
knife. You will call him either Cage, chief or Dad. Your sister
Rena calls him Dad. Now come sit with me while I tell them how you
came into my life.”

Just then, there came a scratching noise on
the door. Megdline opened it to allow Frill inside. Brooke said “I
was just about to tell them, Frill. Wait your turn.” The cat
nodded, saw Sean and looked quite satisfied with the
transformation. He began licking off the few flakes of blood from
his coat while Brooke retold the story. Frill then had Megdline
explain how he removed all the bodies before anyone noticed and
wouldn’t find them for a few days.

Afterwards, Megdline had to say “Brooke, I’m
glad you wish to take him in, but we also have to consider the
danger we are sure to face.”

“I know this, but I cannot let Sean die if he
makes a mistake because he has no other choice. And since I cannot
have a baby with Cage, I will adopt, as he has told me is common
where he is from. From now on, Sean is Meeka’s, Cage’s and mine
son. He has chosen the right way and will never find better or
stronger parents. One day, I will love him as much as my daughter.
And for the danger, he will stay away from us when we go to rescue
his other mother. Besides, our law doesn’t allow for any children
to be left without a parent. And since much of Cage’s time is
devoted to learning magic from you, I will have a son to teach.”
Brooke smiled and put an arm around him. “I know you have many
questions, Sean, but I promised you a filling meal. Put on your new
clothes Megdline has for you.”

Sean looked all around, never dreaming
something like this could happen. He got up and slowly walked over
to the kind lady mage and held out his hands. “Please?” She smiled
and handed them over. “Thank you so much.”

“You are quite welcome, Young Man. Since it
looks like you’ll be tagging along we cannot leave you so skinny.
Go with your new mother and enjoy a nice hot meal.” She then gave
him five coppers, quite a lot for a meal. He thanked again and left
with Brooke to go get a late meal. “Cage, do you have a problem
with any of this? I mean, seriously, she picked him up in a
dangerous time.”

He shrugged. “Brooke is an alpha female
and is very territorial. We both know it was a blow to her that I
can’t get her pregnant. She unconditionally loves babies and
children. This will be good for her, because he needs us, even with all the danger. Don’t you
think it would be better to save a child in desperate need than
leave him to die just because you want to make a baby? It is
another reason I love her, she is fond of children and would die
just to save one. And he isn’t as helpless as he appears. He has
survived on his own for years, if those old scars mean anything. He
is also smart, not speaking too much, listening for any deceit we
have. If Brooke wants him as our son, I want him too. For now
though, he cannot learn certain things about me, our discussions or
inappropriate topics and we shouldn’t lie if he has a question.”
Cage crossed his arms. “And what did you learn when you used
magic?”

“That there is no deceit. He is as a ten year
old boy should be, if malnutrition is his only issue. I could not
take the chance someone plotted for him to join us. It isn’t the
first time a tactic like that has been used. Also, Sean has never
been touched by magic. He was frightened every time we smiled
though, is it really that bad?”

“Yes. You don’t know if you’re going to live
the next day, but he’s never killed anyone before, like I did. He
will be good for Brooke, since my time is split between everyone,
specifically you as I try to learn as much as possible before I
tell you my plans. Since we only have a few days, I need to learn
all the spells that might be used and how to counter them.” Then he
simply glanced at the occupied Frill. “Let’s keep going before
Brooke brought me a kid. We left off on growth magic that can be
looped to grow by draining me dry, if I strike it first. You said
it links itself to me and grows if I fight against it with mana.
I’ll need to relax and get closer so it thinks my life is
diminishing and I’ll have just a fraction of a second to erect a
barrier before it detonates.”

“Right, and you must change the shape of your
shield from a sphere to a pyramid to reduce the strain and usually
applying ice to its property will keep you from getting cooked
alive. Then there is a dissolving spell that will pull you apart
from every cell that keeps your body the way it is and the most
effective way…” Megdline went on with dangerous spells and
sometimes he would need some guidance to reply on the least costly
way to resist, block, counter or avoid spells.

 


Brooke knocked on their door an hour later.
She and Sean entered and Cage instantly noticed the boy had more
color in his features and moved with more energy. Brooke shut the
door before saying “Our son was starving. He ate three bowls of
stew, four chicken legs and six biscuits. Your stomach should
hurt.”

“Probably does.” Cage said and knelt before
Sean and didn’t do anything else. “I know what you are thinking and
it would hurt your new mother very deeply if you left while we
slept. You ate so much because you might not get the chance for
several days or a week possibly. This isn’t a ploy, Sean. Brooke is
the priestess of our tribe and the law upholder. She cannot lie,
even if she tried. She does want you as her son and if she does,
then so do I. I know the concept of help is difficult to
understand, but she will do her best and be your mother. I will
too.”

Sean smiled ironically. “You want to be my
mother?”

Cage then gave a deep, throaty laugh. “Why
not?” he shook his head before reaching out and placing a hand on
Sean’s shoulder. “From one street urchin to another, will you make
a decision in the morning? Family is frightening to consider, but
so worth it. Sean, you will find you will be better off here, with
us, than here in Jalara. I don’t want an answer now. Think on it.”
Sean simply nodded, still holding onto his skepticism will
increasing difficulty. “Brooke, what did you tell him out
there?”

She walked over and laid on the bed in a
sensual way that made him forget his own question for a moment.
Brooke smiled and spoke casually. “He doesn’t speak much, but he
listens well. I told him our woman, his other mother, was taken and
we are going to rescue her. I warned him to not steal anymore and
to be respectful of us. Sean will find being a Utala odd, but he
will adapt. I promised him his own pack and a knife before we leave
tomorrow. As his father, you will train him to fight while I teach
him our ways. He understands that you and Megdline are mages and
command great power and promises not to anger either of you.” Sean
nodded quickly and had fear within his eyes. Cage knew the boy
found magic scary. “Beyond that, I let him eat. A child should not
learn everything in one night. It is getting late, Sean. You will
sleep between me and your father tonight so you quickly get used to
us as your parents.”

“Yes, Mother.” He timidly replied and walked
over, climbed into the bed and laid down.

Brooke wrapped her arm around Sean’s waist
and pulled his back flush against her front. Cage almost laughed as
Sean’s featured turned an embarrassing shade of red. “Sleep well,
My Son.” She said and kissed his little, bony cheek. Brooke gave
Cage an expectant look and he came over and laid down on the bed.
Sean trembled slightly, but slowly overcame it and relaxed as
Brooke wrapped around a comforting arm around him. Cage watched as
the boy fell asleep from the full stomach and having someone to
hold. Brooke has a loving smile, even as she slept. Eventually,
Megdline blew out the candles and everyone fell asleep, except
Frill who stayed alert for anything.

 


In the morning, all of them sat
together in the dining area and were enjoying a meal as the sun
just began to rise when Sean said “Cage, I… I would like to leave
with all of you. Nobody has done anything like this for me.” He
gestured to new clothes and a full meal in front of him. “Not even
Old Man Vic, the owner of this place, recognizes me… and he
hates me like everyone else. If not
for this lady…” Brooke stopped chewing and narrowed her eyes. “I
mean, Mother.” Sean quickly corrected and watched as she smiled. “I
would have been beaten badly. If there is a chance that I can stop
going hungry I’m not stupid enough to pass up such an offer. I will
work hard to be the son Mother wants. Is it alright if I call you
this Dad too?”

“Of course. I knew you were smart.” Cage said
with a small smile. He then looked back to the proprietor. “Vic! My
boy lost his knife and his pack. Is there a chandler shop around
here?”

The old man looked up angrily from being
woken up from behind the counter. “North end of Jalara, can’t miss
it. It is the best building and stables we got.”

Sean stood up as his food disappeared.
“Mother, Dad, Megdline… I will be right back. I have to go get
something.”

“Come right back.” Brooke ordered and they
watched him leave quickly. “I knew he would want us.”

“Hard to resist the offer of a beautiful
woman, I should know.” Cage smiled. “Brooke, finish up. It’s been
awhile since I had a sparring partner. I’ll be waiting outside.
Granny, will you watch my pack for me?” Megdline nodded.

Cage got up and walked outside. There were a
dozen people strolling the town. He went around to the side and
began stretching. The exercise progressed into a shadow fighting
match. His punches and kicks flew and he was forced to take off his
leather shirt. His attack patterns shifted every few seconds as he
imagined being surrounded by five fighters. He would do feints,
straight strikes, swirling moves, flips, sweeps and every variation
to get the workout he required. He then stood on his hands and did
twenty vertical pushups before Brooke came around the corner.
“There you are. I need a challenge too. I need to fight the only
man worthy to be my mate. Let me stretch first.” She began
loosening her frame and a minute later she took out her weapons and
began spinning them like a baton. “Ready, Love?”

Before he could answer a grin grew as
adrenaline coursed through his veins because Brooke ran at him.
When she came within range she knew she never needed to be held
back with her man and began by chopping at his head. He leaned
back, spun on his heel and dodged the actual, second strike coming
in from below and lightly guided the sharp head aside. Brooke began
dancing and hacking at him while Cage dodged and stepped just out
of danger as she cut the space he stood in a moment earlier. She
began to kick and he started doing acrobatic cartwheels and flips
very few men of his height could ever do and he made it look
effortless. Brooke tried cornering him against the wall of the inn,
but she watched in a mesmerized way as he ran three steps up the
wall and jumped, doing a spin in the air to land behind her on
solid feet. Her reverie didn’t last as she began fighting the
elusive lover who changed tactics and began throwing attacks she
could barely avoid with arms and feet flying like loosed arrows.
His enchanted skin took her chops that would have dismembered
anyone else and sometimes sparks would result in their fast-paced
clash. Cage slowly increased his speed and pushed Brooke further
and further back. His attacks broke through her defenses several
times, but for each one he withdrew just enough to not seriously
injure or outright kill her.

Then Cage began to flow through her attack as
she battle cried to push herself. He maneuvered her to the wall
where he suddenly grabbed her wrists and lifted them high above her
head, picked her up and pressed her against the wall. Brooke
realized with perfect clarity what happened and laughed through
heavy breathing. Cage grinned and laughed too. She then leaned down
and kissed him as he still pinned her. “No other man could ever do
that to me.”

He then slowly lowered her down with a laugh.
“You’ve improved.” He noticed. “It was slightly more difficult to
get through your defenses. You used the shaft to block me
more.”

“Amazing!” Came Sean’s voice.

They turned together to find their surrogate
son, Megdline, Frill and five other astonished townspeople who
watched with open mouths. Megdline noticed the others and said “Off
with you, the show is over.” They grumbled, but it was Frill’s
growl that sent them away. They knew not to anger a mage or a
Familiar.

Cage breathed heavily with Brooke as the
group dispersed and the three approached. Sean stared up at both of
them in wonder. “Mother, you are so graceful and Dad… How did you
move like that? Was it magic?”

“No, Son. That was all physical exertion. I
will teach you how to do that one day.” Cage then took the pack
that Megdline held out and took a deep drink from his container.
“Sean, did you get what you needed?”

“Yes, Dad.” Sean kept saying it so he would
try to get used to it. He didn’t like the withering looks his new
mother gives, especially after seeing that match. Sean reached in a
pocket to pull out a wrapped cloth and he opened it to reveal two
fine picks and three tools all for thieving.”

Brooke remembered the similarity of objects
Cage used to get her out of jail and shook her head. “Those will
not be needed. As my son, you are no longer a thief.”

“They are all I have of my uncle,
Mother. My parents died in an accident when I was a baby and my
uncle helped me until I was seven, when he too died. Mother,
please… These are all I own.”
Sean pleaded.

She felt her heart tug and looked into
those sad eyes. “I cannot say no, but I forbid you from thieving, Sean. I will spank your
ass till you cannot sit, if you take so much as a single button.
Even a piece of straw, without permission. Is that perfectly
clear?”

Immediately, Sean brightened and smiled.
“Yes, Mother.” He put his tools away and waited for what to do
next.

“That was a beautiful match.” Megdline
admitted. “I keep getting reminded that both of you are deadly
adversaries. Cage I knew, but you
Priestess are stunning to watch.”

“It is better when I’m naked.” Brooke stated
seriously and took a drink too. “That was wonderful, Love. How
about we go buy supplies and a horse if Megdline visits the market
to get us food.”

“It will make things simpler.” Megdline said.
“We will meet you by the chandler shop. Do you need money for the
horses?”

“No, we still have plenty.” Cage said and
watched Megdline and Frill walk away. He retrieved his leather
shirt and stuffed it in his pack. It was too hot to wear at the
moment. He turned around and noticed Sean looking at him with
natural childlike curiosity. “Something wrong?”

“Dad, why are your arms black… and what is
that loopy thing on your back?”

“I’ll tell you one day, but for now just know
that both questions are uniquely mine. Come on, we have a lot to do
and little to do it in.” Sean shrugged, but Cage knew he was even
more intrigued now. It showed in his rapidly shifting eyes.

Sean walked between Cage and Brooke as they
made their way up and spotted the chandler’s shop right across from
a nearby horse farm. They went inside the store first and were
greeted by “Welcome! What may I get for you fine looking folks this
morning?”

It was the first time Brooke had ever been in
such a store that sold such a variety of supplies. Cage walked with
Sean up to a counter where a thin looking, older man sat behind a
counter. “Yes, I need to buy a pack, a knife, candles, and three of
those large metal canteens with a screw-on lid I saw when coming
in. This is the first town I’ve seen canteens made of metal and can
be screwed on and off. Mine is made of wood and is quite difficult
to maintain at times.”

“Very good sir. My nephew is a blacksmith who
wanted me to sell a few of his inventions since he was conscripted
to the war with Emroc. They always need a good blacksmith. I’ll get
the items right away, Sir.” In a minute there was a simple leather
pack, five candles, three tin canteens with which to hold it all.
“And here is a selection of my stocked knives.” The man opened a
case to show them off. Cage selected four and had Sean grab them
and eventually selected a five inch, double edged blade with a
simple wooden grip and a small guard. The knife needed some work to
be properly functional for Sean, but he didn’t say anything.
Unfortunately there wasn’t a proper sheathe that would fit, but
Brooke said to cut a piece of leather from a section of unused
material the man had hanging off a table behind the counter. Since
it was excess, he said no charge, but it cost two silver and was
given a copper as change, which is fair and was easily exchanged.
Everything except the knife and scrap of leather went into Sean’s
pack as they walked outside.

Then Brooke said “Cage, go get the horses
while I work the leather for Sean’s new knife.” and handed over all
the money she had left. He nodded and went across the road to the
farm and began bargaining for two horses. Brooke took Sean over to
sit beneath a shady tree and said “Most Utala men prefer to keep
their knife on their forearm because of their lance being
dangerously close to a blade strapped to a bare thigh. May I have
your arm to make a sheath befitting of a Utala male? Oh are you
right or left handed?”

“I do not understand.” Sean replied. “I have
two hands.”

Brooke sighed. She held out her hand.
“Quickly, punch my hand.” He did so when he knew he wouldn’t hurt
her. “Right handed.” She determined. “Most are… Now hold out your
left arm.” He did and she took a few quick measurements before
using the acquired knife’s razor edge to cut and make it according
to her tribe. By the time she finished, Cage walked over with two
chestnut mares in good condition and had simple leather saddles
with reigns with which to guide them. All that remained of their
money was nine copper coins and a gold. Brooke tied the leather to
Sean’s arm and slid the knife in its home. She warned “Do not play
with it till your father teaches you the proper ways with which to
handle it. You can unintentionally and seriously hurt
yourself.”

“Yes, Mother.” Sean replied while staring at
the sheathed knife on his outer forearm, with the blade pointing to
his elbow and the handle near his wrist.

About that time Cage turned to see Megdline
walking with a bit more speed than she usually does and the very
way she walked with forced calmness spoke otherwise. Cage started
looking all over for danger, but they were in an open area with few
places with which to ambush. In a low tone Cage said “Brooke, you
and Sean better mount up. I think trouble is brewing.”

She didn’t question. Brooke stood and went
back to begin tying hers and Sean’s pack to the back of the saddle
as Cage casually strolled away with the other horse to go speak to
Megdline and Frill. Sean asked “Is it because you killed Witt and
his gang, Mother?”

“Very likely. But don’t you worry. Your
father is more than strong enough to keep us safe.” Brooke said,
knowing Sean is very smart and could understand the situation.

Cage made it just out of earshot and said
“What is the situation, Granny?”

Medline looked at the horse he bought before
answering. “It seems that people are searching for the five men who
became missing. Frill overheard that a group is forming a search
party. Because this is so small a town, it will be too easy to
blame the newcomers, even if they’d be right. We better leave
before the vultures start circling and lead the people straight to
the bodies. I assume you got the candles I asked for?” He nodded.
“Good, we leave before we cause more trouble.”

“Agreed.” Cage said and handed her the reigns
and Megdline skillfully mounted and he watched as the robe grew a
seam up either bare leg with which to make it a more comfortable to
ride. Cage sensed a momentary blip of magic as Frill jumped
straight from the ground to land on the horses hindquarters and sit
down.

“It might be your first time riding, but
don’t be afraid.” Brooke coaxed as she picked up Sean and put him
in the saddle. She climbed up behind him. “See, I have you.”

“But what about Dad? Where will he sit?” Sean
asked.

“I won’t.” Cage said as he approached with
Megdline and Frill riding beside him. “Unless there is an
emergency, I won’t ride. I prefer to run, but now I have a skill
that makes me faster.” For proof, Cage used the floating spell and
began gliding an inch off the ground. He began quickly skating down
the road more quickly than Sean ever seen anyone do before.
Megdline kicked her horse in a fast gallop to catch up.

“Hold on.” Brooke said and kicked the horse’s
ribs. Sean tensed and grabbed the saddle horn as they began
running.

Cage finally set a pace he wanted and moved
just as fast as the horses most sustainable speed and not tire or
try to kill them. The warm wind blew against his back as he skated
and enjoyed the speed and freedom he felt without anything
confining him anymore. They nearly tripled the ground gained in
this day and from the clear look in Sean’s eyes he was dumbfounded
at the endurance his new dad had. He still remained quite
quiet.

There were a few close encounters, but
none more so than a marching troop of fifty armed men heading down
the road. But Cage had them stick to the road while he walked and
talked, making it appear they belonged. The men simply glanced at
them and ogled Brooke, but they didn’t stop or make Cage and the
others state their business. If you look
like you belong, none will be suspicious. He
thought.

 


When it started getting dark Cage located a
stream which they camped at. Everyone went for a naked swim to cool
off. Sean didn’t know how to swim well. But he stood and bathed as
his new mother said to. He didn’t like bathing, but he did find he
felt better, not scratching his head all the time. And though
Megdline appeared in her mid forties she had a beautiful and firm
figure as she swam. After the swim, Megdline and Brooke started
cooking when Cage stood and said “Sean, come over here with me. It
is time you learned how to handle a knife.” The boy stood
hesitantly and move away from the fire and delicious smelling meal
he watched Megdline pull from nowhere. “First I’ll make the blade
better. It is unbalanced and the grip also needs to be adjusted.”
Cage held out his hand and Sean found it easier to draw than he
imagined and gave it over. Cage then sat down to focus on the
knife, it might be sharp, but even a novice knife wielder could
tell the blade needed help. The blade wasn’t balanced, a hairline
crack would eventually break at the handle and even the handle
needed to be better shaped. Using manipulation, Cage sent magic to
the knife and could feel all the imperfections that made for an
inferior weapon. With his senses attuned to the knife he began
pulling, reshaping and repairing the damage. Iron became the
hardest thing he ever manipulated with magic and it consumed much
mana. The blade started turning red as the magic forcibly pulled at
the rigid molecules and heated them up. For five minutes Cage
struggled to turn the double edged blade into a functional single
edged, bowie style knife. The guard flattened and would prevent
slipping into the blade. Spots began to appear in his vision along
with smoke from the wooden handle. To recover, he took some energy
from a diamond to clear his head and got up to quench the red hot
blade in the pond. It bubbled violently for a few seconds and
steamed as it came out, but in doing so the blade became harder and
also more brittle. So he heated the blade till it turned cherry red
in a few seconds and let it cool more slowly on the ground. Cage
said “Sorry, but I didn’t realize just how poor a knife it was.
It’s going to require more work before I can make it into a
Damascus steel. It will need to be heated and cooled a dozen more
times till it will stand up to anything. For now you will use a
stick.” Cage got one and handed it to Sean and roughly made it the
same size. “Alright, this is how you properly stand and hold a
knife.” Cage took a stance and Sean awkwardly matched it. “Make
sure you stand firm because if you fall down in a fight, you die.
Son, you have lived this long and haven’t quit, use this resiliency
to keep yourself from dying. We’ll start slow so you can get
accustomed to how a move feels. Follow me.”

Sean’s eyes stayed glued to the man teaching
him the very basics and as Cage smiled he slowly punched with the
stick he used for himself and the boy followed. Cage made small
corrections and had Sean keep going and following the simple
pattern, even if it looked strange.

In a low tone so the two boys concentration
didn’t break, Brooke asked Megdline “What is Damascus steel?”

The older woman adjusted her robes to get
closer and said “It is a secret technique the greatest blacksmiths
use to forge the greatest weapons and armor. Iron will become
steel, but even steel is prone to dulling, chipping or breaking.
What few truly know is that forged metal has lines running through
them. If someone hits those lines in the metal, it breaks. To
counteract this weakness, blacksmiths turn the lines into swirls
and circles to make the steel exponentially harder and allows a
weapon to hold an edge that needs little sharpening. Also, Cage is
making the steel harder and less brittle by heating and cooling
several times. When Sean’s knife is done, that blade’s edge will
likely be able to take more hits than any common sword could
deliver.”

“What about my tomahawks?” Brooke took one
out and handed it over. “I have to sharpen them every month or
so.”

Megdline looked at it before sending her
magic into the metal section and learned the secrets of the metal.
“It is of good quality, but it has many impurities. The one who
made this iron is good, but it can still have much done to make it
better. If you would like, I can do one if you have Cage also do
yours with Sean’s.”

“That would be wonderful.” Brooke said. “I
will finish the cooking.”

Megdline began unwinding the leather that
binds the metal head to the wooden shaft and laid the bindings with
the crow feathers down before plucking the iron out. Brooke watched
as the metal began to float above the woman’s hand and turn red
hot, so hot it hurts the eyes. Cage even stopped for a moment to
watch Megdline work.

A few seconds later, Megdline pushed the
blazing metal away with magic and laid it near the cooling
knife.

“Food’s ready!” Brooke announced after
several more stirs in the large bowl of soup. Sean dripped with
sweat and sat beside Brooke to wipe some off with his shirt. Cage
took the other and sat comfortably as Brooke began spooning out
plenty for everyone and Megdline pulled out fresh raspberries and a
log of cheese that everyone got a share. Sean still gorged till his
stomach hurt, but none commented since it has only been a day and
the habits of an orphan, living on his own, is hard to break.

With a full belly and a comfortable
atmosphere, Cage said “Sean, since you haven’t found any of us
mistrustful yet, I would like to know about the little boy who
chose to become my son. Tell us about yourself.”

Brooke turned and pushed herself back into
Cage’s warm chest and got comfortable. Frill even consumed
Megdline’s lap to listen.

Sean looked around to only notice inquiring
and considerate expressions. His knees drew into his chest and
wrapped his arms around them as the sign he was scared and backed
into a corner, Cage noticed. In a low, timid voice he said “My
uncle told me that my parents died in a strong storm, where a tree
fell on our house. He said that he found me not yet a year old,
under some debris, but my parents were both crushed. He raised me
and taught me his trade. Some people would actually pay him to see
if he could break into their homes or treasuries. My uncle was an
honest thief and would sometimes get requested from the Laqura
adventurers guild. But then, three years ago, he was told to break
into a man’s house, but the person gave him the wrong place to use
his skills. The owner thought my uncle a common thief when he was
caught and had him executed. The man who had my uncle hired, was
also caught and killed because it was found that he wanted an
heirloom that would have made him rich and live in luxury.

“From then on, I was on my own. Jalara
is the only home I knew, but they saw me as a burden and worthless.
I learned to steal food just to not starve, but because Jalara is
small, everyone knew and watched me. Then a traveler passed through
and by that time, I hadn’t eaten in three days. I picked his
pockets for a few coins, but then Witt and his gang noticed my
thieving skills. They said that if I didn’t pay them equally
between all of us that he was going to the town council and tell I
was a thief. I didn’t want to lose my hand so I paid them. The rich
travelers, I don’t have a problem taking from, but those that have
misfortune I cannot make them poorer.” Everyone noticed how Sean
rubbed the scars on his arms. “When I do not steal, they beat me
and threaten to warn of all my deeds. Until last night, my life was
like this.” Sean’s eyes met Cage’s and Brooke’s. “Mother, Dad, I
was actually on my way to rob you
when Witt and the others cornered me.”

“Appreciate the honesty.” Cage said.

Megdline interrupted. “You would steal from a
mage? That is a good way to get yourself killed.”

“I know.” Sean admitted. “You might have
killed me, but if not for Mother, it would have hopefully been a
quick death. I’m at the age where if I was caught, I would not be
shown mercy and killed… or I could have been sold for slavery, that
was also a threat Witt used. So far, the three of you have done
more for me than anyone in the past three years. I’ve even had a
full stomach for two whole days, which hasn’t happened in eight
months.”

Frill got up and stood eyelevel with the boy
and began talking. Megdline said “He says ‘Do not say three when
I’m also here, Kitten. I am no animal that can be overlooked. It
was I who heard your distress and led Brooke to dispose of those
leeches that fed off your talent. Be more mindful for I do not
permit humans to see me as anything but an equal. Since you are
part of this pride, you are also my kitten, Sean. Remember, I am a
Familiar.’” Megdline then smiled when Frill began to purr. “He
wants you to cross your legs so he can lay on you so you can pet
him. He likes you.”

Sean slowly let his legs go and crossed them
to become engulfed in a huge feline nearly as big as himself. The
boy tentatively began to pet Frill slowly and found him soft. “Then
I thank you too, Frill.” Frill purred more loudly with pleasure.
“May I ask a question now? Where is it we are going?”

Megdline carefully answered. “Brooke
told you that your other mother, Meeka, was captured. Actually she
was taken as a slave, which I assume you do not approve of?” Sean
shook his head vehemently while shuddering. “We are going to get
her back. She was taken by the
Empire for no other reason than they could. Your new mother and
father are also going after others who were taken without motive.
For the moment, it would be best you do not know or understand
everything because it can get you in trouble and any unnecessary
trouble must be avoided. Also
know that I’m helping your father learn the ways of magic. He has
just learned he has the skill not long ago and I have no other
choice than to make sure you do not hear certain things that are
not allowed. You have no choice in this. Non-mages cannot learn our
teachings.”

“Will it… hurt?” He asked in a small
tone.

“Of course not!” She expressed in an insulted
manner. “I’m not like the mage’s in Laqura. Most mages are gentle
and kind and want to see their gifts to aid others. It is those few
that are cruel who give us a bad name. Dear Child, you have no
reason to fear me or your parents. Both of your mothers are
magicians and your father is destined to be very powerful. They do
not like to harm others, but they will defend themselves.”

Sean looked to the strongest woman he’d ever
met to ask “You’re a magician?”

Brooke nodded. “I am. I’m am a huntress and
have no scent. My gift took away my scent forever. You need to be
wary of your other mother though. Do not try or ever expect a kiss
from her, for she kills all who do and she has no control over it.
Only Cage and I can live from her curse. But do not be frightened,
she will fall in love with you as quickly as I have.” She then
stood up and held out both of her hands. “Come with me so I can
tell you of your new people while your father and great grandmother
have their lesson.” Frill looked up and walked off to allow Sean to
stand. “I will first tell you about your new sister, Rena. She is
seven years old and very attractive for her age. She has warm brown
eyes and copper skin like me, but she will love your light tan.
And…” Brooke walked a ways to sit by the pond and tell stories he
needed to learn.

Megdline created a weak barrier to solely
disrupt any part of the lesson. “Cage, take out the candles I told
you to get. We will test your skill of manipulation and alteration
with them.”

Cage grabbed Sean’s pack and removed the
homemade wax candles and sat them between himself and his teacher.
Megdline sat all but one to the side. “What do you want me to
do?”

“So far, you have used magic to either
destroy or heal an injury. You know there is so many more
applications.” Megdline pointed to the fat candle. “I want you to
create a mental image of something you find the most beautiful. You
have much imagination by how many ways you’ve used magic so far,
without guidance, so this should be easy. Remove the wick and
change its shape, all without your hands. I know sometimes using
magic makes doing everyday things too easy or pointless, but this
practice will further build your foundation. Go ahead with shaping
first, wax is a good resource for this test.”

It wasn’t hard for Cage to find what he knew
to be the most beautiful. It was the two women who had claimed him
fully, heart and soul. Magic began to trickle from him and the wick
slid out. Wax compared to steel was effortless in the crafting. The
wax began to writhe as its shape altered into what he pictured. The
original piece began to split and create two simultaneous shapes.
The day he was never more angry and impressed began to take the
defensive shape of the two women he cherished more than anything in
his life. The white candle took on lifelike characteristics of
Meeka and Brooke as both stood naked with a natural beauty that
shouldn’t be hid. Meeka held her knife partially raised and stood
as she had been taught, her long hair draped along her back while
Brooke stood tall with her tomahawks gripped as she appeared to
begin her fighting dance. In a moment, the figures solidified.

Carefully, Megdline reached forward and
picked up the two wax figurines. “Impressive, Dimwit. For you to
make them seem so alive means that you are more than familiar with
their bodies. Even their vaginas and tiny bumps around their
nipples have been inserted into the crafting. Beads too… You even
added Meeka’s tiny, freckle-like mark at the corner of her mouth
along with Brooke’s tribal-like mark on her lower back and
backside.” She carefully sat them on the blanket they used. “These
are very beautiful. You will now alter the wax to change pigment. I want them
colored with as much precision as you put into them.”

“Okay.” Cage remembered what he had
learned in their lessons about alchemy and focused on Meeka first.
He started small, on a thigh of the figure and imagined the outer
layer. To alter color, mana is needed as a catalyst to completely
do something the object never intended. The magic struggled to turn
from the white, to a golden tan. Every molecule fought to remain as
is intended, but Cage’s determination and strength slowly changed
color. Centimeter by centimeter the color began to spread into
every curve and crevice. White hair turns blonde and dead eyes
turned sapphire blue with a tiny black dot for the pupil. Tribal
beads also changed color in the hair. Even the small knife she
gripped gained realistic color. The strain grew intense, but then
it was over and what stood before him pulled at him as it was
a perfect figure of Meeka.
When Cage began altering color into Brooke’s coppery skin, Megdline
retrieved Meeka’s figure and she could have sworn it was Meeka
herself off in the distance. Before long, Brooke’s seductive figure
was concluded. “Amazing work, Cage. I believe you understand now
how alteration is so difficult. It would have been easier to make
paint, but the detail you imagined is better than any craftsman’s
finest art.” She sat the fragile objects aside and sat out a second
candle, a smaller and thinner one. “Alter everything that makes up
this candle into pure glass.”

“Glass? Why?” He asked, already feeling
tired.

“Because for the next few days I’m going to
make you keep doing so much magic that your body will have no
choice except to get stronger. Two days before we go to Bepop you
will rest and pour as much mana into your gems as you can sustain.
Like a muscle, your mana needs exercise and get used to low levels
to them make it grow more quickly. You understand all the
fundamentals and a few dangerous spells by our conversations. I’m
going to make you as strong as possible and your body will rapidly
learn to bare the strain and how to grow. Since you physically know
how to push the limits, your mana will learn to do the same.
Already I can see a subtle change in your strength since the gems
are constantly and passively draining your power. You can draw more
than three days ago, even if only slightly. You will have to endure
brutal loss and fatigue to struggle to get strong. Hopefully you
will reach ten rings on your back by the time we reach our
destination. That is the plan I have for you. You understand
concepts of magic and the foundation on how to protect yourself.
Now I’m going to make you strong. Focus on the candle and get to
work making it into glass.”

Arguing wouldn’t be productive so he began
picturing the want of turning wax to glass. Megdline stood and
walked around to stare at his bare back and how well he does on the
task. She felt a rush of magic, from him, enter the object not a
foot in front of his seating arrangement to watch the entire candle
begin to wobble. Megdline then watched his mark of infinity sprout
two thorns from either side of the mark between his shoulder blades
and saw it steadily grow curved lines that became four perfect
circles that still continued to grow. A corner of the candle
started becoming harder and more transparent by the time the
growing mark turned almost into six flowing circles which began to
slow down. The harder he pushed the more it grew. By the time Cage
lost consciousness, nearly a quarter of the candle had been
transformed into clear glass and his marking barely touched to make
eight and a quarter symmetrical rings which began to curve. The
lines began to slowly recede into the infinity symbol.

Brooke continued talking till she saw
Megdline rolling Cage on his back. Her heart drummed in fright as
she stood and ran to his side. “What happened?” She demanded and
was relieved to see him breathing deeply. Sean ran back to stare
frighteningly at the man who was asleep after what he witnessed
earlier beside the inn. Even he knew Cage was weakened. Both
relaxed as Megdline said “He is going to be fine. I’m preparing him
for what is likely to come, especially knowing what he usually
does. While we wait, I have something to show you.”

A doll was carefully placed in each of
Brooke’s hands and it made her completely speechless, especially
when she saw a miniature version of herself. “You say he made
these?... They are beautiful. Especially my woman… She is so
lovely.” Brooke put them closer together and looked more closely to
laugh. “He chose to make us right before he bedded us for the first
time.” She smiled and kissed his warm and unresponsive cheek. “You
chose well, Cage Love.”

“Mother? Is that your other woman… this Meeka
person?” Sean asked.

“Yes, but from now on you too will call her
Mother or Meeka Mother.” Brooke said softly and handed over the
doll that represented the woman she cherished. “This is she, your
other mother. It is small, but remember her face.”

“Meeka… Uh… Meeka Mother is very pretty.” He
commented shyly.

“Very much so. Though she is the most
beautiful woman I ever met, her true beauty lays in how much love
she has.” Brooke handed back the doll to ask “Megdline, is there a
way you could make these figures more permanent? I would like to
keep so great of gift.”

“No.” Megdline said absently as she went to
lay down. “These are just a test, which he passed. With such
detailed focus someone his age shouldn’t have, he is ready and able
to better understanding on how to beat other mages. Later on, I’m
going to make him do a life-size spell so that something just as
beautiful can be added to the graduation of his studies and be kept
forever as part of Twilight’s eight thousand year history. You do
not need those trinkets when he will make something more grand.
Trust me, when you see what I want him to do, you and Meeka won’t
leave his side for a month.” Such an idea intrigued Brooke so she
didn’t push for more details. A month of sex seemed excessive, but
she couldn’t think of anything better to give him… if Megdline’s
prediction turned out to be accurate. Megdline said “I doubt it,
since it is late, but if he wakes, tell him to sleep. All of us
should as well. Oh, Sean, go get your knife and Brooke’s hatchet.
They should be cool by now.” Before the sorceress went to sleep,
she put away all the candles in a pocket and also the less than
half finished glass candle.

Sean did as asked and found them warm, but no
overly so and returned to get some sleep. Brooke stayed up and a
few minutes later Cage woke, but rent right back to sleep after she
gave him a deep kiss for making such wonderful creations.

 


Songbirds roused Cage first as the morning
came alive. Brooke pressed her naked form against him and the
growing pressure in his pants began to get uncomfortable. She was
just so beautiful and irresistible that he found his longings to
fill her harder with every passing moment. But he relaxed and
watched her sleep peacefully while her arm and leg draped over him.
Not a care in the world seemed to bother or upset her in any way.
He still found it so amazing such a woman wanted him. She and Meeka
weren’t anything like the women he knew or ever had before. They
were truly the rarest of all treasures. Very gently, he began to
caress her silky back and even in her sleep she reacted as if his
touch were the best things she enjoyed in life and he kept doing
it. Even touching her made his body feel electrified, like drinking
five cups of pure caffeine.

Over by the fire laid Sean as he somehow
claimed Frill as his sleeping partner during the night. Megdline
though was awake as she quietly wrote another report. The horses
were still tied to a tree and were grazing on the lush grass.

Because time is always against them,
Cage had to unfortunately wake Brooke up. To do it he used a hand
to reach down and brush her cheek with a knuckle. He whispered
“Time to get up.” Instead, she snuggled closer. Figured as much. This time he began teasing her
breasts until the nipples pearled and he pinched one just enough to
snap her awake. Her eyes shot open at being roused in such a way
and she looked down at herself to feel the gnawing hunger take
control. Brooke looked around to realize that Megdline didn’t hear
or notice anything and whispered “That is it. Come with me. We need
to talk.” Brooke slowly stood and said “Megdline, Cage and I need
to discuss something in private. We will be back soon.” The
sorceress nodded without looking from her report.

Curiosity got the better of him as he got up
to follow Brooke away from camp and into the heavily wooded area.
Brooke stopped after two hundred yards or so, where they were
hidden and isolated as she firmly sat her eyes on Cage. He asked
“What is the problem? Did I upset you?”

“No, but I hope Meeka will forgive me.” She
said.

“For what?” He wondered without understanding
the context in the words.

“For this.” Brooke came closer and wrapped
her arms around Cage’s neck and gripped his thick brown hair and
pulled his lips down upon hers. He could sense her need mounting
and his responded. Her tongue coaxed his lips to part so theirs
could touch. Her heart pounded in her chest as her breasts became
more sensitive, rubbing her hard nipples against his firm chest.
She pulled away when she wanted more. Her flower swelled in
anticipation while kissing his chest. She slowly kept going lower
and he felt her hands unbuckling his belt and undoing his pants. A
firm tug dropped them to the ground and Brooke smiled as his lance
was rigid and stood straight. Cage gasped as she took him in her
mouth and stroked him with both hands at the same time. The
firmness doubled and Brooke said “I cannot hold myself anymore.”
She then jumped and wrapped her legs around his waist, grabbed his
lance and inserted the tip into her flower. Cage grabbed her firm
posterior and held her as her body had a strong spasm when the head
was taken inside. She bit her lip and wrapped her arms around his
head and pushed his face in her breasts in offering. “Cage, slam
into me, fill me fully. Let me claim you!” In response to his own
primal needs he slightly lifted her up and as she went down with
gravity he thrust upwards. Brooke cried out, unable to hold it in
as he impaled her on a lance that reached from her elbow to wrist
with a thickness of her wrist. Her body shook uncontrollably with
an orgasm she so longed for. “Great spirits!” she said as he held
her still, sheathing himself fully. “Do not stop love…” She panted.
“Satisfy me so I can be myself again.”

“Better hold on then.” He kissed her and held
her still as he slid almost all the way out before sliding smoothly
back in one long move. He went slow at first, allowing her to
stretch before pumping as fast as she cried out in orgasmic relief.
After a minute of mind exploding pleasure, he pushed her smooth
back against a tree and pinned her there to do it again. By the way
she moved her hips, she wanted more. Cage pulled out and had her
bend over. When she did, her eyes bulged as he pushed inside to
make her see stars from the pleasure-pain. She couldn’t stop from
telling the spirits the release he gave her. His need soon became
more urgent and shorter of thrust and it made her quake from head
to toe. When her orgasm began milking his lance, he felt a rush and
pushed himself fully inside and grunted as his useless seed spilled
deep within. He skillfully managed to turn her around while still
keeping himself inside and picked her up as he sat down.

Brooke’s hips bucked on their own as he
stayed inside her stretched flower. Her legs wrapped around his
waist as she put her head in the curve of his neck and began to
cry. He held her to him and asked “I’m sorry for it hurting so
much.”

“It is not that, Love.” Brooke said from his
neck, unable to stare into his eyes. “I love this feeling, even if
it is uncomfortable. It is a pain I will always want. You fill my
void so much and I like how it feels, just having you inside like
this.” She held tighter and cried some more. Cage could feel the
tears on his shoulder. “I broke my promise to not mate while our
woman was captive. I could not stop myself, no matter how hard I
tried to. I thought the walk out here would cool my desire, but
when you touched my breasts this morning I couldn’t think of
anything else except this.” She put a hand over her belly. “Your
lance is all my mind could think of and I’m conflicted because I
have it within me, but Meeka… Oh how could I do this to my woman!
I’m a horrible mate to do this to my woman who I love so much…” She
cried again. “Cage, make me not think again, it hurts too much.”
She leaned back and started bouncing to make her body take
over.

Instead, Cage wrapped his arms securely
around her like two steel bands. Her body crashed into his and held
her still. “No, Brooke, the pain in your heart will be worse if you
do it like this. Just relax and stay like this with me. Brooke,
this was sex, not love. Our bodies had a need that has been
neglected, nothing more. The release we just shared will make us
more productive. Already, I feel I can take on the world. Yes, we
will have to make it up to Meeka over and over again.” His arms
relaxed and he looked into her tear-filled eyes. “You and I will
make it up to her. Remember, we have many years ahead with which to do so.” His deeply
understanding smile made her return one. She nodded.

“Let me keep you in me for a few more
minutes. I so missed having you in me. This makes me happy.” Brooke
said and watched him nod. She slid closer and felt him dig in
deeper. “Oh my.” She said and shook at the delightful feeling
having him inside made. She sat on him for a time before saying “We
cannot linger. I want to make my mistake up to my woman soon. But
I’m glad I felt this wonderful feeling again. I must have you
promise to not play with my breasts or flower when I’m so
vulnerable. I do not want to have another lapse in judgment, but
I’m also surprised it hasn’t been sooner because it’s been many
weeks since we’ve done this. I hope our journey doesn’t last long
because I want to feel this again.” Brooke then slowly slid off his
lance and had another minor quake of pleasure because of it. She
stood up and found it marginally difficult, but not like the first
time he mated her. Both she and Meeka could barely walk because of
his amazing ministrations. Brooke picked up his pants and returned
them. Cage slipped them on and grabbed her wrists. He then gave her
a deep kiss that made them both swoon. He whispered “I love you, My
Insatiable Brooke.”

“And I you, my Everlasting Cage.” She then
kissed his firm, flat chest. “Thank you for fulfilling my
need.”

On their way back, Cage heard “R-eel metter?”
as Frill came in sight. “Did you tell Megdline?” Cage asked. Frill
shook his head. “Roo, She rooonted meeow to sayyy fffreakfast is
ready-ow. Mating isss besss in morrrning. Suchhh luxurrrrry will
be-row impossible from nowrrr on rhough.”

“I understand and thank you for your
discretion.” Cage said.

Back at camp, the three found Sean dishing
out some eggs and sausage links while Megdline ate. Sean looked
over to say “Mother, Dad, where did you go?”

“Worried about us?” Brooke asked as she sat
down beside him to give a hug.

“Maybe a little.” He admitted and quickly
took a bite.

“Then to ease your worry, your father and I
were discussing certain tribal matters, mainly what priorities I
need to instill into our newfound child. Also I’m having him fix
the metal of my tomahawks into Damascus steel, that he’s doing to
your knife?”

“I am?” Cage asked and Brooke turned
her head to smile at him, but it was her narrowed eyes that told
him to go along with it or dangerous consequences will result. He
swallowed a hot cup of pine needle tea before grinning back.
“Right… I am.” Talk about cornering
me. He thought and heard Megdline suppress a laugh
with a cough. Even she understood what happened as a fellow woman
making her man add another chore without a confrontation in front
of a child.

Feeling better after a full night’s sleep and
the workout Brooke partook of, Cage ate quickly and found it easy
to remove the wooden handle of Sean’s knife and that of Brooke’s
weapon. He placed all three pieces of metal and worked the magic to
instantly tell which he worked and which Megdline worked. “Granny,
have you ever worked metal before?”

“No, but I know the principal of what you
desire the weapons to be.” She replied.

Shaking his head he said “I do thank you for
ridding of the impurities, but I think your forgot to add a bit of
carbon from the air.”

“Oh… Sorry about that. Smelting wasn’t really
my forte. I never really tried, but how do you know how to work
metal?” The sorceress asked the warlock.

“Back where I’m from, when I was first
accepted into my unit…” He vaguely said so Sean wouldn’t
understand, but the others clearly did. “We had a tradition to each
forge a knife by our own two hands. I failed six times till I made
a worthy knife.” He held up Sean’s bare blade. “I designed it just
like my old one. This style is sturdy and efficient. I learned all
there is about metal composition and traditional forging methods
just to make my knife. I was still more lethal with my own to fists
though.” He stopped talking and laid the three pieces next to each
other on the bare dirt ground. Sean’s knife didn’t need to be
restructured or needed carbon, just heat. The blade burned red hot
and was left to cool. Megdline’s work was fair in her circular
patterns, but a little carbon from the air and heat made it better.
The final piece needed more work. He heated it to make the internal
structure more pliable and easier to circulate the natural bands in
the metal. Spots danced for a few moments afterwards.

“Dad, what is that growing on your back?”
Sean asked. “They look kind of like vines.”

“You know how all mages have a mark to
distinguish them?” Cage asked as he caught his breath. Sean nodded
at Brooke’s side. “Well my mark is unique. I’m the only one on this
world with this mark. It seems that my mark grows as a warning to
everyone how much magic I’m using. The more loops I have the more
magic I’m using or about to use.”

“You are the only one? Why is that. You make
it sound as if you are alone.”

“He is, Child.” Megdline said carefully.
“Your father is the last of a once powerful line of mages we
thought were extinct. Because of this he has no kin. You must
promise to never tell anyone about your father’s mark here in the
empire. If word got around about your father’s mark, he would be in
great danger.”

“So you all must be from Emroc. I wondered
why you do not approve of slavery. I’ve heard Emroc and Vlara do
not approve of it. I do not like it because I could easily become
someone’s property, most orphans wind up like that.”

“Do you have a problem if we are from Emroc
or Vlara?” Brooke asked.

Sean’s eyes widened at the implied threat.
“Not at all, Mother. Slavers beat people horribly before ever
selling them. I do not like to be beaten or see people beaten… at
least those who do not deserve it. And you have my word I’ll not
tell anyone that dad’s mark grows like vines. I find it amazing to
look at.”

“Really? Why is that?” Cage asked as his
vision sharpened.

“Because it makes you look more dangerous… in
a good way. Men are supposed to look fearsome… Right, Mother?” Sean
looked up at her and saw her surprise.

“Yes, men need to be fierce to protect their
mates and tribe and so must women, but we must be sensual and have
beauty when others look upon us.” She replied with a nod.

Sean looked back towards his new father with
growing excitement. “If you are the last of your kin, like me, and
have such a mark then you should not hide it. You should wear it
like a general’s finest armor. Be proud that you are the last, Dad.
Make others remember you again. If your people were forgotten, make
them remember. It is a stunning mark to watch grow. With your arms
and the mark, none will forget or mistake you.”

Megdline added “The boy’s words hold merit,
Cage. From all I read of your people, they displayed their mark so
none would mistake them. Men were always shirtless and women wore
tops similar to what Brooke uses. They rarely wore armor, wanting
to be challenged at any time. Remember, it is a warning to others
that you are working magic.”

“So you are saying it would be better if I
didn’t wear a shirt?” He asked.

It was Brooke who answered. “I know you want
to stop slavery and sooner or later word is going to spread of who
and what you are. It would go a long way towards making your
position known that you abhor slavery and will not stand for it at
all. So yes, my mate should not wear a shirt when it is not
needed.”

“It’s settled. I’ll do it.” He said while
standing. “Let’s get going, we have a lot of ground to cover.”

“Mother, what did you mean by
what Dad is? Is he that different?”
Sean asked as he washed the dishes in the pond.

She met Cage’s look and witnessed his nod.
“Tonight, I will tell you about your father. Do not distract him
for it seems he will have much to do and it will be up to me to
teach you how to use a knife for a few days. But do not tell anyone
I’m going to teach you this, it is not done in our tribe. Fathers
teach sons the ways of combat and mothers their daughters. Promise
me.”

“I promise.” Sean said.

 


Using a little magic, Cage lifted the hot
metal while creating the gliding spell. Everyone else mounted and
rode hard. While he skated and had his energy grow he would heat
one piece of metal at a time as they hovered around him. By the end
of the day he had heated each piece five times. But during the
travel he had memorized the best routes and roads from the map
General Corbin gave. Cage led the way and around the more well
traveled roads. Soon they were in a more isolated, woodsy
landscape.

They made camp and Cage felt exhausted, but
Megdline had him finish transforming the half finished candle
completely into flawless glass. He fought hard, but completed the
draining task, but not without passing out again. Megdline sensed
with her own magic he left not one molecule of wax behind. She held
up the exquisite sculpture of pure glass. Everyone marveled at it.
She wrote a quick letter and jumped it to Twilight while keeping
the glass for herself.

As promised, Brooke gave Sean a few simple
lessons on knife handling and how to avoid attacks. Sean showed
promise and Brooke noticed he looked healthier with steady
feedings. He had more energy and color in his skin. Unused to the
physical requirements of combat, Sean tired quickly. Because of
this, she called it a night on teaching more ways in which to
inflict harm on another, which he had trouble accepting. And as
promised, Brooke told Sean about his new father and everything she
knew about the man she loved. Sean sat speechless and laughed as if
she were joking, but from her, Megdline’s and Frill’s serious
expressions he accepted such knowledge as best he could. He asked
why he couldn’t eat meat and grimaced when his new mother
explained.

This news kept him up much the night and
Brooke wondered what it was like for a boy of ten years to be so
grown up and mature and realized if he didn’t grow up quick he
would have been the prey instead of a hunter or a scavenger in the
least. She didn’t like seeing a child live such a life and hoped to
truly make him become the boy he so wanted to be instead of a small
man.

Sean finally fell asleep thanks to Frill
wanting attention. The petting of soft fur lulled the boy to a
peaceful slumber.

To prevent what happened in the morning,
Brooke made sure she still wore her leather strap. But she did feel
much better today than she has in the past weeks and the lingering
sensations of having him made her feel like a woman again and not a
vengeful ghost focused on killing all in her way. She too slept
comfortably while Megdline kept watch and would wake her for her
turn.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


“How about this. One horse for three silver
and four copper and my boat for the other. It is the best offer I
can give. Our village is small and visitors are rare, Good Sir.”
The older fisherman offered to Cage.

Cage spent a few minutes haggling and finally
got a reasonable offer. “Deal.” They shook hands and Sean brought
the horses over as the man handed Cage the coins. “Take good care
of them.”

“Thank you, Sir. My grandchildren have been
in need of a horse of their own and these are good, very tame by
their looks.”

Megdline said down by the dock. “Cage, the
boats are all in excellent condition. Which one did you trade
for?”

He and Sean walked down a hill as the man
took away his new horses. “We got the narrow one with the sharper
front and back end. We’ll find it easier to paddle and maneuver
that one. Let’s get going while we have some daylight
remaining.”

“How much did you make?” Megdline asked. He
showed her. “Not a bad bargain considering. He keeps his boats in
good condition.” Frill leapt into the large canoe first and got
settled in near the front. Brooke, being raised on the plains had
never ridden in a boat before and nearly fell as a result. She
stayed low and took a bench where there were three. Megdline said
“Sean, why don’t you sit in the middle with me.”

“Good idea. I’ll take rear point.” Cage
commented and held the boat steady. “Frill!” The cat turned around
to look at him. “Hop in the middle and make yourself a bit heavier.
It will steady the boat while everyone gets situated.” Frill jumped
around Brooke and made the boat sink to about half way. The weight
leveled as Cage nodded. Megdline walked into it and Sean crawled to
sit beside the sorceress as Cage put all of their bags inside.
“That’s good.” And Frill stopped using magic, making the boat rise
back to the natural line. Then Cage got in and took one of the
three paddles and pushed them off.

Water splashed as the paddles propelled them
in a northerly direction. The small river was calm and peaceful. A
slight current didn’t push against them too much. Trees offered
much shade and a place where many animals came to get a drink or
hunt for prey. The air was cooler, clean and calming.

Paddling around a bend, the small fishing
village of little more than a hundred residents disappeared. Cage
let his mind wander as his arms rowed them along the water’s
surface. Oak Tree River was enormous, with streams and rivers
branching out in every direction for hundreds of miles. While his
mind relaxed he remembered the mountain of questions Sean had first
thing in the morning. He really wanted to know of other worlds and
what it was like being an orphan on such a strange world. It was
actually endearing, seeing Sean so alive and inquisitive. Cage knew
his new surrogate son found that being of a powerful lineage was
amazing. He didn’t like knowing others were constantly watching,
but Sean seemed to enjoy having company that actually began to care
for him. The large meals also went a long way to build trust. A man
is always more irritable when hungry. Beyond all that, Sean
promised to never speak of it without permission. He asked the same
questions sometimes, just wanting to hear it again. Cage smiled at
the memory as he paddled. From time to time, Sean would glance over
his shoulder and stare at his new dad with childlike admiration and
awe. Sean said before they left earlier “I feel like my new dad
came to save my mothers and me from a sad fate.” The boy might have
thought no one heard, but Cage and Frill did and it made the new
father feel really good at hearing it put that way.

“Those clouds look troublesome.” Megdline
commented. “We better find a place where we can make camp and
locate shelter.”

Not ten minutes passed before Sean spotted a
small break in the trees where the canoe skillfully moored for the
night as Cage drug it up out of the water. The woods were thick,
but a small clearing lay fifty feet from the water’s edge and up a
slight incline. From the roots and markings on the trees Cage said
“This might not be a good place to camp. See these lines on the
tree trunks,” He pointed for everyone to see were about four feet
high were the lines. “if we do not locate a better shelter we’ll
use it, but we’ll need to be wary for if it floods, we’ll be
swimming. Sean, go with Frill and collect some dry firewood and
search that area for a better location. Granny, stay here with the
boat. Brooke, you head that way and I’ll go this way. We meet back
here in twenty minutes.” Cage left and disappeared into the untamed
land and moved, searching for better shelter.

He returned to find everyone back. “Find
anything promising?” All shook their heads. “Me neither. This place
will have to do, but we’ll need to keep watch. The breeze carries
the smell of rain.” At that moment, there came rolling thunder to
credit his words. He knew he needed to act quick and brought out
Brooke’s two steel heads for her tomahawk and heated them up to
half the usual level before hurrying to the water and quickly
quenching them for a second. Steam rose off the metal as he
returned. Megdline had taken the canoe, turned it over and laid it
over two low, but sturdy, branches on a tree. She had even directed
Sean to begin breaking leafy branches and bring them over. Cage had
Brooke take out the empty handles and magically set the steel in
the hard wood. “The steel is as hard as it will ever get. I’m going
to cut some saplings, help the others get organized.” The sky
darkened by the moment so he didn’t have time for playful
banter.

A black sword was conjured just beyond Cage’s
extended fingers and with an effortless swipe, the sapling fell.
The lack of resistance surprised him, but he had made the blade
sharper than a razor. Four more went down as he heard the sound of
Brooke’s hatchet at work. Everyone worked together and began
layering a simple shelter, laying the saplings against the
canoe.

Before they were even finished the rain came
rushing down. Cage and Brooke worked on in the downpour. The rain
sucked the heat from them within minutes and still the rains dumped
buckets. Keeping the water from flowing into the shelter, Cage dug
a channel to divert the water around them. None wanted to sleep on
mud or wet grass. Ten minutes later they were finished and hurried
beneath the shelter. Megdline already had the fire going as Sean
worked to plug some of the more annoying holes with mud and grass.
Cage asked where he learned that trick, but Megdline’s smile was
guilty even before the kid answered to say she was the one. The
fire felt remarkable and helped return the heat from the chilling
rain. Cage sat and wasn’t alone for long as Brooke pushed her back
against his chest to share warmth.

Lightning and thunder partnering with the
torrential downpour made it impossible to have any kind of a
conversation. While they waited for it to weaken, Megdline began
cooking up a nice spice soup with large chunks of carrots and
potatoes over the fire.

Ever so slowly the rain weakened to a steady
shower as evening turned into night. Cage noticed Brooke staring
between her legs where her tomahawks lay. He said “Why not try
taking a cloth and wipe the surface.”

“What good would that do?” She asked.
“They’ve always been a blackish brown.” He pulled out an old shirt
of his and handed it to her. She began working and blinked as
flakes began falling off. Her rubbing became harder until she said.
“It is so shiny… it is like a polished mirror.” Brooke rubbed till
both were spotless. “The sharpness was amazing when I worked, but I
did not believe they would ever look so beautiful…”

“If you want, I can apply a coating so that
it won’t reflect anything.” He offered.

“No. I can understand it will be easier to be
spotted, but their beauty should not be covered. It would also make
things more of a proper challenge.” She ran her finger along the
sharp blade and cut a finger. She sucked the blood off and smiled.
“It is perfect. Thank you. Where is Sean’s knife?”

“Oh… Right…” Cage found it and attached the
handle. “Come closer, Buddy.” Sean got up and moved over a few feet
to sit down again with evident excitement lighting his eyes. “The
handle needs some help. Hold onto it and let me work.” Sean smiled
as he retrieved his new present and held it with the blade pointing
away from the thumb, as he had been taught. Cage smiled approvingly
before manipulating the wooden handle to round and conform to a
better style with which would allow Sean a more efficient grip. It
didn’t take long or all that much mana. “Sean, carefully clean your
knife. I’ve already magically sharpened it so the edge is
dangerously sharp. Since it is too wet out to train, just get used
to it. And be careful, Son. Hook it back to your arm when you’re
finished.”

“Yes, Dad.” Sean said as Brooke gave him the
shirt and carefully watched over him as he moved slow and tediously
brought a shine to a blade that had never had one before. A small
trickle of magic came from the sorceress a moment later to isolate
them.

Megdline said “Cage, now we must get you back
to work. You understand magical concepts well enough, but now you
need power since it will be to your advantage. Charge them until
you get light headed, recover some and do it again. You will kill
two birds with one stone, as you say. It will strain your inner
mana to grow stronger while you store all you have expended. We
only have a few days and you need all you can harness when the time
comes. Am I to understand we are going to sneak into Bepop and find
a way to discretely get them out?”

“Nope.” Cage grinned meaningfully and
Megdline’s eyes widened. “I’m going to give them hell. Sneaking
around won’t be enough to openly piss off slavers and who think
owning a slave is their right. I’m not going to sting them like
some pesky mosquito. I’m going to kick them right in the balls. If
I’m going to live up to a warlock’s expectation I’m sure going to
let the world know what I think of slavery. In secret, I’ve been
studying the layout of Bepop and know the most effective way of
entering, causing havoc and leaving with minimal problems. You and
Frill are going to back me up.”

“But that kind of thinking is suicide!”
Megdline declared. “You and me against an entire city crawling
around in mages won’t work. Because Bepop is a large city with many
opportunities and trading with Vlara, many mages go there or call
it home. And it has protections. You against an entire city, with
your current strength and stores would not last long. Even if I
were with you we would likely not escape with our lives. Have you
lost your mind? It seems calling you Dimwit is an understatement.
So what if you are a warlock? Your power is insignificant if we get
overwhelmed. Not even eight first class sorcerers would last
against an entire city. I’m just a second class and even your power
is slightly less than my own. We would not accomplish anything.
Stupid warlock, such reckless overconfidence!”

“Let him me-peek.” Cage heard Frill say.
“There is more to the plan I-row believe.”

“Hey! Frill, I can hear you more clearly.
Your voice is actually a little deeper than your usual chirping.”
Cage laughed slightly.

The large cat’s gold eyes stared at him more
closely. “Then tell us the rrreest.”

Cage nodded. He reached over and laid a hand
on Brooke’s shoulder and she jumped slightly. “Yes, Cage Love? Do
you need something?”

Megdline said “The conversation is between
the three of us. Do you want her to be part of it? I cannot allow
Sean though.”

The boy remained occupied, cleaning his
knife so he didn’t pay attention. Cage nodded and Brooke came into
the conversation. He said “Granny, look, I said you and I were
going to cause havoc and as much destruction as we can, but I never
said anything about us freeing
the captives. I’ve thought long and hard about what to do that will
safely get everyone out alive while kicking their ass. And the only
safe way to do that is with a large diversion. While we turn the
city’s focus on us, Brooke can more easily infiltrate and get to
the slave compound. Since there are many tribal people, she will
fit right in. Neither of us could get as close without causing
suspicion. With all looking at you and me, she can go in and
release everyone and has the
necessary skills to remove anyone in her way. Slavers beat, not
fight. They won’t stand a chance against her. And slaves outnumber
their owners seven to one. Inside the compound it is ten to one. We
go in and get out. I know my skills better than anyone and also my
limitations. We won’t be able to destroy such a large city, but we
can make them suffer, especially if we take away their slave force
and scatter them.”

“That is rea-ow-sonable.” Frill said after
consideration. Megdline sat still and thought through everything
such a proposal might mean, especially the dangers that were
staggering. Eventually she sighed. “Since the compound is located
on the southeastern edge of the city, it would be logical to divert
focus so a large number of people could flee, but if they were
caught, most would be killed for such destruction and
escaping.”

Brooke then had an idea. “But what if the
slaves could reach these docks with the great ships? If they could
sail then they could be safer and flee down to Emroc or Vlara. If
we could get them there then getting caught would be less likely.
Slavery isn’t allowed in those lands and neither would permit the
Empire to enter their lands just to recapture freed slaves.”

“I knew you would understand the exit
strategy.” Cage said and gave Brooke a kiss on the cheek.

“I will have to consider this greatly, but it
sounds to be the best option. I will reflect deeply on the matter
before consenting to such a proposal. And, Cage, I apologize for
what I said. I didn’t mean to doubt you, even if it is an idea. You
are extremely smart and capable, but this quest might be our
end.”

“Apology accepted.” He replied. “And I’m open
to suggestions always. If we are not united, then we will fail. I
won’t risk anything if there isn’t a chance, no matter how slim.
Now why don’t you three find flaws or benefits in my plan. I’m
going to be busy for the rest of the night.” He watched the three
adults nod while Sean finished removing the grime from the knife
and started getting used to it.

Cage took up a meditative seating arrangement
to begin pouring everything he had within one diamond to feel them
automatically distribute the quantity evenly. The effects of such
loss resulted in the usual lightheadedness and fatigue. Before he
gave over enough to pass out completely, he stopped the intentional
transfer and cleared his mind while breathing slow and deep to
recover. Time didn’t matter as he found the calm center within.
When he felt better, he poured in everything once more. In the
serenity of his mind he felt the words deep within that wanted him
to call for the one who would be he partner in life or death
without question. The words felt good and gave him a sense of
comfort even if they were a bit awkward.

While in the fluctuating trance of
giving and resting he felt something hidden deeper in the words of
summoning. A very delicate thread attached to him. One so tiny, he
never felt or sensed it before. Where it led to, he didn’t know.
Curiosity got the better of him and he started letting the thread
guide him. Then he started to feel the end, but it thundered with
power he could feel that knew no such things as limitations. The
end’s owner seem to rouse as it sensed his presence. The power
seemed kind and teasing for some reason, coaxing Cage to do
something. “What?” he
thought. “What is it you want?”

A deep, ancient and dominant voice
thundered in his head. “PROVE TO ME YOU ARE
WORTHY OF MY POWER! PROVE YOU CAN BE WORTHY OF
ME!”

“STOP! Cage, stop!!!” Someone yelled
distantly and then the presence disappeared completely as Cage
suddenly felt pain in his back and on his chest. His black eyes
flew open and saw a large paw swipe against his face, knocking him
senseless. “Frill, it’s over.” Cage then felt able to breathe again
as a heavy weight diminished. He gasped and slowly tried sitting
up. Being overly tired made it impossible for a moment. His blurry
vision was interrupted as Brooke’s worried eyes came close. He
watched her pick him up and lay his head down on her legs to ask
“What just happened?” and in a serious tone he heard Megdline reply
“Wait till he comes around.”

Slowly, he forced himself to sit up and
rubbed his aching jaw and felt wetness. His fingers were slick with
his blood. A headache made him irritable and the pain didn’t help
his mood. “Why the fuck did you attack me, Frill?”

The cat’s eyes leveled. It seemed after that
brief encounter with that other power, Frill’s voice came in loud
and clear. “You forced me to do it. I’m sorry for using my claws,
but I had to disrupt your focus. It was necessary.”

“But why?!” Cage yelled.

Megdline firmly said “Calm yourself. You are
scaring your mate and your boy.” Cage looked to either side to see
Sean shaking and pushing himself as far away as possible while
being sheltered from the rain and Brooke seemed shaken to the core,
but she had more control of hiding her fear.

Realization hit like a truck and his anger
dissipated much more quickly. The pain in his torso dulled, but his
jaw and scratches still lingered. Cage relaxed his fists and sat
back, losing his defensiveness. “What happened? Why is everyone so
afraid?”

“It is because of you.” Megdline said
bluntly. “Sean, Brooke, it is over now. Come back closer to the
fire.” Sean was more hesitant, but he slid over with wariness. For
comfort, Frill sat near the boy and rubbed his head for attention.
“Cage, you just scared all of us half to death. The storm suddenly
picked up, but I thought it was just a coincidence because of you
storing your mana. Then a black dot appeared and we could see it in
the darkness. In the darkness!” her own anger rose while her tone
remained tense and conversational. “You were summoning your
Familiar again.”

“No I wasn’t.” He returned. “Yes, I’ll admit
I found the words and how they made me feel, but then I felt
something in them… like a thread I didn’t notice before.”

“Dimwit, that is the connection
you made with your Familiar
the moment you spoke the chant aloud.” Megdline told. “It seems my
explanation was lacking last time. Cage, when you found your
summoning words and spoke them for the first time, your Familiar
accepted you and has forever bonded to your very spirit. That
thread is very hard to understand and takes a long time to feel it
out. Remember me telling you if Frill and I were ever separated, I
could summon him to my side at any time. To do it, I find that
thread and pull on it and he comes. You were doing
that with your Familiar. You were summoning it without
knowing what the fuck you were even doing.”

“Him. It is a him.” Silence fell over
everyone. Megdline rapidly blinked with an open jaw that snapped
and tried forming words. He knew what she was going to ask. “I
don’t know how I did it, but the voice was undoubtedly male. I
heard him in my head. And there was so much power I felt from him, more than I’ve ever
felt before. Granny, what you’ve stored in your gem is like a
pebble to a mountain. And he seemed to want something and it was
like he read my mind. He said ‘PROVE TO ME
YOU ARE WORTHY OF MY POWER! PROVE YOU CAN BE WORTHY OF
ME!’ and then Frill slaps the shit out of
me.”

“He can mind-link.” Frill said as Sean
unconsciously continued petting.

“But how, they’ve never met or spent years
learning about each other.” Megdline said to Frill.

“Expect the unexpected. That is what
your husband said to us before we Jumped near Frozen Forest.
Whatever his Familiar is, it is likely something new that we’ve
never seen before. And if their connection is already on
that level without ever meeting then
those two are more deeply linked than anything we’ve learned about
in all our time and travels. It also seems this Familiar is
waiting. I get the feeling that having a warlock to deal with is
the least of our concerns.” Frill looked to Cage. “You must not
attempt to mind-link again till the council has decided what they
will do with you. If you summon that creature then it will likely
force their hand, Cage. Refrain from doing that again till a
decision is reached. If by some chance you are asked to summon,
then I will allow it. If you try again and the council finds out
and goes to stop you, Megdline and I will likely have to fight you.
I do not want such a circumstance to come to light. We
really do like you, but we
will fight if we are told. Did you clearly understand
that?”

“I do. Every word is clear to me now. I
cannot hear you meow or chirp any more… And what is this
mind-link?” Cage asked him, knowing only Megdline would hear them.
Brooke and Sean looked worriedly between them.

“Mind-link is a perfect union between master
and Familiar.” The large feline said. “It is what links my life to
Megdline’s and is irreversible. Before she summoned me, I was like
any other cat, without any higher brain functions. It was such a
life altering moment when I heard her words and felt her call. I
was a kitten and then I became a Familiar. In an instant I was no
longer bound by instincts that I could not control. Dragons call it
forced evolution. Most of my hunting, mating and beyond human
senses remained though. The magic that bound me to Megdline made me
what I am today. Mind-link is an acquired skill that only the
Familiar and his or her partner share. It is difficult to achieve,
like how you meditated. There cannot be any distractions between
either to achieve such a skill. You cannot speak with your mind
while doing more than breathe. Megdline already explained how the
mind cannot be read and that is true even for we Familiars, but we
can converse as easily as talking. It is an unknown magic, but it
works and distance matters not. I can be back in Twilight and
Megdline could be here and could speak to me as I’m doing right
now. But you are vulnerable when doing this. Because you cannot be
distracted, you are open to attack.

“Without knowing any of this” Frill’s tail
swished. “you spoke and were unintentionally pulling your partner
to this location. Also you must know, the likely reason most mages
with Familiars have a mark of their Familiar on their body has been
hypothesized is due to the inseparable link between mage and
Familiar.”

“If Familiars were once animals… have
there ever been a human or a dragon summoned by a mage?” Frill eyes
narrowed suspiciously while Megdline suddenly looked to have gotten
pinched. “To answer your question, yes. It is the rarest of the
rare to summon a higher life form, but it has happened. In Twilight’s history there have
been three dragons, six humans, one wyvern and nine wyrms who have
become a Familiar. It seems human magic is different, for dragons
do not require Familiars themselves because of their immense power.
Whatever your Familiar is, isn’t known. Now enough of this talk. Go
back to filling your gems and if you try summoning again, scratches
will be the least of your concerns, understood?”

“Loud and clear.” Cage said an began to
ponder. Then he admitted “I’m sorry for scaring anyone. It wasn’t
my intention. Are you alright, Sean?”

“Somewhat.” He replied quietly. “It was that
sudden storm that scared me, Dad. I feared our shelter would be
blown off.”

“And you?” Cage asked Brooke.

She took his hand with both of hers. “You
didn’t respond when I tried waking you… Then Frill jumped on you.
At least the storm is abating. Your description to the tribe was
lacking when you told us about your first attempt…”

“Last time was worse, much worse.” Megdline
said. “I had to erect a shield around myself, Frill and Meeka just
to keep from being blown away. The storm then was more dangerous by
far.”

The conversations ended and Cage went back to
pouring his strength into four diamonds until he couldn’t handle
any more. Sleep claimed him soon and with the constant humming of
rain everyone else joined. Only Frill remained alert to watch over
them. The only thing he found odd for the rest of the rainy night
was the strangest beating of wings he ever heard.

 


In the morning they all woke to find the
river swelled and flowed not twenty feet from their campsite. Frill
had kept a careful eye on it. While the women started breakfast,
Cage took Sean aside to give him a lesson in how to fight properly.
Much of the night’s worry left the boy as he worked. Cage found a
tree and pummeled it to get a proper workout. Sean kept his knife
sheathed as he practiced certain moves over and over.

During breakfast, Cage watched the water
flowing and it didn’t make sense. “Granny, yesterday that stream
flowed to the south very slowly, but now the direction changed and
is heading north. How can that be?”

“It is one of the mysteries of Oak Tree
River. The waterways change direction when the water level rises
beyond a certain point. The large amounts of rain will actually aid
us now. No one can explain how or why the water changes direction,
it just does. So do not look to me for an answer… and the flow is
quick, we will make great time.”

After the meal, Megdline lifted the canoe
without physical effort and laid it near the water. Everyone
boarded before Cage pushed them into the center of the stream.
Speed tripled without doing anything. Since there was less to do,
Cage widened the siphoning that the gems pulled from him. It took
more than he naturally recovered, but slightly. His mana had to
fight to keep up with the drain and would take several hours before
making him useless in helping to steer. It was a different, but
effective form of exercise in which his body had to fight without
overexertion. He and the others still paddled to go faster with the
current. They moved far faster than any other method used so far
and actually did less. By mid afternoon Cage had them change onto
another branching river. It didn’t move as fast, but it still
flowed in their desired direction. Cage planned the route carefully
and specifically. They would stick to it. And it seemed to go
well.

Too well.

 


Oak Tree River gave Cage a headache as he
tried to understand the water’s odd behavior. It remained hot and
humid and it made things miserable, but a splash of water helped to
cool off their hot bodies. From time to time they came across
fishermen, but none since they started rowing on the third day
after trading for the canoe. It was how Cage wanted it. Avoiding
the wider rivers would limit interaction and suspicion. Sean had
found Cage’s ocarina and was currently trying to play and seemed to
be having fun. The problem is, the notes were always off and it
grated against the nerves. An hour ago they safely navigated a
section of rapids and were gliding.

“What’s that?” Frill meowed and brought
attention to the fore of the boat.

Up ahead looked like a wall of fog saturating
the area. It was certainly odd because the river’s fog had burned
off hours ago. Cage didn’t know what to expect and slowed the drain
on himself if he would need strength. Cage said “Frill, do you
smell anything? Anyone with a mind can tell the fog isn’t
natural.”

The Familiar shook his head. “Nothing. It is
not giving off a scent I can detect… Be careful though. Partner,
can you push the fog aside?”

Megdline used a spell to try and blow the fog
away and didn’t succeed. She strengthened the spell and only made
all the nearby trees shake from the gusts she created. She tried
different things to no avail. She got worried enough to say “I do
not understand why it is not working… We should turn around and
find another way. If my spells don’t work, who knows what the fog
hides.”

The boat started to turn around, but then the
current pulled them closer and no matter how frantically they
paddled or used magic to change course the fog got closer. The
banks on either side of the river were sheer rocks cut over many
millennia. There was no reaching the bank or getting away from the
wall. Cage was forced to say “Sean, stay close to Granny. Brooke
you do the same with Frill. It looks like we do not have a choice
except to go through. Remain calm, it might get scary, but I do not
sense magic. If you see or hear anything, speak up.”

Sucking up some courage, the boat turned
around and silently slipped into the thick fog. Vision became
impossible beyond the reach of one’s arm. Cage could barely make
out Sean’s and Megdline’s form. Brooke disappeared completely. The
fog held a coolness one expected. Every little sound seemed louder
from the splash of a fish to the rustle of leaves in the breeze.
Sean jumped from time to time and Cage watched Megdline place a
comforting arm around him to say all is well.

The first to yawn loudly was Sean. After a
half hour of navigating through the never ending wall of white Cage
began to grow tired. He kept shaking his head, but the weariness
grew. Soon his eyes closed and would not open no matter how hard he
tried. The rest also found it impossible to fall asleep right in
the canoe.

“Looks like more uninvited visitors.” A
hooded man in a forest green cloak said as the boat drifted out of
the fog with slumped passengers.

“Bring them in. I will go inform Paola of the
intruders and send others to help you bring them in.” Another
cloaked figure said and disappeared into the woods.

The first hooded man raised a hand to
magically steer the boat closer to himself. His surprise was
genuine as he noticed them get closer. The canoe came to a stop
along the bank and he came closer with a drawn knife should there
be any deception. He lifted the eyelids to find each were
sedated.

Before the figure could examine more of the
visitors, three bright lights appeared and out of them came mages.
They didn’t ask questions for orders were clear. The cloaked man
picked up the large, shirtless man with black arms while everyone
else each picked up a woman and the last individual carried the boy
and large cat. They pulled the boat up to a safe location before
taking the five into the village, creating intrigue from many
others.

Waiting by the detainment cages was Paola.
She said “Have they woken yet?”

“No, My Lady.” The hooded figure said. “It
seems that one is a mage and likely the one over my shoulder is one
as well.”

“Then make sure those two and the Familiar do
not wake. They have blatantly stepped across the boundary and have
forfeited their lives. The moon will be full tonight and each will
be sacrificed besides the boy. They will fertilize the fields and
make…”

“No, dear child.” Everyone heard and
many watched as a spirit of their previous leader appeared before
them for the first time. His form was glorious and those with the
greater magical talents, including Paola went down on a knee with
reverence. The spirit continued. “You have protected our way of
life well, Paola, and led the village to be prosperous, but these
individuals are not to be sacrificed.” The spirit came closer to
the hooded figure. “Kep, treat that one with more respect than our
most sacred seedlings. He is the cultivator and harvester.” Kep and all others gasped loudly.
“Be wary of his wrath when he wakes and do not dare challenge me on
this. Though my spirit is bound to the village, I can only
intervene this once before other spirits stop me.
Paola?”

“Yes, Wise One?” The woman replied with a
bowed head.

“The time of isolation is drawing to a close
and our people must once again venture out into the world. This man
has his own destiny that will be harder than any other. Give him my
boat to speed his journey and supply him with food.”

“Yes, Wise One. Are you certain he is the
cultivator and harvester?” She asked.

“There can be no doubt in this. Farewell my
bountiful crops.”

“Farewell, Wise One.” All who listened said
in unison. The spirit vanished.

Paola stood and looked at the man with black
arms being carefully stretched out in the grass with the others.
She found it hard to believe the former leader would not allow a
trespasser to be killed, but spirits have no need to lie. She said
“Bring some food and the medicine with which to wake them..” Kep,
the hooded man went to do just that.

Ammonia burned its way in Cage’s nose and he
snapped awake to see a hooded figure standing above him. Cage
grinned and flipped backwards while slamming his knee in the man’s
head. He landed on his feet as the man screamed and fell from the
painful blow. From a standing position he took in everything at
once. Dozens of people stood around him, most carried a staff. On
the ground laid Brooke and the others. Surrounded and his unmoving
companions made Cage angry. His eyes sparkled with excitement and
rage.

Before anyone could react, Cage lunged at
those closest to Brooke and the others. The rise of magic made him
cloak himself in a skin-like barrier. Blackness swirled around
Cage’s fist as he had been taught how to shatter a shield if his
power is greater than the opponent’s shield. Like the sound of
shattering glass, Cage punched a barrier and destroyed it. Before
the man could recover, Cage spun and kicked him in the chest. A
quick flip and darkness around his left heel as it came down
shattered a second barrier and a backhanded fist on the nose of the
next person knocked them out.

“Back away all of you!” Came the command from
a woman.

Cage spun and watched as everyone rapidly
retreated, all except one. Black swords were conjured from his
extended fingers as he took a stance. His sudden attack knocked
everyone nearest his companions away and he stood among their
unconscious forms. The deadliness in his eyes forced even the woman
back. What she didn’t know is it was a bluff. Shattering a shield
the way he had severely depletes his inner strength. The two
shields he destroyed were very powerful.

“Please do not harm anyone else cultivator
and harvester.” The woman said with a quivering voice.

“Then tell everyone to stop using magic. I
will kill any who step one foot closer.” Cage warned. The woman
gestured and he could feel magic lessening. To be sure, he lowered
his barrier, dispersed the swords and found no one else used magic
nearby. “Wise choice. Tell me what you’ve done to them.”

“You passed our village’s barrier. Nothing,
not even magic can manipulate it. Slowly it makes you tired and
fall asleep. We brought you here?” The woman said.

Cage looked around to find nearly everyone
had pointed ears. Something Megdline told him most mages do to hear
better, but he first thought them elves. Everyone wore forest
colors and were mostly barefoot. Dogs, cats and bird Familiars made
up most of the animals staring at him. There was also a silverback
gorilla standing protectively before his small woman partner.

No homes he’s used to were seen, but he found
larger, fatter trees that seemed hollow and realized the holes were
actually windows. It was the first time seeing an actual home made
out of a tree, without killing it. Worn trails snaked all around
from use. The actual tree houses were wide and didn’t grow much
taller than one expected, but nothing had to die to become a home.
In fact, it made many homes beyond that of humans. Rabbit holes
were near the trunk. Squirrels sped around while birds made nests
in the upper branches.

Butterflies, bees and birds flew everywhere
and many fruit bearing trees gave the area a wonderful aroma,
especially with all the flowers. “You’ve made a beautiful home.” He
said to the beautiful woman giving off a creepy, bestial presence.
It seemed that these people spent so much time with plants they
became something less than human.

She seem surprised. She grabbed the hem of
her dress and curtsied. “Why thank you. My name is Paola, leader of
this village. We no longer mean you no harm.”

“What changed?” Cage asked, hearing how she
said ‘no longer.’ His eyes shifted as the three men he attacked
were all crawling away to get support. They took his warning
seriously and refrained from using magic, even to heal the bloody
nose of the one he hit last.

Paola said “The spirit of our former leader
would not have us kill you for trespassing. He said you were the
cultivator and harvester. He would not have you dead to feed the
plants.”

“Well what about the whole non-direct
interference thing? Spirits have told me they cannot directly have
a hand with the living.” Cage said.

“My predecessor bound his spirit to the land
in which we stand and maintains the fog that protects us from
outsiders. He said as much as you did and can never do it again.
Without his intervention, your body would have fed the plants at
midnight tonight.”

Cage harrumphed and said “Then if you do not
mind, we are leaving before you change your minds. Are you going to
let us go or am I going to have to cut down any who get in my way?”
His fist clenched meaningfully.

“You may leave, but the Wise One wants us to
give you his boat and give food so you do not starve.” Paola
said.

“Pass on the food. Where is my boat. It will
do well enough.”

“Cultivator and harvester, your boat is well,
but the one that is offered is special. The boat moves on its own,
far faster than rowing or sailing. I cannot ask you to trust us,
but it is a great honor to be offered it.” She enticed.

“Why do you call me Cultivator and
harvester?” He asked.

“Because we mages have dedicated our lives to
living with nature. Our people are either cultivators who nurture
and grow all the plants you see or the harvesters who cut and take
what we need to survive. None have ever been referred to both until
the Wise One’s spirit claimed you to be. After seeing you hurt
three of our most powerful sorcerers, I now understand you are the
harvester and cultivator of men. Because of this, you are not an
outsider, you are kin.” Paola declared.

Cage noticed a small jar near where he laid
and woke. He outstretched his hand and magically jerked the clay
jar into his hand and sniffed to find it more like smelling salts
back home. Since he didn’t sense much hostility or any magic, he
knelt and waved the jar in front of Frill’s node first. The feline
sneezed before fully waking. Megdline came next, then Brooke and
Sean. Frill yowled and began using magic which made everyone human
back up. The Familiars crouched and were ready to defend against
any attack. Frill’s tail jerked angrily at the situation and he
yelled “Anyone so much as sneezes will have their throats ripped
out!”

With Frill alert and angry over the current
circumstance, Cage helped the others. Megdline had a harder time
waking than the others but she, Sean and Brooke were upset that
their weapons were stolen. Megdline suddenly said “Jeeban!” and
there was a bright yellow flash. When it vanished in its place
stood her staff. She reached it and said “I demand to know what is
going on.” Cage never knew her staff could Jump to her, but he
guessed it was one of her wards and ‘Jeeban’ was the keyword that
would bring her staff to her hand if it was ever parted from her.
Brooke stood close to Sean.

Paola restated everything and Cage knew she
used the truth spell on the other powerful sorceress. “Will you
accept our hospitality?”

“I think not.” Megdline stated. “You
were going to kill us without provocation. We tried avoiding the
mist, but not even our magic could get us away. Your village might
be in touch with nature, but your ways are wrong. Being isolated has ruined the love of
meeting others and if this spirit had not intervened you would have
killed us like I assume any others have been. I’m sorry but you are
no longer human. You are mindless animals. If it is the spelled
boat I’m thinking of, we will take it. Anything else you have is
tainted. I will not eat the food that was nourished by the slaying
of innocents. Show us the boat and let us leave.” Cage had seen
Megdline stern and upset, but at the moment she was beyond
pissed.

Paola’s anger rose. “What gives you the right
to tell us how we’ve lived for so long?!”

“Silence you impudent
child!” Megdline slammed the end of her staff into the
ground and a surge of magic made it shake the entire area. The
immediate effect was clear. “Do not dare to challenge me. You might be a rare first
class sorceress, but you do not know how to control your power as I
do. One more word and I will destroy everything within a mile of
this place. I have not been this angry in many years. Your selfish
ignorance and cruel ways makes me want to destroy all you’ve built
here anyway.” Megdline’s grey eyes were as hard as steel and the
power she displayed gave credit to her words. Paola glared back,
but the clash of wills left the young looking sorceress crushed.
“Now take us to the boat offered and have someone bring our
things.”

The leader of the village nodded and led the
way to the river. Someone ran off through the woods to retrieve
their supplies. Some villagers chose to follow, but they had seen
and felt the power Cage and Megdline displayed. At the river there
were several boats, but one stood out from the rest. It was twice
the size of their canoe and looked to be actually grown from a
single piece of wood. Intricate carvings of leaves framed the side.
Cage looked and saw that there was a structure of a pair of skis
beneath the front and back of the ten person boat. In the center
glowed a silver crystal that looked as round as a crystal ball and
is the size of a person’s head, but it faintly used magic.

Megdline said “This will do nicely. It
is an old craft, but their make is still used today. I will send it
back when we get to our destination. Then you need to leave this
place and see the world and learn how foolish you have been to kill innocent people.”
Paola stormed off with a red face of embarrassment and anger after
such a scolding. Not a minute later came a man carrying all of
their belongings.

Brooke and Sean quickly tied their weapons
back on and she felt her emeralds remained safely hidden. Cage
tossed in their things as Megdline said “Everyone inside. Though we
almost met our end, fortune smiles upon us.”

Everyone got in the boat and sat down.
Megdline put a hand on the crystal and said “You better hold on to
the sides, this will be quick.”

Megdline magically gave her desire to go to
the place Cage explained yesterday on their destination, into the
crystal. She felt the boat knew of which she desired and responded
by magically pulling away from the dock and turning northerly. Then
the boat jerked forward and began rising out of the water onto the
skis. Wind whipped past as they sped across the water. The boat
bounced, sometimes uncomfortably. Cage leaned across the side to
see how the boat skied as if it had a powerful motor, but it was
propelled. He feared the boat crashing when Megdline let go and sat
down in the back with Frill, but it seemed to know when to turn and
did, without slowing. Talking was useless over the sound of wind
and spray of water. They all felt fear as they saw another wall of
fog, but they were going so fast it took all but two minutes to
speed past it without ill effects.

Such an experience was nostalgic to Cage as
it brought back the few times him and the old man would go deep sea
fishing. They never kept the fish, just did it for fun. The best
part was speeding across the water. Cage stood on the enchanted
craft and let the wind blow against him.

Sean saw how amazing his dad looked standing
up and letting the wind hit. He tried getting up, but the bouncing
was impossible to predict. He didn’t give up and managed to stand
before falling. Before he fell, a strong hand grip the collar of
his shirt and righted him. Cage spoke in his ear. “Bend your knees.
Let them stay loose.” Sean stood at his dad’s side as Cage kept a
hand by his side. Both caught Brooke’s smile as she sat facing them
while holding a side. She obviously didn’t like it, but she admired
them nonetheless. Cage stood surely and watched the river snake
around. As a child, Sean adapted quickly by following Cage and
watching closely. After an hour of the nonstop speed, Sean stood
completely under his own power.

The boat sped into the night. They had to eat
a cold meal and relieve themselves off the back of the silently
speeding boat that seemed to have a mind of its own. It was hard to
not get disoriented and Cage seemed to be the only one immune.
Sleep wasn’t an option though.

 


The constant howl of wind began to slow and
the boat began to drop into the water as morning began to appear.
Darkness still gripped much of the landscape, but there was one
distinct difference, surf. It had been a subtle change, but salt
permeated the air and the ocean’s waves lifted and lowered the boat
beyond expectation. The others also realized the boat stopped and
went to investigate. Cage conjured a dozen orbs around the boat and
it was Megdline who said “Glad that is over… Good, there is the
beach.” She grabbed the sphere and had the boat move slowly towards
the red sand beach. “Everybody off.” She said.

First to jump down was Cage. Brooke tossed
him their three packs which he took onto the still ground. He heard
a splash and saw Brooke spit and sputter when her legs gave out.
She recovered and helped Sean down and quickly followed the lights
her mate created back to dry land. Frill skillfully ran and jumped
from the tip of the boat to land on a dry piece of sand and move
away before a small wave soaked him.

Keeping the promise, Megdline sent the ship
back and used a spell to glide back as the ship returned. She said
“We all need to rest. Sean, why don’t you and Cage go find us some
dry wood.” They left.

Brooke wrung out her soaked hair and grumbled
“This water taste’s odd. I do not like it.”

“Have you never been to the ocean?” Megdline
asked.

“No, but the elders say they have at least
once. Few of the Utala ever leave our lands to visit. They say the
ocean is wonderful, not that it tastes bad.”

“It is the salt in the water. The salt is too
much for us to safely drink. Has your tribe ever traded for salt?”
Megdline wondered.

“Yes. Salt preserves the meat we needed to
survive every winter. How we are going to do it this time I do not
know. Cage will have to do something or our people will
starve.”

“Let me clarify something first. Much of
Emroc gets its salt from steaming the seawater. Because there is so
much dissolved salt in the ocean, it gives an endless supply of
that needed resource. And second, do not worry about the Utala
starving. You do not need to feel such a burden. I’ve mostly been
teaching Cage offensive and defensive methods in magic, but he will
be able to grow however much food it will take to sustain your
people. At his current power he can potentially grow a six month
growing period of food within a day. I have seeds aplenty to start
a farm to teach him and your people will reap the benefits. If he
struggles on how to learn these spells, I will personally grow
whatever will be needed. If we do not die in the next few days you
have my word I will not allow anyone to go hungry.”

Brooke put a hand on Megdline’s shoulder to
say “Your sacrifices will not go unrewarded. You will have my
people’s strength if whenever you need it. Are you sure you do not
wish to become a sister?”

“That is very kind and I’m touched, but no, I
have enough to deal with. Adding myself into a tribe will just put
more restrictions. As long as I’m considered a friend I’ll be
fine.”

The men chose that moment to arrive. Cage
stacked the driftwood and conjured a small orange fire at the tip
of his finger and lit the wood. “Dad, the flame is green!” Sean
said with excitement. “Are you doing that?”

“No.” Cage laughed as he sat back in the
sand. “It’s the salt the wood soaked up that makes it green. Normal
wood burns orange, but driftwood is different.” He leaned back on
the cool sand to stare at the amazing starts and constellations.
The full moon was marvelous up in the sky and it filled much with
its brilliant display. The rolling surf was calming and he felt
like he returned to his island though the sand there is finer and
white.

“That was some boat, Megdline.” Sean said.
“How did it move so fast and all on its own? I wanted to ask
earlier, but the wind was too loud.”

She smiled and Cage could hear it in her
words. “The boat is very old, but nothing in a few hundred years
has been made which can best its use. There is many spells placed
on the boat which make it skim across the water’s surface and it
gets its power from the plant and animal life as it passes by. Drag
slows boats, but those skis keep us from being slowed. To turn, it
leans on its own when it senses an obstruction or needs to snake a
river and navigate us to the destination I told it to. It is very
complex to explain, but we took near three days off our
journey.”

“What about big ships my uncle told me about?
Do they go as fast?”

“Sorry, Child, they do not. Boats that are
small can do what we did, but large ones are incapable of doing the
like. They would kill the plants and animals to go so fast or hold
up such great weights. That boat is as large as they come. I’m
surprised that they had one. Those ignorant fools must have been
isolated from the rest of the world for a very long time. It is
lucky they are in such a isolated part of the river. If too many
wound up missing the Laqura Empire would pay them a not too
friendly visit.” Megdline smirked. “Good thing the spirits seem to
favor Lord Death.” Frill got to laughing at that.

“Who is Lord Death?” Sean asked.

The one who answered was Brooke. “It is the
title the spirits have given your father. He is Lord Death to them.
The spirits seem to follow him. He is also the only one who can
make a bad spirit good again. He can control them.”

“Really, Dad?” Sean asked with awe.

“It seems I cannot deny it. I have so many
titles now it gives me a headache. Cage, Lord Death, Mage, Warlock,
Earthling, Chieftain, Dad…” Cage sighed while looking into the
night sky.

“Do not forget the most important one.”
Brooke put out there. “Mate. You are mated to me and Meeka. To me,
that title is most important, Cage Love.” She lay back and stared
up with him.

“Cage, before we get some sleep, you better
severely reduce the draw rate. I made the boat drop us off within a
half day from Bepop. We will need to be at our best tomorrow.
Tomorrow is going to be the day correct?” Megdline asked.

“If we are really that close then yes.
Tomorrow will be the long awaited day we’ve been working so hard
for. It will be a day to remember, that will be for sure.” He
replied and lowered the rate at which the diamonds drew. It felt a
great relief and he at last said with a yawn “Night, guys. Get some
sleep while you can.”

Brooke snuggled close to his side and
whispered with cheer “We almost have our woman back. Cage, can you
believe it? After so long, we’ll get her beck in our arms. It has
been so long, it is hard to think it possible. Almost… We are so
close.”

“I feel closer already. Now sleep, it will
all depend on you tomorrow. Best relax and clear your mind.” In
response to his words she got closer, kissed his cheek and laid her
head on his shoulder.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


“Go over it one more time.” Brooke requested
when they woke at sunrise. She watched Sean playing by the water’s
edge with the little fish fleeing as he gave chase. It was the
first true sign of childhood to come out of her son.

Meanwhile the four of them sat by the fire
and talked about the plans. Cage nodded and thought it a good idea
to make sure everyone knows their part. “We will head towards Bepop
for two hours if Granny’s estimate is true. During that time you
and Sean stay in the woods and remain undetected. Granny and I will
enter Bepop first and begin laying spells on the docks and ropes
holding the ships still. They will remain undetectable until you
run the freed slaves and yell out the keyword ‘Lockdown!’ The men
won’t be able to unbind the ropes without cutting them off. You
will need to be quick because we will only be able to enchant the
ropes against a few blows at most. While you and Sean are still
waiting, I’m going to begin setting up strategic places to blow up
while Granny finds you a gold earring, slave clothes and a collar.
You will wear them when she comes to get you because so many new
slaves are tribal people and you will fit right in. Remember to
look down and never meet anyone’s eye directly. Granny will then
design small explosives so you can free the captives.

“Brooke, you will take up position in the
alley located near the northeast side of the slave compound. You
will only move when you hear the signal. When you find a way and
free everyone you must run them to the docks and get them aboard.
Set sail immediately and Granny and I will meet up with you near
our last campsite. With everyone together we sail down to Emroc,
following the coast. We will then go home.”

“Home… I almost forgot what the name means.”
Brooke said.

“We’ve been over this so if something goes
wrong, don’t wait for me.” He impressed in all seriousness.

“We should get started.” Frill said and Cage
agreed to repeat him.

Sean came running back with a playful
smile.

While walking Megdline asked “How do you
feel, Cage?”

“Better than the past week. I feel strong and
relaxed. My body feels renewed now that I’m not getting my energy
sucked from me or intentionally overdoing it.”

“Just as I suspected. It wouldn’t hurt to
wait a while longer to get stronger, but we have to hurry and free
those innocent people. By the way, may I see how much you’ve
stored?”

“Sure.” Cage answered and felt her use
magic.

“My word… In the past few days you’ve stored
enough of yourself to really hold your own. You can use bigger
spells more easily with that much. It would have taken me nearly
three weeks to store that amount.” Megdline affirmed.

 


“This should do.” Cage said. Several times
they saw sailboats and the increasing frequency of them meant they
were getting close. Sean went to complain, but Brooke told him to
be quiet and relax in the thick groves to avoid detection.

Before they parted, Brooke gave him a good
luck kiss. “May we meet again soon.” He smiled and walked away.

By midmorning, Cage, Megdline and Frill saw a
large port in the distance and had passed a large beach house a
moment ago. Seagulls drifted in the air and circled the area where
they came to feed on the scraps fishermen leave behind. Salty air
revitalized the spirit and the bustle of people made the calm world
seem exciting. Docks, houses, buildings and so many other buildings
made the city prosperous. The closer they got the more people there
were. Many were slaves and wore soiled clothes. Slave men did
backbreaking labor and carried cargo for the merchants. The trio
passed a building where a few slave women offered their services to
bring him happiness. He could see they were forced to say this as
one large man with a whip stood near and made sure they did this
job to bring money into their owner’s brothel establishment. Cage
found it hard to resist killing everyone who owned a slave or make
them do things against their will.

“You take this end, I’ll start from the
other.” Megdline said and walked away. Many sailors gave her a wide
berth, realizing she is a mage.

Cage began four spells at a time for each
large boat moored at Bepop. Cage worked the spells carefully and
made sure the ropes would have enough energy to not weaken because
of decay. He learned how certain things weaken faster than others
so he gave a generous amount to keep the spells that would bind the
ropes to the docks by fusing them into the wood and keep from
getting cut. The spells didn’t take long to lay down.

Nearing the end of the next set he heard
“What are you doing?”

Cage hurriedly finished the spells and turned
around to see a short man in red robes, carrying a ruby crowned
staff and had a colorful parrot standing on his shoulder. The other
mage had undoubtedly been drawn to Cage’s working of magic. “I’m
sorry if my spell distracted you, Friend. I was just trying to make
the air spin like a dust devil.”

The small man grinned. “Trying to use wind to
blow up dresses I suppose?”

Cage laughed. “No use denying that. You got
me.”

The other man chuckled. “Manipulating air is
harder than simply lifting for a peek.”

“Yes, but then the woman would know it was
done magically. If I use wind subtly, she will think it was the
cause and not be so suspicious.” Cage countered.

“So that is why they always find me…
Thank you for the advice. I will have to practice too. Farewell.”
The other mage said and walked off. There was a woman’s shriek as
her dress blew clean off. The man hurried away and heard Cage’s
laugh. Used too much wind.

With the nosy man no longer bothering, he
finished two more spells before Megdline and Frill met up. “We’re
done. I’ll meet you in a few hours.”

They parted ways.

After a few minutes, Megdline located a
suitable person. It was a slender and pretty young woman with a
gold earring. She carried a bag and wore a fine silver collar with
a symbol of the man who bought her. In a firm tone Megdline
commanded. “You there, follow me. I have a task for you.” The girl
looked around and realized she was the one being called. Both
Megdline and the girl knew that any mage can temporarily use any
slave in exchange for payment of services to the master. Megdline
said not another word and turned down an alley. Frill acted
superior than anyone and in his walk, people knew he is no ordinary
cat. The slave girl followed without question.

In the space where none watched,
Megdline turned around to say “I hope you understand later.” Before
the girl could understand,
Megdline crafted a spell which made the girl fall into a deep
slumber and would wake by midnight. The girl would have fallen if
Megdline hadn’t held her up with another spell. The earring came
out along with undressing her and removing the collar. She felt
pity for the life of the girl and though she is beautiful of face,
whoever her owners is has marred her breasts and stomach to an
unsightly degree. Blue healing magic sealed the girl’s earring hole
and dissolved the horrendous scars to make her beautiful again.
Megdline held the shoddy cloth and accessories, but she altered the
symbol on the collar so if someone had recognized it when Brooke
would wear it, there would be more trouble. This way there would be
none. The other gift she gave the girl is the only dress Megdline
stored and the girl was clothed in a fine dress.

To be sure the girl wasn’t seen she was laid
beside a large broken wagon with old hay. Unless someone went
deeply looking, they wouldn’t find her. Megdline tried using the
sight mirror on Cage, but all she found was white everywhere and
couldn’t find anything distinctive. She then remembered that the
spell of Twilight prevents anyone from looking for him in any way.
She sighed as Frill said “We must hurry, time is against us. We
must Jump.”

A glowing yellow archway appeared and both of
them stepped through out onto the open area of beach she left the
other two in. The light vanished and out came Brooke and Sean from
the trees not far away. Brooke walked out naked and clutched her
tomahawks in a hand. Sean carried small seashells as small as a
fingernail. Megdline handed the cloth over and Brooke wrinkled her
nose, but slipped into it. Megdline magically cut the earring’s
thin shaft of metal and magnetically charged the front and back
with magic since gold won’t hold a charge. Brooke then felt the two
metal pieces lightly squeezing on either side of the earlobe. The
silver collar slipped on next.

“Mother said I should find these. Will they
work?” Sean asked and gave over the handful of shells.

“Splendidly.” She answered. “Frill, take him
back to the campfire and wait till I summon you… Sean do you
understand what you are supposed to do?”

“Yes. I’m to wait for you and Dad or when
Mother comes in a sailboat. I promise to wait until morning. Mother
said if none come back by then you didn’t save my other mother and
the others. I will hope that doesn’t happen though.”

“We will need all the hope we can get. Be
safe, Child.”

“You too, Megdline.” Sean and Frill began
walking back down the beach.

“Now to hide those.” Megdline said and
gestured to the woman’s weapons. She brought out a flat bag. “Stuff
it with some grass to look like you are on an errand. A slave
carrying a weapon isn’t allowed without being near an owner.”
Brooke went to do just that and tore up some wild grass.

The sack appeared to be full and weighty
thanks to the weapons. Megdline made a few adjustments to her
student’s lover, smearing on some dirt or adding a little tear to
make others look to fine breasts rather than the face. Brooke
allowed all this, knowing what is expected. They began walking back
towards Bepop where Megdline gave instructions on how to appear and
react like a slave.

Reaching the city, they blended right
in before separating, but not before Brooke received blood red
shells infused with magic. Megdline went in search of Cage while
Brooke hung her head and moved towards her designated location.
Much of her hair hung over her eyes and she found it odd how
none really looked to her as a
person or at all. Just another slave. She moved and located the
slaver compound with little issue at the noon hour. Brooke found
the alleyway that would allow her to see the compound’s lone
weakness while being hidden from sight.

Brooke waited patiently and watched how men
with crossbows circled and looked inwards at the slaves she
couldn’t see behind a thick wooden wall. The weakness she studied
from her lover’s sight mirror showed a place she could easily climb
and drop inside where five enclosures also hid a slaver’s weapon
cache they use to torture others. While she waited in the shadows,
Brooke could hear the cries of pain and anguish, the repeated crack
of a whip and the rage inducing cry of helpless children.

Just when she thought the distraction would
never come she noticed one slaver walking around the wall point and
shouted “Fire in the noble’s district!” The men all turned to look.
Then suddenly there came a thunderous boom that shook the ground
violently before the sound even arrived. Glass in windows shattered
and horses whinnied in fear. Brooke’s eyes widened as she peeked
around the corner of a building as a tower of flame reached nearly
a hundred feet in the air and thick black smoke looked like a
mushroom as it rose higher and higher. Flaming debris rained down
all around. It wasn’t nearly over yet as another explosion of
equal, if not greater, magnitude erupted close to the first as
smoke rose moments before. Brooke’s jaw dropped at what her mate
had done for he could have been the only one to create such
devastation and chaos. People ran to either see what caused such
upheaval or to run away for their own miserable lives.

Guards patrolling the wall began shouting and
most started running to help, after seeing the slaves were all
secured. Brooke waited for the right time to move, when all the
guards left the wall as Cage had prophesized would be the likely
result of the diversion. Every able bodied individual would be
needed.

When she could find no other slaver from her
location, she ran out of the alley, getting disguised in the
frantic crowd. She moved fast towards the blind spot of the wall
and climbed without being noticed. In a few seconds, she slowly
peeked over the wall and waited for thirty seconds as the slavers
on the ground put those they were beating, back into the iron
cells. The slavers checked all the locks before nearly all left the
area. A third explosion deafened the city of Bepop. Only about ten
slavers remained behind to watch over those they were breaking and
couldn’t help looking towards the havoc.

The distraction worked superbly and Brooke
pulled herself over, jumped down on the shed five feet below the
wall and dropped another ten feet to the dirt ground without
drawing notice from the guards. A person in a nearby cell stared at
her with wide eyes. It was instant recognition. “Priestess?”

Brooke smiled at the Familiar face. “Hello,
Zatal, miss me?”

“But how? Why?” He then turned incoherent,
but Brooke noticed how badly these enslaving men beat on a good and
kind warrior. Welts, bruises and open wounds from a whip laying
open the flesh made him look to have suffered, but his hopeful eye
said he is far from being defeated in any way.

“Talk later. I’m getting everyone
out..” Brooke turned around to the shed, licked a shell that has
lost some redness. She placed the fingernail size shell in the
keyhole of the lock and stepped back. Three seconds later there
came a sizzling, popping sound from the shell causing a small
explosion that blew apart the lock. She opened the door to grin.
Inside were whips, crossbows, bolts, metal rods and cruel looking
knives. Brooke turned around to lick another shell and put it in
the lock for it to be blown apart. Before it did, she said “Stand
back.” The cage full of tribal men did so. It came off and she said
“Men, get your weapons and turn on those who think that these
stupid people can tame we of the Tribal Plains. Be quiet and hunt
them down like the beasts they are.” She saw the men have fire and
retribution return to their expressions and were about to cheer.
“Quiet, the hunt has begun.”
She opened the door for them and they hurried to the once sealed
room and began gathering weapons. As priestess, she outranked all
of them, even if she was of another tribe and gladly listened.
Before Zatal went to hunt the remaining slavers with is fellow
brothers, Brooke laid a hand on his shoulder. “No, help me free the
others. Get the men and arm them before freeing the young ones.”
She gave him half the shells. “These have been spelled. Simply lick
one, put it into a lock and step back. You have five seconds before
they go off. Do not lick and hold on or you will lose a
hand.”

Zatal grinned. “I am glad you came.” He then
went to the nearest cell of prisoners and did as she said.

The twelve newly freed men snuck up close
with drawn knives as the guards looked away when a forth explosion
erupted. One chose to turn around to check on the cages, but he saw
men silently running up on them and before he could give warning
his throat was slashed by the torturing blades they used on others
for fun and pleasure. The other nine went down in an instant as the
men came up from behind and stuck as one. They also had enough
sense to drag the bodies away and guard the only door in or out of
the compound.

Without the need for secrecy, Brooke ran over
to the women’s holdings and had everyone back away. The lock broke
and the women hurried out. A great many of the captured were from
neighboring tribes and in a few seconds all the weapons were gone,
leaving most unarmed. “Priestess! Sister Brooke!” caught her
attention and she rushed over to find Lanna crying happily and
reaching out between the bars to touch and see if she is real.
Brooke grabbed her hand as Lanna said “Thank the spirits!”

Brooke noticed four unconscious women, one of
them being Moril who had been tortured not long ago as fresh blood
trickled from her flayed back. The priestess destroyed the lock and
said “Sisters, carry those who cannot walk.”

Then her heart could bare it no longer.
Brooke ran towards the gate where she knew Meeka would be. She
imagined those blue eyes crying and holding her closely and getting
a long overdue kiss. Her feet took her quickly to the enclosure,
but she stopped cold. Only one woman in a white dress stood within
and it certainly wasn’t what she expected. Her heart seemed to stop
as did her mind and she stared in shock, unable to process what
happened.

A firm hand gripped her and Lanna turner her
around. “Sister Meeka was taken three days ago by a dozen magic
men. The others in white were also taken.”

“WHAT!?” She
shrieked, coming quickly out of her stupor. “What do you mean
they took her? She is supposed
to be here! This is no time
for a joke, Lanna Sister. Where is my woman? She needs to be here! Meeka, where is my Meeka? She is supposed to be waiting
for me right there!” Brooke
pointed.

“Forgive me.” Lanna said before painfully
slapping Brooke across the cheek. “Get a hold of yourself,
Priestess. We must leave. I assume our chief is destroying the city
with our people so you can save us all. You must lead us. You have
a plan… I hope?”

Brooke fought back the tears that threatened
to crush her. Hopes of being reunited with the woman she loved had
slipped through her fingers again. She yelled to the sky to vent
her frustration, anger and worry. Many turned to their rescuer and
understood on some level what her problem is. “You are right.”
Brooke finally admitted grimly and hurried to open the last of the
cells with Zatal.

A fifth explosion erupted.

Mothers and fathers hurried to be with their
remaining children again. Tears of happiness flowed freely and many
warriors took position near the gate.

“No, we are not leaving through the door!”
Brooke said. “If you want your freedom back, you will follow me!”
Her exclamation silenced the area. Those without weapons helped
carry those who were injured, unconscious or were recovering.
Brooke ran back to the shed and closed the door with everyone
following. Several warriors stayed by the door to give them as much
time as they could, should the slavers return. “You two men, help
me up.” Two large warriors with gold earrings helped lift her the
ten feet and she reached down to the largest man. “Grab hold. I’ll
pull. You then get everyone up and over the side. Start with
warriors with weapons first.” He grabbed her offered hand and
jumped, grabbed the ledge and pulled himself up. Brooke stood as he
helped another up. “Warriors, on the other side of the wall is two
buildings. We must hold the area while the rest run through the
alley. The forest is near. We will take it and run around the
city’s northern outskirts and rush to the boats floating near the
docks. Warriors, we cannot afford to linger. When the last person
is out, we run…” Brooke noticed a rather large man holding a pair
of knives. “Chief of the Bamana! You will lead everyone around to
the docks. When you get there shout ‘Lockdown!’ as loud as you can.
It will magically stop the boats from leaving before we steal them.
Kill any who get in your way, but get these people on those boats.
Kidnap sailors if you must. Hurry, time will not be with us for
long.”

The large chief repeated “Lockdown! I will do
it. Warriors to the front. Children, stick to the women. Men, when
we get outside, spread yourselves around everyone and kill any who
try to stop us. If you find weapons along the way, use them!”

By the time he finished, ten warriors
stood ready with Brooke and climbed to the top of the wall. Brooke
showed them how to climb down and on the ground she gripped her
tomahawks and ripped off the dirty cloth covering her and the gold
on her ear. The following warriors grinned and they too ripped off
their clothes and stood proud. Behind Brooke marched out ten men
and four female warriors all naked and looked more dangerous than
any armored soldier. Those outside the compound stared openly and
realized what was happening. The stupid commoners screamed and
fled. Smart.

Thirty more warriors stood with Brooke and
blocked the street as one freed slave after another ran through the
passage and through the alley. Some warriors loaded the simple
crossbows and stood on the wall and readied themselves.

Due to the flashy diversion caused by Cage,
most of the city’s guard forces were scattered or in another area
far away. This made it easier for the slaves to escape. The first
to arrive was a large swordsman, but he saw the large naked men and
women and thought wisely and retreated. Within two minutes he
returned with forty warriors with drawn swords and six bowmen. One
of the tribal warriors was shot in the right shoulder by a crossbow
bolt before the opposing force was slaughtered by very upset men
and women. The man with a bolt was readily exchanged with another
warrior and fled with the others. Weapons from the dead men were
distributed. Lanna carried a sword and stood beside her priestess
with a stern expression of vengeance.

There was a moment of silence and in it
Brooke heard smaller explosions and flashes of light to the south
and knew Cage was undoubtedly fighting other mages. She didn’t
worry as she usually would for she knew Megdline and Frill would be
there. Her mind focused a few seconds later as she heard a command
shout “Where?!” and the stomp of many feet running.

A force of sixty slavers came rushing around
the side. By far the largest of them all was a man with charcoal
skin, huge muscles and carried two very large swords bared and
ready. He saw the slaves standing ready as many rushed behind them,
between two buildings and fleeing for the woods. He ordered “Do not
let the savage’s escape! Kill all who resist!” and the men yelled
and rushed forward with weapons and crossbows.

Brooke’s burning anger turned white hot and
her hard grip rubbed against a small bump in the leather. She
yelled and ran straight at these stupid men, knowing Cage had given
her an edge. The other warriors ran with her, not caring if they
died in combat. The slaver’s were startled, seeing a beautiful,
naked woman running right at them with nothing more than two small
axes. They realized she led the revolt and all aimed their
crossbows at her, likely to make the savages lose heart. The leader
shouted “Loose!” and all the bolts flew straight for her.

The ward Cage instilled in the hidden
emeralds flashed when the specific circumstance was reached and for
a moment, all the arrows crashed into the barrier. The energy
within that had been slowly taken over the past week was drained,
but not one bolt made it through. The slavers stared dumbfounded
that none hit their mark to bring her down. Their shock wore off as
she ran past two, spun and killed them as she continued for the
lead slaver while those warriors following met head on.

The large man knew she was protected by
magic, but not by how much. He got ready and began swinging the
heavy swords. He went for the kill, but Brooke danced aside and her
anger turned towards this man. He didn’t stand a chance. His
muscles and body were big, but he could not keep up with her speed
and grace. She ducked as he swept for her head. Brooke twirled her
arms and got in behind to cleanly chop through his hamstrings. The
man cried out as his legs could no longer hold his bulk up. He fell
to his knees and Brooke spun around, her first tomahawk sliced
through his neck from behind and went through bone with little
resistance, the second slice completely beheaded the behemoth of a
man.

Brooke looked up to see the warriors killing
the rest of the slavers who hurt them so much and were enjoying
justice. Lanna hacked off an arm of one man before using the tip of
her acquired sword to thrust through an eye as she would have with
a lance. The slavers all died and all of the freed hurried back to
guard the last of those hurrying up and over the wall. Lanna asked
“Did the chief save you? The arrows didn’t kill you.”

“The chief is over there fighting. He gave me
protection though, but do not count on me ever doing that again
anytime soon.” Brooke said.

“Still, I must thank you for coming to save
us, Sister. You have allowed us to remember who we are. This land
will remember we cannot be tamed.” Lanna said and got a cheer from
everyone.

“That is the last!” The large man Brooke
helped up first shouted. He then jumped down without harming
himself and grabbed an offered dagger. “We leave!” He shouted and
all the warriors, Brooke included, rushed for the alley.

The forest appeared in a minute and the whole
group rushed as fast as they could go. Children were carried by
strong mothers and fathers. Then the tracks cut to the right as
Brooke intended and skirted Bepop. Within a few minutes they found
themselves near the beach and running towards the docks.

Brooke’s heart lifted as she saw over sixty
warriors running people away or fighting and killing any who dared
stand in the way. One boat had gotten away, but the other seven
large ones were being overrun by a swarm of angry tribal people.
Brooke went and killed two who tried to sneak up behind a warrior
in a fight. The Bamana chieftain from before gave thanks and the
warriors held the docks as the last of the captives hurried. Only
one warrior was killed in the escape and the victor didn’t live
long to enjoy a victory. She yelled “WARRIORS! To the boats!
Everyone is free! Head for home!”

Brooke rushed up with Lanna nearby. They ran
up a ramp and the last person aboard kicked off the ramp as someone
hacked on the ropes till they cut free. The two found Moril awake
and gripping a bloody knife. She grinned, boasting she got one
before falling unconscious again. Lanna and Brooke laughed as Zatal
gripped their shoulders and smiled more than they ever saw from
him.

Some sailors were forced to make the boat set
sail at the threat of death and knew none of these people would
hesitate to follow through. The boats all pulled away with the
freed people and even some slaves who had been sold had hurried,
realizing it would be their only chance.

“WHAT IS
THAT!!!” Someone screamed at the top of their lungs
and Brooke with many others looked up into the sky with dropped
jaws.

 


Once Megdline had left to work on Brooke,
Cage started on his plan and walked confidently towards the
southern side of the city where the richest of Bepop resided. Cage
noticed how people stared at him and he had to admit, Sean had a
point, going shirtless really drew attention where people covered
up or wore livery to make themselves feel superior to everyone
else. Another brothel of higher quality had prettier women who seem
to want him more readily than the one near the port. Though their
clothes were more scandalous, they were clean and more healthy, but
he could see they were all still slaves by the collar. He ignored
them and hoped they would get away in time. Cage continued looking
for the targets he found earlier by magic. It wasn’t long before
finding the estates of wealthy lords.

The district he found himself is more open
with shops catering to many needs as even shop owners used slaves
to do all the work and heavy lifting and they reaped the benefits.
Slaves worked without getting anything of worth returned. They were
lucky to even be fed. And if a master is displeased in any way they
beat the person nearly to death, or sometimes succeed. They then
just go buy another. Cage saw this more than twice along his way
and fought the urge to do the same to the owner. He knew any
mistake to his calculations would result in the death of Brooke,
Meeka, Megdline, Frill and himself so he was careful. It is an
unfair and unjust system, but he walked on and didn’t do
anything.

Forced slavery just rubbed him the wrong
way.

Cage located a place where there was much
commerce from vendors wanting to get whatever the rich people would
buy. The mission began and he started moving around in such a way
that even while shirtless, people forgot him as soon as their eyes
left him. He made his way to one of the mansions and walked around
the white, privacy walls and when none were looking, Cage jumped
and in a moment, memorized the building’s three stories, bountiful
grounds, sculptures and even three patrolling guards circling
around the house to keep thieves from hopping the fence and
sneaking through the back. It was exactly as his magic detailed it
from afar. The hard work began.

Cage took a seat after ordering an apple from
a vendor and slowly ate with his eyes closed. Other people didn’t
think much of it, but they couldn’t sense he was working magic. He
began sending a spell to the foundation of the mansion that would
create an upwards explosion and rain down the entire building with
fire which would spread to other nearby buildings. He added some
safety measures and a countdown to go off a little after the noon
hour. The spell would begin a fire in the basement which would
quickly spread and before the explosion would go off it would sense
when everyone escapes. Cage didn’t want to be seen as a terrorist
like those he killed back home, even if these people did deserve
it, but the slaves didn’t. Most were innocent and forced to do
things they couldn’t choose to do. The spell set up easily enough
and Cage noticed a mage looking everywhere through the crowd that
worked so powerful of magic. He moved on before being spotted.

Lightheadedness was remedied by drawing on
his gems just enough to take off the edge. Another mansion also
received the same spells.

Towards the end of the fourth layering on a
large inn Megdline arrived. He asked “How goes it?”

“Last I saw of Brooke she was well on her way
to the north.” She sent her magic and said. “Good work. You set it
to go off if there was any tampering to the spell did you not?”

“I did, but something’s got me worried.” He
said as they walked together towards the last target.

“I’ve also noticed a large number of mage’s
myself.” She spoke in low tones among the crowd. “It seems I wasn’t
the only one to notice and overheard that Emroc has successfully
pushed the Empire off the Tribal Plains and a few of their mages
were to come here for the guilds and wait for instructions from the
empress or one of rank in the empire. I doubt we will have it easy.
One or two mages might be around we might have to deal with. Let us
just hope they won’t be skilled first class sorcerers.” Megdline
kept walking.

“How many do you think there are?” Cage
asked.

“It doesn’t matter. We will be gone before
they choose to arrive. Ah, the last place. I figured how you
designed the spells. Let me do this one and conserve your
strength.”

“Thanks. I’ve used up nearly half of what I
stored this whole time. Be sure to make it starts in fifteen
minutes and detonate in nineteen. The first two will go off in
about five minutes. The next two will trigger a minute and three
after. This will keep attention down here instead of to the north.”
Cage explained as he laughed, acting like she made a joke. Megdline
laughed back for a moment.

“It is done. We better leave and get
somewhere far away.” Megdline said and they soon found themselves
near a courtyard in the heart of Bepop. A great fountain trickled
and beautiful carvings really made the place nice. Megdline sat
down on a bench to close her eyes.

Beneath the blinding hot sun, Cage noticed a
golden glow underneath the bench Megdline sat on. He knew why her
eyes closed and she sat so still as a Familiar voice said “Yes, he
is fine.” Frill said as he magically appeared and jumped onto the
bench with her. Megdline summoned him. Golden eyes swept the area
to get a feel of what awaited. He meowed “I assume all is
prepared?”

“Yep. Any second now.” And Cage asked “How’s
Sean?”

“As I just told my partner, he is fine. Sean
is waiting by the fire we left as coals. He restarted it and will
wait for us nearby. He mumbled that he didn’t like to be left
behind again. He forgot I understand and said he is afraid to lose
another set of parents. I will give him respect, the boy didn’t
cry, but he is hurt that he couldn’t help… Oh, is that your doing?”
Frill pointed a paw.

Smoke began to rise in a single column as
there was a lull in the sea breeze. The smoke thickened and grew
darker. Someone in the crowd shouted “Fire!” and many men rushed
off in that direction to see what they could do to help, but one of
the spells allowed people out, not in. Some fools nearby actually
panicked even though it was so far away.

Next, All hell broke loose as the mansion
exploded when all was safe and no one would be seriously hurt or be
trapped inside. A pillar of fire erupted and sent burning debris in
every single direction. Some of the smaller and lighter particles
dropped down into the centre where Cage and the other two stood.
People screamed, but Cage grinned. Frill said “I guess subtle never
heard of you, eh Cage?”

“Guess not. The spell was bigger than I
expected. It works though. Attention achieved.” Cage chuckled. Then
the second rising of smoke started and it detonated soon after. “I
guess someone tried stopping the spell. It went off too soon.
People were likely inside when that blew.”

People fled for safety, not knowing which
building would explode next. Some believed an army was attacking
and others stood in shock. The third and forth went off, giving
enough time for people to escape before blowing to kingdom come.
Other buildings started catching fire and panic ensued. All went
according to plan. Then the fifth building blew and some light
debris landed gingerly on Cage’s bare black shoulder. He brushed it
off.

“Shall we get going?” Megdline asked. “Brooke
should have plenty of time for fleeing now and… oh no.”

“What?” Cage asked and turned around as two
mage’s were flying on what looked like a blue and a red surfboard.
A parrot flew like an arrow beside the red rider and the man on the
blue also carried a medium size dog. In an instant, Cage saw the
men holding a rock in one hand and a straight seeker’s thread of
white light aiming right at him. “Well, it seems it is play
time.”

The two mages sped right at them and landed
on the other side of the rapidly vacating area. Cage noticed the
mage from before, the one with a fetish of blowing up dresses. It
seemed he recognized Cage too. “You?!” the man accused.

“Yep! Me!” Cage yelled back, smirking.

Frill yowled and worked magic as he rushed as
fast as he could, making the ground shake under his weight. The dog
barked and went to meet Frill head on and was knocked down. Frill’s
paw swiped and tore out a large chunk of flesh from the pooch while
also snapping off a rib. The dog yelped and managed to kick the cat
off. Blue healing magic instantly healed the dog as he tore into
Frill with little success. The parrot managed to use its magic to
sink its talon’s in Frill’s back and fly up, but it could not hold
the enraged cat for long as he manipulated his weight and used
honed skills over many battles to sink his teeth into the bird and
use immense strength to rip the bird’s head clean off. Frill
crashed into the ground and the dog took chase after seeing
Megdline give him some mana to instantly fix a broken leg.

Cage didn’t have time to stare as he conjured
a barrier cloak around himself and ran towards the two with
excitement and a grin. The men felt his magic and made barriers
with which to stop him. Cage laughed and felt the adrenaline flow.
He first went after the man in red and jumped during a cartwheel to
increase the power of his kick while making a trail of blackness
follow the move and shatter the man’s barrier. Cage did a tumble
and double-kicked the man’s knees, breaking them in the wrong
direction, from the ground. Cage rolled with the motion and as the
man started falling he gripped the man’s hair and violently twisted
while jerking the head back to break the neck. Neither he or the
parrot got up.

Megdline took up the other mage’s
concentration by sending powerful spells to first break the barrier
while he did the same against her. Flame, lightning, debris and
rapidly fired spells were sent to destroy the other’s defenses and
kill. The man was getting overrun by her strength and the rate at
which her spells were created and fired at him. Cage jumped aside
for he didn’t want to get in her way. She did simultaneous spells
to test what he blocked while also pummeling him back and down. Her
topaz glowed angrily as she fought with focused and calm
determination while standing her ground. The man and Familiar were
ill prepared to face such adversaries and he knew it as even Cage
could feel the barrier he made weakening, no matter how much he
drew from his gem sapphire.

To not go down without doing something, he
raised his hand to the sky and shot a large blue light that pulsed
and drew attention. “No!” Megdline shouted and shot a gold flame
from her fingertips at the man and it tore through the barrier and
set him ablaze. The dog died immediately as his partner did, before
the flaming corpse even hit the ground. Megdline yelled “Cage! We
must Jump out of here now. That was a beacon for every mage in the
city to get here!”

She aimed her staff ahead of her and began to
work a spell as a bloody Frill and Cage rushed to her side. A red
archway popped in the open area and out stepped a woman and panther
Familiar. Cage ran harder. Then he felt more magic being worked on
a citywide scale. Megdline’s archway broke down and her grey eyes
went wide. She said in a defeated voice “Bepop activated a spell
which prevents Jumping outside the city… We are done for.”

To add more proof to her words, fifteen
more archways of varying color appeared all over the open centre.
Out of each one stepped a high level mage and only two didn’t have
a accompanying Familiar. Mage’s were
allowed to jump within
the city, just not outside. The situation became critical and even
Cage knew it wouldn’t be possible to outrun these casters. Because
of the hopelessness, Cage felt a rush of excitement as a grin
reappeared. “I bit off more than I can chew, but it doesn’t mean I
won’t enjoy the flavor.” He looked between the two friends and said
“It’s been fun. I’ll hold them off for as long as I can. You two
better fly off like a bat out of hell. Tell Brooke and Meeka to
take care and that they brought joy to my heart, even if it was a
short romance. Go!” He yelled.

All of the remaining power in the gems surged
into him and it made him feel full with a headache. He understood
why it was so dangerous to take in so much. He strengthened his
skin tight barrier and laughed as he ran to the nearest mage who
tried knocking Cage down, but the amount of power didn’t do a
thing. Black fire churned around one fist while black lightning
crackled around the fingertips of the other. The first man was
pierced through the chest by the lightning and it took a heavy toll
on the mana he had absorbed. The barrier was what made it harder to
get through. Green flames sped and washed over Cage, but his magic
cloak protected every inch, even his hair. He ran at the woman and
shot the black, combat fire and it defeated her flames and the
shock of such a thing broke her concentration and her barrier
weakened enough for the fire to slip through and consume her.

The remaining fourteen started attacking him
in different ways. He could feel his strength fading fast and began
dodging and countering spells, but when he stopped one, a dozen
took its place. He glanced to the side as he heard animals fighting
to notice Frill engaged, and though he is fierce, his power alone
against such numbers is too much. He also noticed Megdline
furiously engaging three mages and barely held them back. He
smiled, knowing they wouldn’t leave after all they’ve been
through.

Because they didn’t go, he fought harder,
even as more archways appeared to join in. Cage decided to go basic
and fight since he didn’t have the strength or the skill in magic
to fight so many. Blackness encircled his fists as he ran towards
the nearest individual. The Familiars that didn’t tear Frill apart
went for Cage, but his skills knocked them out or made them miss.
The shattering spell helped end two more mages before two dogs
clamped down on Cage’s legs and made him fall. Their teeth couldn’t
pierce his cloak barrier, but then a chimpanzee landed on Cage’s
back and began pounding fists that weighted hundreds of pounds.
Other Familiars began landing and fighting Cage. He yelled and
expanded his barrier into a perfect sphere to remove them. He got
up to be attacked by offensive magic that drained his dwindling
reserves faster.

“Ahh!” Megdline
cried out in anguish and Cage looked over to see a large chunk of
her shoulder missing. Blood gushed and he knew that kind of pain
would make her lose concentration and wards were only as strong as
the caster.

He ran to her and passed through her barrier
somehow, probably because she thinks of him as a friend. The mages
saw weakness and began fighting and focusing on them since they
stood together. Megdline began a healing spell to fix the wound or
dull the pain so she could resume the fight, but by the time it
would take for her to recover, it would be too late.

Cage stood in front of her and encompassed
Megdline in a barrier of his own while spreading his arms out to
the side so that when his shield breaks he would use his own body
to protect her. His grin vanished as he hardened his barrier while
screaming from the amount of magic he poured into it. More mages
were still jumping in and adding their strength to the others,
battering against his shield.

Megdline gasped for air as the pain lessened
and she looked up to realize Cage stood before her, protecting her.
On his back, the mark had grown to almost twelve rings as he fought
to keep them both alive. Loud explosions, electricity, colored fire
all struck Cage’s shield and she felt the staggering magnitude
thrown against him and yet the shield he made held, but even she
knew he was giving his last effort to hold out against impossible
odds for a few brief extra moments.

Hope seemed lost.

Then there came a noise unlike any other.

One so loud, the air and ground shook from
the daunting force. It was a shrill roar that rattled a person’s
very soul. The attacks stopped and the entire city looked up. Even
Cage’s eyes shot skywards as a darkness consumed the centre. What
his eyes saw barely could comprehend it.

It was a gigantic yet beautiful monster.

The body spread pure white wings. The great
wings extended close to more than a half mile across with a body
length close to four hundred feet. The enormous size engulfed the
area in shadow in which Cage looked up from. The wings were covered
in white feathers so magnificent that the sun outlining it looked
to sparkle and have an otherworldly glow. In fact the wings took up
most of its length from the shoulder area to the waistline. The
body alone was as large as a grand mansion and looked lean with
sleek, robust muscles like some kind of panther or lion. Instead of
paws for hands, they were an odd facsimile of a human hand with
curved claws like the talons of a raptor. Large, feline paws made
up the back feet with slightly curved talons for toenails. The four
great limbs spread out as if to land. The beast had a large
barreled chest to support the lung capacity required for it to fly
or even survive. Pure white fur covered everything that the
feathered wings did not. But it was the head that was most out of
place. It had the head of a great bald eagle as it looked down upon
them. Cage’s jaw dropped as he met enormous eyes… For he knew them.
They were the same sapphire blue eyes that have consumed his
thoughts every time he relaxed.

And they looked back.

The barrier around Cage dropped when his
focus turned solely upwards. He knew the creature from old tales
and mythology.

It was a griffin.

The wings gave one massive flap that turned
the land beneath it into an instant hurricane. The hands and feet
spread out and houses were completely crushed beneath them before
it hit the ground with a resounding boom that made the land quake
and resulted in more nearby buildings collapsing. None nearby could
stand due to the earthquake that resulted, but instinctively some
stood. Everyone in the city stared dumbfounded as the griffin stood
taller than any building in all of Bepop. The magnificent wings
came in and folded to lay across its body. All heard it take in a
deep breath of air and watched its chest swell. The griffin threw
its head back to cry out a shrill roar that made a perfect union
between an eagle’s cry and a lion’s roar, but it came from such a
source that everything for many miles around could hear and feel
the sound vibrate in their chest. All went into silent shock
afterwards as birds took flight and animals hid.

Every tingling sensation of magic was
vanquished.

The griffin looked down as it had placed its
house size hand to either side of Cage with twenty feet to either
side of where he stood. Cage looked up to see emotion fill the
great eyes as they looked upon each other for truly the first time.
Facial muscles in the eagle-like head and the fleshy corners of its
pearl white beak allowed it to smile and give emotion to show for
anyone who beheld it that it is no beast. The griffin took another
breath and opened its beak to show a flat, humanlike pink tongue.
“You are indeed worthy, My Partner.” The voice Cage remembered in
his mind not days earlier matched what his ears heard now and it
held power, but the tone was softer and kinder this time.

The enormous blue eyes turned forward
towards the mages in front of it and Cage to become darker. The
voice of the griffin reverberated with cold malice. “You
dare strike at my partner?! Only the
weak use numbers to win.” He growled deep within his chest with
fiery rage in those blue eyes and lifted his right clawed hand. And
with a single giant swipe, gouged stone and street like soft sand
to kill many of the mages and knocked only those who maintained a
barrier far away. Three of the five who lived were smacked through
a building as if the walls were made of paper.

One single swipe took out every mage and over
ten feet deep of ground.

“We leave.” The griffin said with a pleased
look and took the same hand he used to kill so many to gently
encompass both Cage and a screaming Megdline in it. His blue eyes
caught labored movement in a pile of blood and fur. “You come as
well, Proud Warrior. You have earned my respect.” He also picked up
Frill in the other hand. Wings outstretched and rose until the tips
touched just under three hundred feet from the ground. He took a
three leap sprint, destroying more buildings, jumped with great
strength and brought the wings down. Nearby houses blew apart from
the wind created by the wings. He took off and powered his bulk
forward to take flight. Bepop became a small dot before he turned
towards the sea and glided. He turned his hand around and reached
over his shoulder to deposit his partner and the female on his
back.

Light returned and Cage rolled to spring up
on his feet to realize he stood on the back of the griffin. The
great head turned to say “Megdline, Frill needs you to heal him.”
And then the great hand dropped sand, dirt and a bloody clump.

Megdline shrieked “Frill!” and rushed to his side, thinking only of
him. Half his jaw was missing as was his back left leg that had
been ripped off. Half his chest was crushed. She could tell he was
in great pain and she made her gem glow to first deaden the nerves
before sending her mana into him while adding a healing spell to
re-grow the lost parts. Frill jerked as the magic itch hurt, though
he felt no pain. His body began to repair and regenerate rapidly.
His gold eyes finally relaxed when he could breathe again and stop
drowning in his own blood. After a few tense minutes Frill became
whole, even his fur grew back though much of his blood wet the fur.
He got up and looked around to stare with wide golden eyes. He saw
her shoulder and made her fix it before her robe finished repairing
itself.

Cage passed them as if in a trance. Megdline
and Frill could only watch as they couldn’t believe where they
were. Cage walked steadily up the back and neck and he knew the
griffin could feel him doing so as he held completely still in the
flight. He walked up the furry white neck that looked like fresh
snow, over the head, down the bridge between the eyes and halfway
down the pearly beak. Cage turned around and had plenty of balance
to stand with the wind pushing against his back and stared at the
blue eyes staring right back at him. Cage smiled and saw the smile
the griffin gave. “Thank you for dropping in. I thought we were
goners back there. It is good to finally meet you, but we’ve just
delayed the inevitable I’m afraid. And I really don’t give a shit
they will be coming after seeing you now here and now. You are one
handsome creature. Do you have a name? I’m Cage.”

“My name is Daku, My Partner Cage. You
need not fear the wrath of the Magical Council. They will
not dare do anything with me
as your Familiar.” Daku rumbled a confident laugh. “Their power is
nothing to my own.”

“How do you know they are who I speak of and
furthermore how do you know Megdline and Frill’s names?” Cage
asked.

“We have much to discuss, Cage. It will take
time, but you must wait a few more minutes. We must fly low so I
can reunite you with your mate and your new cub. Climb back and
stand with the others. We will speak aplenty when I take all of you
after your other mate by the name of Meeka.” Daku said.

Cage went to open his mouth, but realized
that if Brooke doesn’t have Meeka, they aren’t together. He nodded
and hurried back up the head and down the neck. He said “Did you
hear him?” Neither the cat or woman could coherently respond. Cage
gripped Megdline and a few large colorless hairs that acted more
like rope as Daku looked back and saw they were ready enough. He
tilted forward and glided down towards the beautiful blue of the
ocean. His outstretched wings flapped to right them and they glided
over the clear blue water, with less than fifty feet beneath the
griffin’s chest. He began to turn slowly from the west to the
south.

Land came within sight a few minutes later
and Cage noticed the tiny image of a fleet of seven ships. One
large battleship lingered behind and floated. Daku glided near that
one and there came a launched harpoon when they got close. The
spear bounced harmlessly off Daku’s hard wing. A dozen bolts from
crossbows followed and none did a thing. He flapped his wings and
leaned back to slow down and land in the water where his feet
touched the bottom sea floor nearer the red sand beach. The waves
displaced of the giant Familiar made the sailboat rock. Screams and
shouts could be heard, but Daku’s voice rose higher. “Enough,
Humans! You are not my prey or an enemy. Do not attack me again.”
The ship silenced immediately. And stared at his pure magnificence.
His large blue eyes spotted a tiny fire to him and he looked to the
trees. “Sean, I know you are in there. You have no need to fear me,
Cub. If you look above my shoulder, you will see your father. I am
Daku, his Familiar. Come close so I may bring you to the floating
trees I see your mother on.”

Cage looked over to the boat and clearly saw
Brooke near the railing among the others on the boat. He let go of
the ropelike white hairs and walked around Megdline. He yelled to
the tree line. “It is safe, Sean! He is my friend I so longed for!
Come on out! He’s practically harmless!” That got Daku laughing and
purring at the same time. “Oh… and don’t forget the packs.”

A tiny figure slowly extracted from the tree
line and Cage noticed Sean scared witless, but he still struggled
to come closer. Sean nearly ran away for his life as Daku slowly
reached out his fury hand, turned it over and laid it flat on the
beach. Sean looked at claws longer and bigger than himself, but not
finding anything aggressive, he came closer. Cage waved and it
seemed to help lower the boy’s fear as he tossed the three packs in
the palm of the wet, furry hand. He then managed to climb up and
sit down. Daku said in a kind, calm and deep tone “Be still for a
moment.” as his arm lifted and flexible joints turned the gigantic
hand around and put it near his shoulder. Cage confidently
approached and held up his hands. Sean understood and tossed the
bags over before jumping into his dad’s strong arms.

Daku put his hand down and turned to slowly
walk over to the ship. Everyone stood beyond words as the Familiar
was larger than the entire boat over eighty stood upon. He flexed a
wing as he pulled alongside and lowered his body into the water and
turned his head almost nearly all the way around to look
meaningfully.

“Looks like this is where we get off.” Cage
quipped and picked up the three packs by his feet. He laid a hand
on Sean’s shoulder. “Watch your feet and follow me.” Cage walked
towards the wing and across the metal hard feathers as it made a
decent ramp to the ship’s railing. The people stepped back, but
only Brooke remained near. Cage jumped the missing foot, landed on
the rail and stepped down. He turned around to find Sean hesitant
to leap and offered a hand. “It’s alright. I won’t let anything bad
happen and I doubt Daku will either.” Reassured, Sean took it and
successfully jumped the gap and landed on the ship. “Hey Granny!
What’s the hold up?!”

Their stupor ended at that and they looked
into Daku’s patiently waiting eyes and understood it was time to
get off of him. They walked off his back, down the half extended
wing and leapt the gap to the boat.

Freed of their burden his eyes looked far to
the north. Daku’s voice rumbled “Get the tree moving… never mind, I
will get you down with the others. All of you better find something
to hold on to.”

“You heard him.” Cage said, obviously the
only one who could actually think somewhat straight. When he
commanded everyone to hold onto the rails, not one person waited to
be left behind. Cage stood between Brooke and Sean while Megdline
and Frill stood down beside the boy. The tribal people were
frightened and few could manage to whisper. Cage shouted “All
set!”

The giant griffin nodded his great head and
made the boat bob as he moved around and placed his large left
shoulder against the back of the boat and his head stretched
forward as his muscles dug against the seafloor and propelled the
ship ahead. Daku remained seriously focused on guiding the ship
south, towards the others in the distance while maintaining to walk
on a natural sandbar that was deep enough for him to walk and push
the ship at the same time. His beak came close and he felt a heavy
tap on it to look down and see Cage smiling. “Thank you for this.
All of them need to stay close. Any attacks will be diverted if the
boats stay together.” Daku nodded and smiled before pushing his
bulk faster.

When Daku reached a set pace, Cage stepped
away from the rail to look at all who were there. He saw six people
laying down, covered in blood and wounds. He recognized Moril and
put the packs down and hurried over. “I’ll fix you up in a jiffy.”
He said to the unconscious woman. Cage sent his magic into her and
could feel all her injuries. Much of her back began to glow blue as
it knitted together. The sudden itch roused her instantly, but
before she could scratch, it was over. He grew tired quickly, but
went to the next person and healed the life threatening abuse the
next woman sustained. She woke more slowly, but did wake. Moril
blinked and asked “Chief?” as he sagged during the fourth healing
of a man shot by a crossbow. Her eyes instinctively went up when
she heard something out of place to ask aloud “What in the spirits
is that?!” sharp blue eyes turned down upon her and she gulped.

Moril’s exclamation broke many reveries,
mainly of Lanna and Brooke as they turned to see her getting up.
The two women rushed over to embrace her. Brooke noticed Cage pass
out after healing the fifth person enough that they weren’t in any
danger. She rushed over to turn him on his back. The strange voice
of Daku said “Do not let my partner use magic when he wakes. He is
weakened and needs to recover before we leave.”

“Where to?” Brooke found the nerve to
ask.

He still pushed the ship to say “Wherever it
is they’ve taken this Meeka female the two of you won’t stop
worrying over. I know she was not there where the cruel humans like
to harm their own kind.”

“Do you know where she is… and how do you
know of her or me and my mate’s worry?” Brooke wondered.

“All will be explained soon, but no, I do not
know. I will of course make sure my partner gets there and gets
her. Hold your questions, I almost have this floating tree closer
to the others.” Daku said, ending further discussion. Even Brooke
could understand one mistake from her and the creature could
effortlessly break the boat.

Few moved for the next ten minutes as Daku
pushed them swiftly to the other boats. Megdline and Frill were
like many others and stared openly at him. Cage began to rouse at
about the same time Daku stopped pushing. He opened his beak to
tell them to lower the cloth that captured the wind and the captive
sailors hurried to do so. His large body started walking to shore
and Cage gathered enough strength to see where Daku was going.
Streams of water began to fall from his fur and wings. A monumental
shake shed much of the seawater and he stood proudly on the
beach.

The next scene became burned into Cage’s
memory forever.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


Beyond what could be imagined yet seeing it
is conflicting on so many levels. Sure Cage believed in magic,
wyrms, wyverns, spirits, ghosts, zeether snakes hanging from the
roof of a cave, houses literally grown from the seed of a tree and
that of living on another world, but watching Daku made everything
he had ever seen on Raliea utterly insignificant.

After shaking off most of the seawater,
Daku closed his eyes and Cage felt an intense surge of magic
emanate from the Familiar. Then the impossible happened as the
griffin actually began to shrink
in size. That alone became a spectacle for he lost several
dozen feet in size every second. In about fifteen seconds Daku went
from over four hundred feet in length down to something difficult
to see in the distance as the boat sailed further and further. Daku
stood no larger than a silver coin on the beach. Such a size
difference boggled the mind of Cage and everyone else who
gawked.

The crowd watched on as Daku turned and shot
into the air like a sparrow. The griffin flew right to the boat,
made a swift circle and landed directly in the middle of the deck
in the current size of a large tiger. Cage about shouted that
Daku’s weight would sink the ship, but it appeared that weight
changes with size.

Much of his fur remained wet, but neither
that or his current size diminished the beauty of his coat and
feathers. Cage moved closer as Daku sat on his haunches and wrapped
a long tail around his body. Cage had just enough strength to stand
and smile. “So you are not always so big?”

Daku chuckled and opened his pearly beak.
“Not always. My size changes how I will it. I get only as big as I
need to be, to defend those in my flock.” The blue eye stared
levelly back into his partner’s. “Say the words you first used to
summon me.” Cage rose an eyebrow, but wondered without asking why.
He sat down before the griffin to find the words deeply engraved
into his very being. His black eyes opened.

“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!!!”

Daku shivered from beak to tail as he
stood up and seemed to glow brilliantly in the light. Clouds
started to gather overhead swiftly, but before anything bad
happened or could weaken Cage further, Daku threw his head back and
cried out as only he could, with a harmonious shrill roar. The
summoning ended immediately. With his Familiar so close, Cage
finally understood what happened back then. “It was
you way back then.” He accused as the
clouds began to disperse. “You were the one to stop the summoning
the first time. You just stopped it again.”

Daku nodded. “Yes, it was I.” His blue eyes
scanned everyone looking upon them. “There are things I’m not
willing to discuss so openly… Megdline, Frill, Brooke, you will
come with me to the front of the tree. And use a spell to not allow
any others to hear.” Daku saw Sean pout and sighed. “Very well, you
may also listen… And Cage, no more magic till you feel better.”

The eagle/lion hybrid moved confidently to
the front and sat down. None dare challenge Daku or try to get
closer for they couldn’t comprehend what is happening or wanted to
upset a creature that could grow within moments and destroy them by
no more than a tail flick.

Each one the white being spoke to moved
hastily closer as he laid on his belly and crossed his hands like
many felines do. Megdline immediately created a barrier so their
words weren’t overheard. The moment it was up she said “A Griffin!
A real live griffin! Frill,
can you believe it’s even conceivable? Daku, I thought your whole
race was lost. I… I don’t know where to start.” She panted
breathlessly.

“Rest, Young One.” He said and patted the
deck meaningfully. All of them sat in a semicircle around the
griffin. “I’m quite surprised you even know of my race.”

“On my world, you were a myth. Griffins were
portrayed as protectors and tricksters. There are many references
and sculptures of griffins back there.” Cage said to try and not
sound ignorant.

Daku smiled “Yes, that readily portrays my
kind… Wait, you mean there are no living griffins on Earth?” Cage
shook his head. “But how can that be? Ten thousand years ago nearly
all flocks were taken there to be with their partners. What
happened to them?”

“I don’t know. Wish I did, but the griffins
were believed to be myth. If there were documented cases it would
have to have been more than a thousand or two years because stories
get mixed up from generation to generation.” Then Cage had a
thought. “Why did you say ‘nearly all flocks?’ Did many griffins
become Familiars?”

“Only to the warlock clans. It was a
pact made long ago when warlocks were tribal. Only they had the
fortitude to be our lifelong partners, but it seems that the
ancient magic still works. Lesser human mages cannot withstand
partnering with a griffin.” Daku stated and saw all of them become
full of questions. “Let me speak first before you start questions,
for my story might answer some. I will start from when I initially
heard you calling for me.” His blue eyes softened on Cage. “I have
been alone for many, many
years and when you said those words, I felt truly alive for
the first time in over ten thousand years. And before you ask, I’ve
lost track of my age after the first million. I am old yet young.”
He smirked and so did Cage. “I felt your need to have someone who
will never leave you and I
needed you as well. I was the only one worthy to be your
destined partner. But that would not be enough for just
any warlock to call for one such as
I. As the last white king of the griffins, and also the purest of
color, only an elite among the
elite class of warlock would have the power to take me as their
equal. I felt your loneliness and wanted to fill it for I too have
felt the same. There were many emotions running through me, for I
did not know a warlock had returned to Raliea. The pull for you
wasn’t as I expected, it was weak, but as I saw you before my eye I
did not care. I was very happy. Then I could feel you struggle and
knew you were reckless and stupid to call for me. It wasn’t till
later that I understood you knew nothing of what a warlock is or
their methods. I could not fault ignorance. It would have killed
you, and through the new connection with me, I too would have died.
I resorted to a yell, for only the king griffins, like myself, can
stop certain magics by doing it. My scream was the only way to save
us both.

“What you did not know then is warlocks
weren’t allowed to call a
Familiar till their power ascended to show the hidden mark, which
you still do
not have. For a warlock to summon
their griffin, they must be in control of their power for it takes
much to pull us through, no matter our current size.” His blue eyes
shifted to Megdline. “Unlike today’s mages, like yourself, to
summon a Familiar easily, warlocks had to be as strong as possible
and on occasion, even a warlock who was as strong as he could be
often resulted in their death and that of their partner. You likely
summoned Frill with ease because the two of you combined power for
the summoning. A warlock must pull alone. If their strength was insufficient and a
griffin wasn’t strong enough to break the summoning, the warlock
would die, unable to break the flow leaving them.” His eyes turned
back to his contemplating human partner. “I went mad, thinking my
partner was a fool and destroyed my glacial mountain palace, in the
southern pole. I eventually calmed down and came to understand that
if a warlock returned from which you weren’t supposed, that you
would be all alone and not have anyone to teach you your ancestral
ways.

“A week passed as I struggled to reach a
decision, for I made old laws that prevented a failed summoning of
a fellow griffin from being together with their partner till that
human was strong enough to successfully claim them properly. But
because you and I are the last, I could not stay away till I knew
more of you. I flew for many weeks in search of you, but because
our link is weak and new, you were difficult to track. Days passed,
how many, I’m unsure because I looked day and night, but I could
not find you in my flight.

“One day I was resting high on a snowy
mountain peak and was curious to see a wyvern hunting. I watched it
circle until it found something. Far below I saw a group of humans
in a valley…”

Recognition smacked Cage in the back of his
head. “That sound as it flew away… It was you I heard. I thought I
was delusional… wait… Daku, have you been the one I’ve sensed from
time to time following me?”

“Took you long enough.” Daku smirked before
laughing in his way. “Yes, I have been following you since then. I
watched the wyvern do a typical hunt as it dive-bombed, slowed
itself and spewed fire. I didn’t think much of it till I sensed an
extremely faint trace of magic, but it was just enough to tell me
it was yours. I could tell it was you as if it were my own. The
wyvern’s decent stopped but it still rained fire. I got up and
looked down to see a barrier holding back the flames. I thought it
would be my end and watched, but then the fire stopped and it
landed yet I could not see you and wondered how it is I was alive.
Not long after it took flight I saw a large group of gathered
humans appear on a green patch of grass and understood what you
did. My anger got the better of me when I saw you being carried to
the forest and I flew after the wyvern.” Daku smiled. “He was a
great snack, as I’ve heard you say.”

“Wait… You ate the wyvern?” Brooke asked in
amazement.

Daku smiled. “Of course. It wasn’t too hard a
fight. The foolish creature tried burning me before I ripped it
apart.” He chuckled.

“Why is that funny?” Sean asked.

Megdline answered automatically as she
remembered from a text. “Because it was said that griffins had but
one weakness. To kill them, it must be done physically. Their size
changes down to that of a humming bird to that of a mountain, but
the biggest advantage is said that magic cannot harm them. Anything
done by magical means is nullified.”

Cage felt recovered enough to test it
himself. He conjured a black flame and held it out. Daku took one
look and understood the intention. He gave Cage an irritated look
as he said not to do any more magic, but the griffin leaned his
head forward and laid it down under his chin to allow the flames to
harmlessly lick around his face. Cage killed the dark flame, smiled
and scratched the furry underside of his Familiar’s jaw. Daku
purred in enjoyment. “Seems it’s true.” He stated as his
magnificent partner pulled his head back.

“Yes, my species is immune to magical means
and we cannot actively use our unlimited magic to do anything more
than change sizes.” Daku proceeded. “This is the main reason we
became bonded by the warlocks. Their power is great, a match for
our own…”

“But nothing I studied about warlocks had any
reference with griffins. Nothing, not even an insinuation. Their
Familiars were the same as ours. When I saw your eye I didn’t even
suspect you were a griffin. Frill and I both thought you were some
new creature never seen before.” Megdline asked, feeling like a
little girl, learning her lessons again.

“Some warlocks
had lower life forms for a Familiar.” Daku emphasized. “Those were
the weakest, the less than average warlocks. Not everything has
survived since they were forcibly Jumped to the mana void universe.
But it was we who made
warlocks a threat to this world, in truth.” He explained to fill in
the gaps so Megdline would understand. “Believe me, I tried to make
the warlocks see it was too dangerous to have too many on one
planet, but as there was no elite warlock worthy of me, my power
held little sway with their people and I would not fight my flocks
who were bonded. Eventually, it was I who proposed to the dragons
the need to disperse warlocks throughout the worlds, but I was
betrayed.” He growled deep in his chest. “Instead of them being
separated, all the warlocks
were forced to a planet dubbed Earth and with them went all of
their bound partners, but it seems as if without magic they didn’t
survive for long. Only about two thousand and thirty three
griffin’s and I were unbound and left here, but over the long years
the last of my flock either disappeared or died, I do not know. For
the past nine hundred years I have not seen one other griffin or
found a scent and whenever I asked a dragon colony, they have not
seen one either.” Daku’s calm blue eyes met black. “We are the last
true partnership of our flocks.”

“Then why have you waited so long to show
up?” Cage asked. “You’ve had plenty of chances to pop your head up
and say hi. Why did you wait till I was nearly dead and about to be
wiped out by all them mages back in the city?”

“WHAT?!” Brooke shrieked towards her mate.
“What do you mean almost dead? You’ve never before said this. Are
you exaggerating? Tell me he is exaggerating, Megdline?”

Brooke saw both the woman and cat visibly
shiver as they recalled what recently happened. “No, Child.”
Megdline admitted in low tones. “We were ill prepared for what
happened. Cage did his best, even tried to buy Frill and I enough
time to get away. If not for Daku, Cage’s barrier wouldn’t have
endured the beating of close to forty mages for more than a few
more seconds.”

Brooke paled slightly and looked at them all
with little knowledge of what truly transpired, but then she
noticed all the blood staining Frill’s fur. She was cut off by Cage
as she was about to ask another question. “Yeah, about that, why
the fuck didn’t you two get away?” Daku went to open his beak, but
Cage saw it to say “Shut up for a second. I need to hear why they
didn’t leave when I told them to. It wasn’t a request, I gave them
an order.” Daku raised his eyebrow before smirking. “Granny, you
should have left to make sure Brooke, Meeka, Sean and my people got
to safety. Why did you stay?”

His direct questioning brought her a little
more back to herself and pull her out of shock. “Because, Dimwit, I
couldn’t leave you to fight alone. I’m your teacher and leaving a
student behind to save my own ass is something I’ll never obey. I
couldn’t leave a friend either. Frill fought to occupy most of the
other Familiars while I distracted some mages, but I got surprised
by a first class sorceress and lost a chunk of my shoulder.” She
then poked Cage in the forehead. “Get it through that thick skull
of yours, we do not flee. Frill and I would rather die helping a
friend in a losing battle then ever running away. We would never
forgive ourselves if you had gone alone got killed and we fled like
cowards.”

“What about Grandpa? Did you think about him
in your decision?”

“Yes, and if I had died, he would be more proud to see me die
saving a friend then have me return home a coward. I would not even
be able to look at him if that scenario had come true.” Her grey
eyes hardened. “Expect it to happen every time. I would rather
fight than flee, to help someone.” Frill nodded.

“Much better.” Cage stated.

“What is?” The sorceress asked.

“You’re back. The shock was messing with your
head. You can think more rationally and realize the past is over
and the pain gone.” He explained.

Daku noticed that their side
conversation ended to say “Cage, the reason I didn’t make contact
is because I didn’t know you.
After eating my prey I ran off the male’s mate who saw me killing
the large male. If I hadn’t, your people would have had to defend
against her. My size and unfamiliar scent drove her away.” Daku
adjusted himself to get more comfortable. “I found you and the
other humans in the night, moving in the trees to get away. I will
tell you my reason for not revealing myself in a few moments.” He
promised. “In the morning, when everyone rested, I heard the
screams of a human female yelling in birthing pains and watched as
you fought with her.” Daku indicated towards Brooke. “And I watched
as you delivered new life to the world. It made me wonder more
about you for never in my time have I seen a warlock ease the birth
of a female and hatchling. It gave me hope that you were unlike
past warlocks. The flock you led went out of the mountain and
rested again for the night.

“I became small and watched more closely
behind a tree for some time. Then you disappeared, but I felt your
magic working. You and Brooke left the others and I got very
curious as to why you would do something so odd. I followed, always
just out of sight.

“Then I got to see the two of you fight those
other humans to find that you, my partner, are truly a frightening
warrior, more than I’ve ever seen from a weaponless human…”

“Wrong.” Cage admitted. “My body
is the weapon. From what I saw
earlier, you are the same. Our bodies are the most deadly weapon,
but it is the mind that wields these natural gifts.”

“Quite true.” Daku considered. “After seeing
you dispose of the filth I made myself very small when the trees
thinned days later. Like a mouse. Then before I realized it, you
turned around and I knew that careful plans were needed because you
sensed me. I was forced to fly behind a rock, before you located my
position. You exchanged words with Brooke before heading into the
large human nest. I snuck in during the night and found you walking
oddly right behind a man. I never knew someone could be almost
touching while walking and not notice something odd. You entered a
stone building and not long after, you climbed down off the roof
and fled in the rain to another place.

“I even saw what you
did to that angry looking man with
the plant and had to fly away to not be seen laughing so hard like
everyone else. I didn’t see you, but it was unquestionably your
magic that did that.

“Not far did I stray from you, not even
when the cruel human you used a cactus on, captured you and your
female. I would not have allowed the castle to stand if it drained
near enough to kill you, but the two of you escaped and Cage, I had
never seen a human not scream from the wounds you wore when you
came out behind the metal door. It made me very angry, but I hid
far in the corner of the dark tunnel and didn’t stare directly lest
you would have turned around and found me standing there. My
intervention was not needed and I was proud that you made Brooke
make him suffer.” Daku smiled wryly. “What you do not know is that
female of the one you call Lord Doyle, left the room and the stone
nest. She sent help for him, but not before she gathered some of
her belongings and left. I overheard her saying his infidelity
broke their marriage contract and she was on her way to Emroc to
remove him from title and the nest. Apparently it is
her nest in Dalaran and he married
her for it. She even warned men with swords to not follow the two
of you for you have done a great service for her.” Cage and Brooke
looked to each other wickedly and smiled at such wondrous news.
“She headed south last I saw before finding the two of
you.

“Later, I followed you into the snow
filled forest where I flew too low where clouds thinned too much
and I had to fly up quickly before being spotted clearly.”
Well that explained the odd swirling I saw in the
clouds that time. Cage thought. “I watched Megdline
and Frill go to your cave and roosted in a nearby tree to listen to
everything she said and felt bad when she had you eat meat. Sorry,
I knew it would happen and could do nothing to stop it.” Daku’s
eyes turned to the sorceress and her Familiar. “Megdline, Frill, I
am glad the two of you came and became his teachers when you did.
You are by far the finest substitute for a warlock trainer as I had
ever seen. I have listened to all you have taught and must say that
your methods are quite like how warlocks were trained. They must be
out, actively engaged in their abilities. It is who warlocks are,
they have a hard time sitting for long periods, studying from a
book.”

“I read that too. If they sit still for too
long it is said that they become overly anxious and go in search of
something challenging.” She said. “Most times for trouble.”

“True. Warlocks need something to fixate on
or they will do something to gain attention or have excitement. It
is why they paired well with griffins, our personality is
strikingly similar.” Daku returned to the story. “I have been with
you all and watched closely, even as Sean became a cub of yours
though neither of you created him. When you first connected with me
to mind-link, I was actually up in the tree right above all of you
in the rain… Sean, let me ask you, do you fear your father and
me?”

“Very much so.” Sean blurted out. “But not so
much as to not want him as my father. You scare me, Daku. I do not
know you, but if Dad isn’t worried then neither will I.” The boy
pulled out the sharp blade from his forearm sheathe and all of them
watched it tremble in his little hands. “But if you hurt Mother or
Dad and take them from me I… I’ll hurt you.”

“Well said, Cub.” Daku stated. “But as
I said before, you need not fear me. Those who challenge me or my
partner for the right to live will
though.” The griffin extended a finger to make a very
humanlike point towards the beach. “This brings me to today. When
the fast tree carried you over there and you rested for a time, I
flew towards the city in search of Meeka, as I had seen her many
times when you used the sight mirror, but did not find her. I found
those three.” He pointed to Moril, Lanna and Zatal. Cage looked
back to find the three gathered among other tribal people, trying
to answer many questions. When they saw their chief and the others
glancing, all conversations ceased. “Meeka, I could not find
anywhere and because I do not know her scent I cannot follow it.
But I flew back and waited near all of you as the sun began to
rise.

“I flew high above where even the clouds were
scarce and grew as large as you saw me if anything went wrong or
you did not prove yourself. I watched you from high above and
spiraled lower when I saw flame, smoke and running humans.
Destruction from a warlock is always clear to see, even after ten
thousand years of absence.

“Then I saw your fight below and knew
this confrontation would answer my question, if you were worthy of
me. I watched you, Frill and Megdline fight, the beacon of blue
light and all the mages Jump to that open place. You stood for a
moment then attacked against so many numbers directly and alone.
And judging from the seconds of hesitation from Frill and Megdline
spoke that you were stalling for time. They joined to aid you and
then she got hurt.” Cage watched Daku’s eyes fixate meaningfully on
him and the words were of upmost importance. “It was for
that moment I waited to find the true
depth of your character.” Daku reached forward and placed a rough
hand on Cage’s bare chest and the palms felt more like a warm cat’s
pads. The touch was gentle and calming for them both. A deep
connection they shared. “That moment you had a choice, continue
fighting or protect. The moment you saw her hurt you didn’t need to
think as you put yourself between her and them. You devoted
everything left for defense. I staked my life on
that moment, for if you had chosen to
fight as most warlocks would have and left her to battle for the
enjoyment, I would have let those humans kill you and me, your
Familiar. I would have let it
happen and the four of us would be dead.” Daku smiled and pulled
his hand back. “It doesn’t matter that you are an elite and I’m a
king, what made you worthy are our ideals. You said griffins were
seen as protectors and tricksters, well we are, but I’ll not have a
master who would sacrifice someone who stayed and helped just to
kill another one or two enemies and die anyway. When I saw you
stand and protect Megdline, I dove to save all of us. Warlocks and
griffins live and revel in combat, but we do not seek death
lightly. Warlocks of the past forgot what the pact between our
races signified and why my race was doomed and yours punished for
such danger our combined strength posed. Too much power without a
strong mind and weak heart is simply a disaster waiting to happen.
It is because of our power why so many are afraid, why even your
own mate and son instinctively shy from us. They love you because
they know you and are able to cope, but ignorant others will not
see us as they do. Alone, you
and I are still a true danger for when you fully realize your full
potential, even the greatest dragons will find you difficult to
kill, but us together… no single or duo stands a chance. I would
not want to live if you were a warlock mad with bloodlust, for none
could stop us, but as a protector, a guardian of the worthy, I
would do as I did. You and I are one, now that I can trust you. Do
you still want me as your Familiar?”

“That depends.” Cage said suspiciously.

Daku’s blue eyes went wide as his head jerked
back in surprise. “On what?” He wondered back from the unexpected
reaction.

“How much do you need to eat to survive. That
is my biggest worry, you going hungry or devastating livestock and
animal populations.”

“Really? That is your only concern?” Daku
threw his head back and laughed merrily. It was so odd and
contagious a sound that the rest of them joined in. “You have much
to learn about me.” Daku wiped a tear from the corner of an eye
with a wet, furry knuckle. “Of all the things to be afraid of…” He
chuckled and purred. “Actually I require very little to eat. I’m
still digesting the wyvern I caught back then and won’t need to eat
for many days yet. When I do require the need for food, nothing
more than a rat every day will sate my hunger.”

“But to grow so large, wouldn’t it require
vast amounts of nutrition?” Cage asked, finding it hard to wrap his
mind around.

“No… it is part of griffin magic. Just
because we get big doesn’t mean we need to eat vast quantities. It
is the same for dragons. And when I am large, a rodent is still all
I’ll need. It is a great benefit to being a griffin.”

“You are not screwing with me are you?” Cage
watched as Daku didn’t understand the term. “You’re not being
funny? You’re serious?”

“Quite.” Daku admitted.

“Then yes, I still want you. I always wanted
a friendship like what Megdline and Frill share. Plus I like how
others can understand you. I hated it when I couldn’t understand
Frill and Megdline’s conversations and I know Brooke and Sean find
it annoying that I can understand now and they cannot.”

“Yeah, how can I understand you?” Sean asked.
“Are you Dad’s pet?”

“I am no pet.” Daku said calmly towards
they boy, understanding commoner misconceptions. “I can speak the
human language because I could do so before ever binding myself to Cage. Dragons can
also speak to humans. Familiars like Frill were originally lesser
life forms consumed by their basic instincts. When they became a
mage’s Familiar they were awakened to their full potential. But
their body is limited to what it could become.” Daku exposed his
throat slightly. “My voice is similar to that of humans and
dragons, but Frill’s throat cannot conform to speak clearly. He
uses magic to speak, it is how Megdline and now Cage can understand
him. They are more attuned to magical ways. It will take another
twenty thousand or more generations before even the average human
evolves to be more attuned to their own mana, where everyone will
better understand each other. It is how it is with younger
species.”

Cage just had to ask after hearing this “Is
that how slow evolution really is? On Earth, our science says it is
faster.”

“It has been long since anyone has
asked me that, but yes, evolution is very slow and methodical. It
is especially slow when it concerns mana. I know not what has
occurred on Earth, but maybe without mana, it has sped up. I cannot
say, but in this universe, it
is slow and cautious. It would not be good for a species to explode
in population with great power when they have no control over their
lesser instincts. As far to my knowledge, dragons were the first to
evolve with magic, but that was after thirty two billion years
after this universe came to be, then we the griffins and now you
humans are coming up. There are other worlds who have magic and
have taken shortcuts in their evolution, but it is not good to do
so. Not good at all.”

“Why?” Frill asked and took a small step
closer. “I’ve never heard of shortcuts being used to speed a
species progress.”

Brooke and Sean didn’t understand so
Cage repeated the question so they could hear what he said. Daku
looked at the cat Familiar closely. “It is a forbidden magic I, the
dragon elders and even your Magical Council have forbid to be even
spoken of. I bring it up only now to prevent Cage from doing
something truly horrific because his mind can easily figure out
things that should be left alone. And I will not speak of it more than
saying that the worlds that did something have become less than
animals. They are beasts. What they tried to use for their benefit
resulted in their ultimate destruction. They became a plague, a
never resting, forever hungry and a never sated species, a shadow
of their former glory.”

“Hold on a sec.” Cage said to gain some
insight. “Daku, if it is forbidden, how was everyone allowed to
lose their hair from the neck down? On Earth, most humans have body
hair, but here not one man or woman has a single hair below their
neckline. I was thought to be highly evolved back there and didn’t
have any myself, but how could it happen here? I’m not complaining,
just curious.”

“Ah, that I can answer. I heard rumors in a dragon colony
that you humans were going to do this… well all they did was stop
the growth of hair production since it appeared that was how your
species was already evolving towards. It did not add or strip
anything from the whole of the human population, just stopped it.
And you say you were hairless even on Earth?” Cage nodded.
“Interesting… Only the truest of elites had such characteristics,
it set them apart. It is less surprising to me becoming your
Familiar after learning this.” He looked around. “What other
questions do you have?”

“Why have you hidden yourself? We
thought all griffins were extinct, yet one remains.” Megdline
blurted out. “And not a brown or grey one, but a
white king, a legendary griffin, the most beautiful and
powerful ever to be known. Why was it believed that you were all
dead? And you’ve insinuated at the Magical Council knows of
you.”

Daku smiled at the sorceress. “A fine
question. Yes, the human council knows of me, but hasn’t seen me in
nearly a thousand years. When the last female died with her mate,
it was determined that I be protected. As the last of my kind to be
preserved, they did not want to lose me, both humans and dragons
proposed that I be away from the greater dangers of the world so
that something of my kind remained. The southern dragon colony
gladly stayed with me since the loss of the griffin flocks and
warlocks. They are great friends, but dragons aren’t as fun as they
used to be and most humans would rather kill than understand me.
The First Council in Twilight knew about me and chose to exaggerate
my species’ entire extinction so that none would come looking for
me. And until now I have not revealed myself so openly in close to two thousand
years.”

“Will the dragons and council be upset?” Cage
asked. “I mean you just took a shit on all their hard work back
there?” Everyone turned to see smoke billowing further and further
to the north where Bepop burned.

“Probably.” Daku laughed. “They’ve been still
for long enough and it was so boring where all there is down at my
old nest is ice and snow. Besides, they weren’t imprisoning me or
forcing me to stay or it would have been their last mistake. They
wouldn’t dare force me to do anything and now that I have a
partner, if they dare to come, I will show no mercy. Even the
dragons know full well they would need all their strength to bring
me down, humans wouldn’t stand a chance and as a last of a species,
Twilight and Draconian laws will prevent my loss of life and
through it, yours. And if the humans break their own rules, the
dragons will intervene. The only way for the council to attempt
anything on my or your life is if we endanger an entire species,
begin a cataclysm or make war on them which would allow them to
defend themselves… Isn’t that right, Megdline?”

“It is.” She confirmed. “With you, our own
rules have now bound the council from any form of hostile action
unless to defend themselves or intervene to safe many more
lives.”

“Is it lonely, Daku?” Brooke asked without
realizing she spoke her thoughts.

“Is what lonely?” He asked back.

She became uncomfortable under the odd pair
of eyes, but Brooke knew she needed to speak it aloud. “Being the
last? I mean, you have no more of your own tribe. And for so many
years to pass without good company must have been difficult… Sorry,
I know this is rude and insensitive…”

Daku’s eyes softened as his beak
parted. “That is quite alright and a question I was waiting for.
Yes, it was very lonely and for decades I mourned and was angry
that nearly all the flocks left and
as each one of those left behind also were lost. As a king, I
was supposed to be strong and it is what kept me going after all
these years. I’ve come to accept that the past cannot be changed,
just learned from. Because I am the last, I must be sure that if I
die that my kind will forever be remembered after my life ends and
the whole griffin race truly is
extinct. Do not worry or feel pity for me. When I die I will
be reunited with the others, but I will do everything so that it
will not happen. But to ease my pain and solitude, the dragons
would sometimes summon a griffin they once knew in the past and
allow me to speak to their spirit for a short time. They did it
because, like I said earlier, my kind cannot actively use
magic…”

“What about cloning?” Cage asked as his mind
churned. “If I could get my hands on the DNA of a female griffin, I
could potentially clone a female to save your race. Since it looks
like you have lion traits I could artificially inseminate a lioness
with a griffin embryo… I could likely save your species.”

Daku shook his head. “Do not bother. What you
propose has already been tried by the dragons and even in the early
days when Twilight was founded. They tried for many years, but
nothing other than abominations resulted from those experiments. It
was either they died soon after birth or needed to be killed
because it was more dangerous than a feral animal. It was suggested
that something the female griffin does to the cubs before she lays
an egg, is shape the hatchling’s mana so it will be born as it
should. The mother’s magic truly makes a healthy griffin. As I
said, I’ve come to understand and accept what is. I am the last,
but am no longer alone.” His sharp blue eyes turned back to Cage.
“You too are alone and the last of your kind. We are the last, but
together we will be. We will make the world remember us for all
time and remind the world of the past.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Cage grinned and
Daku smiled in return.

“What is the plan now, Mother?” Sean asked
Brooke. “What are we going to do about Meeka Mother? What about all
these people? Will we accompany them somewhere? What will we do
now?”

Brooke looked to everyone before saying “I’m
not sure what to do. I do not even know where my woman is. Lanna
said it was three days ago that she was taken by a group of
mages…”

“I’ll find out where she is.” Megdline said
and used some magic to conjure her sight mirror. In the golden oval
space she made came the clear picture of Meeka and fifteen
stunningly beautiful women sitting together on a long bench. Each
wore white dresses and had a platinum earring. Six handsome men in
white pants and a shirt sat on the other side. They all watched as
Megdline zoomed the image back to find they were on another boat
and Cage noticed by the slight shifting of shadows leaning to the
east offered the knowledge of heading north. Aboard the ship were
thirteen mages by their robes, staffs and Familiars. It was a fancy
ship of rich quality and several had the looks of wealthy nobles.
Both Cage and Brooke felt a tug on their heart in seeing her again
and knowing she is still out of reach. Megdline said “The only
place I could guess they are going is to Eeroan. The last I knew of
that place is where they smelt the ore excavated and shipped from
Iron Mine. It is one of the main deposits of iron the Laqura Empire
relies on. It was also heavily fortified against physical and
magical means.”

Brooke looked around the boat, at those
staring back and could see the wounds, the stress and worry. She
couldn’t neglect them after all they suffered and though she hated
it she said “They still need
us. If more mages come, they won’t last and many will die. Cage
Love, Meeka still lives and didn’t seem to be in imminent danger,
but these people are. With you, Frill, Megdline and Daku their
chances will be better. I will get my woman, but we will need to
wait a bit longer. Most likely the biggest concern will be Dragon’s
Port since it is controlled by the Laqura Empire and will likely
have deadly ships like these. If even one mage is waiting to the
south and we went for Meeka then all that we’ve done has been for
nothing. They will be slaughtered if none of you are
here.”

“Then that is what we will do.” Daku stated
and didn’t find anything that made the others hesitate. Cage wanted
to get his woman back, but he had a responsibility to all these
people now. Even Megdline and Frill were in full agreement to
remain. “And after they are safe I will fly all of us to where this
Meeka will be. It will be much faster than this.” He used a claw to
tap the deck.

“That might be a problem. Brooke is terrified
of heights.” Cage said.

Brooke felt hotness rush into her cheeks. “If
it is for my woman… I… I will manage, but if I do not, knock me
out.” She looked to the white griffin. “I am grateful you would
consider flying us like a bird and travel vast distances quickly.”
Daku inclined his head. “And I am in your debt for saving my mate.
If you hadn’t… I do not know what I would do. If there is anything
you need, do not hesitate to ask.”

“Then I would like to spend a few minutes
alone with my partner.” His sharp sapphire eyes shifted. “Megdline,
I need you to take up responsibility and keep these trees moving
together and heal all the injured. I smell their fear and blood
from being beaten by those other humans. Cage must rest and prepare
for more encounters we are sure to face.”

She grabbed her staff. “I know this isn’t
much for saving us, but allow me to remove the seawater and sand
from your fur and feathers.” She waived her hand and used a spell
which shed the remaining water from Daku’s coat.

“I thank you. It would have taken hours to
preen myself.”

Megdline stood and dropped the spell which
prevented eavesdropping. She faced the frightened and waiting
crowd. “Captain!” She said to a sailor surrounded by three tribal
warriors with weapons. “Keep the fleet together. If you get us back
to Emrocan waters you and your men have our word you may keep your
lives and go back to your precious empire. Try anything and these
fine people will show you why it would be your very last mistake.”
Her grey eyes turned to the rest of the naked men, women and
children. “The rest of you, come to the side, one at a time. I’ll
heal the injuries done to you. If we are to have any chance of
getting everyone home to your villages you will need to be as
strong as possible. Moril,” The warrior huntress looked at the
yellow robed magic woman and was shocked to have heard her name
called. “I know Cage healed you. I need you to see what supplies
are on this boat. Take any who do not need healing and report to
your chief while I help everyone.” Megdline moved to the side with
Frill near as she began healing flayed backs, broken bones, burns
and all manner of problems.

Moril turned to her chieftain and saw him
nod. She and five others went downstairs to check barrels and
crates.

“Brooke, how about you and Sean go inform the
others that we will be staying till everyone reaches safety.” Daku
asked. She nodded and took her son towards the other groups. The
griffin turned leisurely to his side. “Come closer and relax with
me, Cage. Recover from your ordeal.”

The warlock smiled and crawled closer. He
took his hands as rubbed Daku’s side. “I didn’t notice this when
you were big, but your fur feels like silk and your feathers are so
smooth. Oh, sorry, I was curious… I didn’t mean to be so intrusive
of your personal space.”

“Do not be so hesitant.” Daku grabbed Cage’s
wrist and placed his hand on his own furry chest. Cage felt a
strong heartbeat pounding inside. “I am your Familiar and you are
my human. Now that I know you are worthy, we are opposites and one.
I have heard of your prophecy and your words that called to me to
become your unrelenting and inseparable friend. You are the dark
one whereas I am light. We are the balance the other needs. It is
the reason why humans have Familiars, to feel whole. I am not human
and do not mind being touched. I am not what you humans call a pet,
but I enjoy my coat and feathers stroked.” Daku let go and felt his
partner gently petting his side. To show he enjoyed it, Daku began
to purr like an idling motorcycle.

The tactile connection Cage felt was unlike
anything he ever experienced. He felt calmer, more relaxed and
confident. This was what he always wanted and finally got it. He
received unconditional love from Brooke and Meeka, but Daku made
Cage’s chaotic life more calm. His life wasn’t entirely perfect,
because Meeka is missing, but he knew once she was freed,
everything would be perfect in the truest sense.

Such calmness from being this close to the
one creature destined to be his made Cage yawn. Daku turned his
very supple neck almost completely around to meet Cage’s blurry
stare. He lifted a wing and said “Rest for an hour. I will wake
you. I can tell that weariness has a hold on you. Worry not, if
something happens I will be here to protect everyone.”

Another wide yawn escaped. “Thanks, My
Stalker Friend. I’ll take the offer.” He crawled in closer and laid
his head down on Daku’s offered arm. Cage’s long length matched his
Familiar’s. No sooner did his head touch the silky soft and warm
fur that he fell immediately asleep.

Daku turned his head to smile at his human.
His eyes turned skyward to know it is too bright and extended a
wing to encompass Cage and give cooling shade. He felt more
protective of Cage than anything in his entire life and wondered if
it was because of the ancient pact warlocks had with his kind. He
fought for his flock as is his duty, but never held the
satisfaction compared to partnering with another protector. Such
thoughts made him wonder if it was like this for all his kind who
bonded. He felt at peace. It did not have the feel as it did with a
comfort between a male and female, it was different and yet
relaxing. Daku smiled as he finally found one who would be his, one
he was destined to spend life with.

Brooke looked back to barely see her mate’s
thick brown hair and the tips of his black feet sticking out where
the wing didn’t cover. It has been a hard day, but for the first
time in it, she smiled. Seeing her man safe and resting beneath the
white wing of a creature she never even heard of Brooke turned
around to the other women. “Calm yourselves, Sisters. Yes, that
really is the man who beat me for mating rights and became chief of
the Utala. No, he did not use magic, nor did I come near to
defeating him. He has a pair of faint scars over his left nipple
from Meeka and myself. We had to draw his blood before he could
mate us. And yes, the last we checked our people are safe.”

“What of my son and mates? Why aren’t they
here?” Lanna demanded hotly.

Brooke laid a hand on her sister’s shoulder.
“Calm yourself, Lanna. Your son and mates are all well. Do you
remember our original plan?”

“You mean going to Chief’s island?” Lanna
asked.

Brooke nodded. “Yes. Cage spoke with Elder
Metak and they concluded with the other elders that taking more
than the chief and myself would do more harm than good. And look”
Brooke gestured to all aboard and even to the other six sailboats
heading south. “my mate’s plan succeeded. Almost everyone has been
saved because we didn’t take so many. If we had, we likely would
have failed. And that magic woman is Megdline, the mage our chief
told us about in his story. And that…” She pointed to the griffin
looking happily beneath his wing. “is Daku, our chief’s Familiar.”
Daku looked up and straight at her, showing his hearing greater
than that of a human. He winked playfully before looking everywhere
else. “Apparently he has been following us.” She met her tribal
sister’s eyes. “But you should also know that after that mage
attacked us when we were buying time for the tribe to get inside
the cave… That after we collapsed the front, Cage found Hammit and
Quitte had gotten away and were proceeding as planned, but Allai
died from the explosion that scattered us.”

“No.” Lanna’s jaw dropped. “Not Allai… He was
right beside me when the trees exploded… our sisters must be
devastated.”

“Yes.” Brooke admitted. “The whole tribe
mourned for his loss, But there was also new life. Sister Jada had
her first baby.”

“She did?!” Lanna asked excitedly. “Was it a
boy or girl?”

“It is a beautiful baby girl. Her labor was
hard and not going well. Apparently the cord to mother and child
wrapped around her neck, but the chief came and fixed the problem
to deliver her himself.” Brooke proudly stated.

“Truly?” The warrior woman asked skeptically.
“That isn’t allowed…”

“I know and he didn’t listen to me. I almost
attacked him to get him to leave, but if it were not for his
intervention and caring for his people over tradition, two lives
might have been lost. He even healed Jada’s flower from the birth
so we could move that day. We were hard pressed to leave for the
day before a wyvern attacked and the chief saved all of us
again.”

“Tell me everything.” Lanna said after being
speechless, she knew her priestess didn’t exaggerate stories
because she isn’t allowed. Other women not of her village, but
plains people nonetheless were just as intrigued in a story.

At that moment Moril and those that followed
her reappeared on deck. She looked around to approach her chief,
but could not find him. The magic woman had a line of children
before her with many hurt mothers and young girls. There were quick
blue lights covering skin and when it disappeared, pink skin is all
that remained. She looked and noticed her priestess raise a hand
and went in that direction. Moril smiled as she noticed Brooke’s
other hand occupied by a young boy holding it. “So you must be the
new child of our tribe the priestess had us stop for. Greetings, I
am Moril a warrior of our people.”

“Hello, I’m Sean… are you feeling better? I
saw Dad heal you. You still have on much blood, are you still
bleeding?” The conversations stopped for a moment with his mother
and the other fierce looking women.

“I am much better than I’ve been in a long
time. No, the chief has healed me of all wounds and made me
beautiful again.” Moril held still as Sean reached up and touched
the hole in her ear.

“But you still bleed?” he showed the drops of
fresh blood.

“Yes, but I did that myself. A slave told me
to do that if I do not want to keep that earring’s hole. It will
heal on its own. The scar will remind me of my hate for this cursed
land. I did it after the chief healed me and want to heal
naturally. You do not need to worry, Child. I am glad to be one of
the first to meet you and welcome you into the tribe.” Moril stood
up again and smiled. “Rena always talked about wanting a brother.
She will be very happy.”

“I’m very much looking forward to her
expression. He will make a fine man one day. He is quick to learn
how to use his knife. Cage is teaching him.” The surrogate mother
boasted. “I am glad to see you well. I was worried you might die
from those wounds.”

Moril shook her head. “I must admit, those
stupid men knew well how to inflict pain without killing too many.
Today’s beating was nothing to what they did the very next morning
we were imprisoned. That was hard, even for me. I haven’t cried
from pain since giving birth to my three children, but they made me
do it six different times. I’m glad to be gone.”

“I’m sorry we could not come sooner.” Brooke
retorted with a heavy heart.

“All that matters is you
did come.” Moril stated firmly and
embraced her fellow sister and Brooke happily gave a quick kiss as
is her duty in welcoming a member back after an extended absence.
Moril smiled then said “It seems that there is a large box of dry
meat of some kind below and hard bread, enough for six days if we
eat lightly. Everyone will be hungry, but we will live. The problem
is water. There is only two barrels which will last no more till to
tomorrow night. Is that water drinkable?” She pointed to the
ocean.

“Not in the slightest.” Brooke stated quickly
and could still taste salt from her last encounter. “But do not
worry, Cage and Megdline’s magic will likely clean the water for
us, if not… um…” She turned around and spoke in the same tone
though there was thirty feet between and the sea breeze
continuously buzzed in their ears. “Daku, is it alright to ask you,
if in the event that Cage and Megdline cannot clean the seawater
that you can find us fresh water we can use… and maybe if it isn’t
too much, if we run low on food that you can hunt us a deer or
something?”

Daku smiled and nodded, alright with helping
these humans since they were also under his protection. A little
meat wouldn’t be difficult to supply.

“Just what manner of creature is that?”
Another woman asked.

Sean gladly explained. “He is a griffin. The
last of his kind and my dad is his partner, also the only one of
his kind.”

“Is not the chief also human?” Lanna asked,
unsure after such a statement.

“Yes, Sister, but of a different kind.”
Brooke explained in a way her sisters would understand. “His tribe
were called warlocks and were a warring tribe much like our own
except that even their common fighters were stronger than first
class sorcerers and had the power to fight dragons on equal terms.”
Lanna, Moril and all that heard such a claim stared dumbfounded.
“And I’ve just learned that nearly all had a griffin like Daku. If
you can understand just how powerful that is, you can imagine what
many more would be like. Because they posed such a danger his
ancestors were thrown to another world, one without magic… Cage is
the first to come back and be the only warlock in existence.”
Brooke stopped as Megdline approached.

“Everyone has been healed and I must rest.
Wake me if there is trouble.” She yawned and went below deck with
Frill following behind.

The people on deck were cheering, smiling and
crying after being healed and realized they were free again. Before
they got ahead of themselves Brooke caught Zatal’s eye and he
quickly rushed over. She said “Gather our brothers and sisters, but
do not let the outsiders hear what I must say. Keep them guarded at
all times, but be sure to tell our neighboring cousins that my
words must not reach those cruel excuses of men.”

“Yes, priestess.” Zatal rushed to all tribal
peoples to inform them that Priestess Brooke of the Utala must
speak to them all. He placed the sailors under heavy guard while
the others moved closer to hear what she had to say.

Brooke moved to the center of the boat and
became completely surrounded by other tribes. “I know that many of
you fear and despise the Utala.” She watched as some nodded and
smiled at their openness. “But it was the Utala chieftain who is to
be thanked, but say nothing to him for he doesn’t like praise. He
abhors slavery and would like to see every slaver slaughtered. Just
smile, that is his reward he will not refuse. Do not approach until
he recovers for he is exhausted from using so much magic. That goes
for the magic woman, Megdline, too. Let me remind you that
outsiders are not to hear of what I’m about to say.” Many grew more
serious, hearing her tone. “Some of you know that the Utala have
legends that state we are the reapers, the weapons sharpened
through hardship on the plains. Since our people first moved to the
plains, not one tribe has been a serious threat. It has happened at
long last that our new chief is the life taker.” The older adults
became still and fearful. “He is Death in the living. He has made a
bad spirit good, something never to have happened before. I did not
see the bad spirit, but Megdline explained all she had seen, but I
did hear everything. He commanded the spirit like the chief of your
tribe does for his people.

“We, Utala, have left the plains, likely for
good, so figure out which tribe will take our most fertile ground.
Even our buffalo herds, if any remain after the Laqura Empire swept
through our lands like locusts. Our new home lays elsewhere. Our
past is washed clean like the rains since the chief and I freed you
this day. I know wars will start for whoever wishes to take Utala
grounds, but I must ask for the empire to be banished for good and
that when a day comes and the Utala march as one for war, as our
legends say, do not stand in our path for our enemy will likely lay
elsewhere. It will not be healthy if you block our way.

“Fight together as we have in the past, when
invaders come in great numbers. King Skylar seems to have driven
the empire back so you will have to figure out what to do next. The
plains were only taken because we were not united nor did anyone
summon us to war. We cannot allow it to happen again. Rebuild, but
remember from now on that our long awaited leader has arisen to
claim the Utala and prepare for some unknown enemy. The legend even
my people thought childish has come true. Remember, The Utala are
no longer plains people, but we will always be tribal people. Fear
not my clan anymore and I hope many do not die needlessly for our
territory, but I will pray that the spirits watch over them.”
Brooke then held up a finger for a last message. “If you wonder
what is to come in our near future then let me ease your worry. I,
Cage, Megdline and their Familiars are going to remain with these
boats till you reach the safety of Emroc. Then we are going to
leave and retrieve mine and Cage’s mate, Meeka.

“Rest your weary minds and relax, you are
free peoples again.” That got a loud cheer, but an irritated chirp
from the newfound Familiar silenced them and everyone remembered
Cage slept and none wanted to gain the wrath of the griffin.

When everyone scattered into their individual
tribes to discuss what they learned, Brooke was approached by her
three people aboard. Zatal seem to be the only one capable of
speech. “Priestess, is everything you said true?”

“Every word. Our people’s destiny found
our true leader and a new home, but there is more I will
only tell you.” The three leaned in
closer as Sean looked down at the water and saw fish. “It has been
determined that I, Cage and likely Meeka will be extremely long
lived. The far-seer’s blessing went further than we
knew.”

“But then you cannot be priestess after fifty
years has passed. That goes for our chief too.” Moril pointed
out.

“I know this, but there is more I must
tell. When Cage returned to this world, something made it so his
seed cannot conceive a child within any woman, me included. It is impossible for me
to bare him a child.” Brooke explained.

Lanna and Moril went wide eyed. The
ladder said “I am so sorry,
Priestess. I do not wish such a burden on anyone, especially you
since you love babies greatly. To not bare one with the mate who
won you, must hurt terribly.”

“It does.” Brooke rubbed her taut
belly, wishing she could carry another baby for the man she loves.
“But not all is lost. Because
Cage’s seed cannot make me birth many beautiful babies, I
will raise those who need me and my loves. Sean is my son now and
he brings joy though his life has been difficult. Cage also is
willing to raise children he didn’t conceive… Just like Rena.” She
smiled at her son’s playful eyes staring down at the splashing
water. “He chose to be my son and I became his doting mother.” She
turned back around. “Tell me what you know and have gone through…
and about what happened to my loving woman. Anything will
help.”

The four of them moved closer to Daku before
sitting down. He just watched and listened to the three humans
speak of what they suffered to Brooke while Sean went over to talk
with the other children. The griffin shook his head at hearing such
needless cruelty, but so many young species are like this. Not a
word slipped his notice. About twenty minutes lapsed when the one
called Lanna spoke last. “And while I recovered from my lashing, I
overheard the stupid men saying that Meeka and the others were
taken to a place called Eeroan where the slaves will be judged to
be usable or a hindrance… if their gift cannot be used. The
hindrances are sent to Iron Mine to live out the remainder of their
short lives doing backbreaking labor. The only good news I’ve heard
is that it takes no less than fifteen days to sell any platinum
slaves from the time they are taken and processed in some way. Many
lesser slaves are sold from Bepop to work the mine, but one such as
our sister takes longer because those very rich lords get to choose
first.”

“Then we have a bare minimum of fifteen days
from today.” Brooke considered to herself.

“But this time you will be bringing us along.” Zatal clearly told.
“I do not like our chief and priestess intentionally coming to save
us with such great risk. I do understand why you chose to hunt for
us with small numbers, to avoid detection, but it is said in Eeroan
the danger is greater. The slavers liked to taunt and gloat by
saying we savages all deserve to be taken to the mine. And the
worst fate are those sold to mages who are training in dark and
evil ways. None ever leave alive, nor even looking anything like a
human after their experiments. It is said they enjoy using the best
specimens… whatever that means, but I do not like how it sounds.
The stories haunt me still and if even one is true then you and Chief will need us
warriors. Besides, we need to be together and return to our people
and families. I could not face our people if you and Chief left and
got killed and we could have prevented it from ever happening. I’ve
seen you both bleed. You might be long lived, but you can die the
same as us. And if you and Chief order us to remain, I will disobey
and follow, even if it means exile. You are our priestess, and in a
foreign land not our own. We are
going to accompany you.”

Brooke let him speak before smiling. “I
wasn’t going to suggest it. You three are superb hunters of man and
beast alike. I already decided that when we go to steal my woman
back that Moril and Lanna will come with me to save her while you
stay with my man, Zatal. So be at peace and prepare for war for
it’ll likely be similar to that if Bepop is any indication.” She
saw excited smiles at killing more stupid people on each of their
faces. “Now it is time to explain all that occurred on our end.”
Brooke retold the story from start to finish, making her brother
and sisters stare in open shock at their journey, omitting certain
parts she wasn’t permitted to reveal. When they heard Cage’s
prophecy left by the far-seer, they found their voices muted. Every
leg of the story held their attention and the three flushed almost
scarlet beneath their copper skin when she explained how Lord Doyle
raped her without right and grinned as they heard her revenge. From
time to time they all watched Daku nod to further help them believe
all is truth.

 


“Wake now, Cage.” He heard as his warm pillow
moved and blinding light stabbed the eyes as Daku lifted his wing.
Cage sat up and looked around to find many sat or stood all on
deck. Brooke and his three rescued people sat nearby and turned in
his direction as the griffin roused his partner. Judging from the
shadows and place of the sun he accused “Daku, that was more than
an hour.”

“Yes, but you obviously needed the rest and
it was actually your mate’s decision to let you rest an extra two
hours.” The Familiar informed. “Do you feel better?”

“Yes, but I’m really hungry. My mana is still
recovering after using so much.”

“I already considered that.” Brooke said as
she and the others came closer. She carried a loaded plate of
hardtack. “We do not have much aboard, but if you can clean us some
water, it will soften… our water capacity is quite limited and none
of us could risk using it so frivolously.” She sat the plate
down.

“Then it looks like I need to get to work.”
Cage stated and stood while stretching. He groaned as his sore
muscles stretched and the joints moved. His movement caught the
attention of all on board and conversations ended. He noticed how
many smiles of gratitude appeared and he nodded their casual
attempts of thanks. Sean came over quickly from where many children
quietly talked, seeing his dad awake and standing. Cage ruffled the
boy’s short brown hair as he walked to the rail. He extended a hand
and focused towards the water and sent a spell to extract pure,
unsalted water without any foreign matter or unwanted agents.

Water began to collect above his hand in a
undulating sphere the size of a beach ball. It continued to gather
as he said “Someone, please go get me a barrel or something to hold
water in.” He heard scrambling of feet as he gathered fresh, clean,
distilled water. Cage let it continue to grow till it reached near
the height of five feet, when it became a struggle to maintain.

By that time, someone said for him to turn
around and he did. Several feet away stood three watertight oak
barrels and a tub with which to usually do laundry. The gathered
people stepped back as he guided the large and heavy water around
and altered the spell to act like a water hose and fill all four
containers with pure water simultaneously till all that remained
was an amount equivalent to seven cupfuls balls of floating water.
Nearly everyone came close to watch magic, some for the very first
time. Cage said “Go ahead and drink up everyone. I’ll make some
more tomorrow.”

He returned the others and watched as Brooke
rummaged in their packs to withdraw all of their cups and bowls.
While she removed them he noticed that all of the sailboats were
all within a half a mile of each other and their ship led the
fleet. Cage then distributed the water he kept for all of them and
grabbed the largest bowl to approach the sitting Daku. He held it
out. “Thirsty?”

“I thank you.” The lion sized Familiar
carefully took the bowl from Cage’s hand and many chose to watch as
his dexterous hand/paw lifted the bowl of water and poured half
down his parted beak, swallowed and did it again. The corners of
his mouth turned upward and his blue eyes shimmered. “That is the
bet drink I’ve had in months.” Daku returned the metal bowl.

Cage eventually sat down and softened the
hard bread before eating the bland rations, but he wasn’t bothered
till his hunger curbed. He realized his portions were larger than
anyone else’s and asked “Low rations?”

Brooke nodded. “Yes, there isn’t much.”

His black eyes roamed to the shore. “What
else have I missed? Is Granny asleep? We both did a lot
earlier.”

“She woke about an hour ago and flew on a
board of light, saying she is going to check on the other ships and
heal the injured.” Lanna said. “She said she was telling everyone
the plan to sail to Emroc and to let this ship lead since it is the
most fortified or something like that. While you slept, Chief, the
priestess informed all of us on what you two have done for our
sakes. Is it really true that you blocked wyvern fire? What about
making a bad spirit good again?”

“Yes to both and for each one I overexerted
myself because of my weakness. And if not for my new partner, our
people wouldn’t have survived a second encounter from such a
frightening beast. You should thank him too. Your boy might not
have lived if not for him.”

“She already has.” Daku said as he scooted
closer to Cage’s left. “And I am glad to have unknowingly helped
and got a meal for my troubles.”

A lull in the conversation allowed Cage to
really look at everyone and saw many had bones showing from lack of
food. Smiles were usually forced to make others not worry, but the
weakness in everyone was quite clear. These people were barely
holding onto hope and usually cheerful children were subdued after
all their experiences. It made Cage come to a decision.

His standing up had others doing the same.
For those that didn’t have their attention on them he whistled. All
aboard looked. “Someone get me a long, thin, sturdy rope and one of
those harpoons. I’m going to go fishing and will need your help.
Tie one end of the rope to the harpoon and make sure the line won’t
tangle.” Several got up to follow the order the man who gave them
their freedom asked. Cage turned around to ask “Daku, can I get you
to fly over to shore and collect some wood, dry preferably. We’ll
need some to cook the fish.”

“How much?” the Familiar asked as he stood
up.

“Two of your current armfuls that can be
carried should do.”

“Will do.” Daku leapt beautifully off the bow
of the ship while extending his wings. He flew leisurely towards
the west where land waited. His pure white coloring drew attention
like a large diamond in the sunlight. His graceful and masculine
lines made him an awe inspiring sight to behold.

Cage returned his sights to the ship saying
“Someone go get the ship’s mess prepped and ready. The rest of you,
sharpen your knives and get ready for a filling meal.” This gained
many smiles.

“Love, what are you doing?” Brooke asked.

“If you look closely at the water you can see
this whole area teeming with fish. I’m going to give all of them a
filling meal. Since fish is a rare treat for the people on the
plains, I will give them a feast.” He went to walk towards the aft
when there came a golden archway and a moment later Megdline and
Frill stepped out. She leaned heavily on her staff. “Hey Granny,
how are the other’s doing?”

“There were more wounded than I suspected.
Some had deep wounds that would have killed if they were beaten
just one more time. I also told everyone we’ll guide them back
home. They want to meet you and give thanks. But they too have bare
minimum supplies… I see you’ve gathered water from the ocean.
Thought you might. I didn’t have the strength to do it, especially
after healing the wounded. It has been a long time since I’ve used
so much inner strength. I need to conserve what I’ve stored for
later…” Her grey eyes caught Daku flying away. “Where is he
heading?”

“Firewood.” Cage simply stated. “I’m going
fishing. You better get off your feet, Granny. I’ll take over for a
few hours.” She nodded and Cage dropped to sit on his heels to look
Frill in the eye and noticed his fur clean of all blood. “And you,
how are you feeling? If I didn’t believe Granny saying you couldn’t
die I would have sworn you would be after what happened. Any
lingering effects?”

Frill shook his head. “None, but this
is the fourth time I’ve been hurt that badly because of a fight. I
don’t count having an unaware dragon stomp me flat as a defeat. Let
me tell you, that hurt. Never
stand in a dragon’s path. But I am whole again. No pain lingers. If
you find a fish, get me a fat one’s liver.”

Cage smiled and gave Frill a pat before
walking over to the group tying the rope to a harpoon. Children
stared openly as he passed for he was the tallest on the ship,
easily. Adults smiled and he hears a few ‘Thank you for saving us.’
and other grateful comments. He nodded and returned smiles. They
were wary and didn’t come within reach because of his abilities,
but they knew he is their savior from a life of servitude and
certain death. One young man barely in his twenties offered the six
foot long harpoon with a firmly secured rope tied around a ring at
the base. “Just to be sure, tie the other end to the aft of the
ship.” He found their confusion and realized they didn’t
understand. “The back. The back of the boat. If I get something you
all cannot bring in you’ll need something to fall back on.”

He walked with a group of fifteen with
Brooke and the others following. Two men tied the end around a
secure post and gasped as Cage gripped the harpoon and ran to the
railing, planted a foot on it and yelled “Yahoo!” while doing a
powerful back flip and spearing himself headfirst into the cool
Jamma Ocean. He resurfaced feeling revitalized and laughed at the
rapidly filling aft with heads staring at him. They all thought he
was going to fish from the deck. Where is
the fun in that? He thought as the boat kept slowly
sailing away. Someone with the right idea, threw the remaining rope
overboard and its length verses the speed of the boat was quickly
estimated he had less than a minute before being
dragged.

Air filled his lungs a moment before he
submerged himself. The rich blue water revealed another world
filled with life. The sea floor was hard to see from the depths,
but large fish, sharks and all manner of aquatic wildlife flew
everywhere. A pod of curious dolphins began clicking while they
danced around the stranger. Cage smiled, but knew his time grew
short. He spotted a marlin and a large school of tuna swimming
without concern and knew there was just enough rope and time. Magic
went into the barbed harpoon and he threw it at the tuna. Its speed
rocketed towards the target, bubbles trailing in its sharp wake
with line. The harpoon speared the tuna through the neck perfectly,
but then Cage turned the harpoon without slowing it down in the
slightest and managed to stab through the gills of the marlin a
half second before the line snapped taught, dragging the catch.
Cage went for the surface and conjured the gliding spell beneath
his feet. He surged out of the water and looked to be standing on
its surface. He yelled to the ship “BRING IT IN! I’LL HEL P THE
OTHERS!”

He skated to the next boat who eagerly
awaited his approach. Someone lowered a rope ladder and Cage
climbed it. He pulled himself on deck to be warmly greeted by pats
on the back, especially by another Chieftain by the look of his
green bead at the end of his row. The man smiled to ask “You are
the Utala chief that fought to rescue us?” Cage nodded. “I am chief
of the Bamana tribe. I wish to thank you openly, Brother.” The man
was large and scarred all over, a testament to surviving a hard
life, but he remained youthful an strong. The Bamana chief offered
an open hand in greeting and Cage was glad Brooke taught him
customs of a chief greeting another in friendship and Cage pressed
his open palm against the other chief’s offered hand. The man asked
“Magic Man, why did you go swim when you showed us you walk on foul
tasting water?”

“I hear you are short on food. I’m here to
fix that problem. Find another harpoon and tie it to a long rope
and I’ll let you all eat properly…” The other chief nodded for some
of his people to see it done. “And how much water do you have? My
strength is limited right now, but if you cannot wait till tomorrow
I make some fresh for everyone.”

“No, we have two day’s worth on this boat. Is
there anything you need to repay our life debt?” the chieftain
asked.

“Not at the moment. But since you all are
going to have a fill of fish, do you have any fruit or vegetables
aboard? I cannot eat meat and hardtack isn’t the best food there
is.”

“I believe there is a sack of apples in a
room where food is prepared. If you get us fish you can have the
fruit.”

“Then give me a minute to rest and one to eat
meanwhile.” Cage sat down right there without any further warning
and heard the other chief snap his fingers.

“Is it also true that the Utala are leaving
the plains for good? That magic woman who healed us said this. Is
it true?”

“Yes, my tribe have all left the plains. That
land will be up for grabs, but I hope that the villages share it
and not act like greedy children over a toy. If I hear anything
about a war among the tribes over a piece of land I’ll return and
spank everyone’s ass just like a spoiled child.” Cage warned
calmly.

“Surely you would not care what happens if
you’ve left the land?”

“I do not give a damn about the land. Losing
lives over it will piss me off.”

“I understand now. Well you can have peace
that the Bamana will honor the warning. Whatever remains of the
other tribes I will take upon myself to work with the other
villages and seek a solution. I do not want to anger a man who
could fight a city to free us.” The other chief smiled and Cage saw
sincerity in it.

Not a minute later Cage looked up as a person
arrived with an armful of apples and gave him one. The first bite
was rich and juicy. By the time he was half finished he looked up
when someone gasped and all the men backed away. Cage stood to
watch Daku flying in their direction and gracefully landed beside
his partner. He opened his beak to say “You worried your mate who
told me to do this.” His long, articulating white tail whipped
around to lightly smack Cage’s backside. Daku laughed. “Your female
can be mean. She said if I didn’t she’d pluck my feathers.”

“Sounds like her.” Cage laughed. He turned to
the frightened others and asked “Do you have enough spare wood to
cook the fish?”

“Yes.” A woman said.

“Good. Tie the other end of the rope to the
af… I mean the end of the boat. When it pulls tight, reel in your
next meal.” Cage picked up the shorter and stockier harpoon and the
bag of apples. “Hey Daku, can you take this back to our ship? These
are mine.” Daku nodded and took the bag before flying off. Cage
moved and went for another swim, harpooning one huge tuna within
range.

 


As night began to approach Cage returned to
the lead ship and climbed on deck. Daku and Brooke were the first
to greet him. She said “You scared me. I must admit though, those
fish were hard to pull in. Especially that one with the long lance
on its face. It took nearly every adult to pull the pair in. Look
at what it has done.” She stepped away so he could see smiling
faces on everyone, especially the children. Each one had a full
belly with enough remaining for two more days. The smiles were
hopeful, something he aimed for with his intentions.

Before he could witness anything else, every
child aboard rushed to him and hugged his legs or his waist. Their
excited voices mingled together as their full bellies rekindled
their spirits. The adults laughed with Cage as he struggled from
the abundant affection while using restraint to not knock them
back. His eyes met Brooke’s smug expression and knew this is her
doing. He didn’t even say a word, for having children smile again
wasn’t worth making a scene. Eventually the young ones quieted and
went back to their families.

Cage decompressed with his own group and half
hears all the questions Megdline and Frill had for Daku. Because
his diamonds were practically empty he widened the draw they took
from him to take nearly everything constantly regenerating. It made
for a much slower recovery, but having nothing to fall back on
would be a problem. He spoke for a few more hours with Zatal, Moril
and Lanna and smiled as he got an answer to why Meeka was taken and
forced to sit with the dog Familiar and was glad she kissed the
fool appraiser before he raped her. She did as he once told her
might happen and it did come to pass.

Yawning for the tenth time, Cage said “We
better get some sleep, all of us.”

“I am not tired, Chief.” Zatal said and
stood. “I will keep watch while all of you sleep. If I see anything
I will wake you.”

Cage nodded and found Brooke unrolling the
fur right there on the deck. She said “Come sisters, there is
plenty of room for us all.”

“A fur! I almost forgot how good one feels.”
Lanna said as she rubbed her hands across the soft bedding of
treated hide. Cage got up and laid down on the edge. Sean climbed
in and Brooke sandwiched the boy between them. The two female
warriors groaned with pleasure as they both climbed atop it and lay
down.

“May I join in the nest as well?” Daku asked,
looking down at all of them.

“Sure. Get smaller first.” Cage said.

The griffin smiled before shrinking right
before their very eyes. From the size of a large lion, the Familiar
became as small as a newborn kitten that fit in the palm of Cage’s
hand. The voice was quieter, but retained the same powerful
quality. “How is this? My smallest form is half this size.”

“You are small enough, My Friend.” Cage
reached over and picked Daku up and transferred him atop his own
chest. The weight was less than a pound and even tiny, the griffin
gave off comforting warmth. Daku found it a good place and curled
himself in a ball with his head pointed in his human’s direction
before falling deep asleep. Cage didn’t last much longer and went
out like a light.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


Biological clocks can be reliable if a strict
routine is maintained and Cage had always been able to wake at
dawn. Even without birds chirping or the scurrying of animals, he
found his eyes opening to a whole new day. Warmth and a cool sea
breeze welcomed him upon this calm morning. To his right lay Sean’s
head clutched between his mother’s large bosom, his small back to
her front acted like some long pillow. The two seemed at peace.
Moril lay with an arm draped over her priestess’s hip while Lanna
lay sprawled out and looked rather comical as she snored. To his
left lay Megdline and Frill snuggled together on her bedroll. But
upon his chest remained Daku, sleeping soundly. Cage smiled and he
looked upon his bare chest before slowly and lightly petting his
Familiar. Daku, in a deep and quiet slumber, seemed to enjoy the
petting and purred lightly like every cat he ever knew. The sound
was calming and the vibrations tickled slightly.

My Familiar? He
asked internally. So much happened
yesterday it is difficult to organize in a linear way, but I will
never forget seeing you and feeling unequivocally accepted that
first time I tried summoning. You might be male, but I’ve never
seen a being more beautiful than you… except maybe Brooke and
Meeka. But you are alone and I know exactly how you feel. Even
among my own kind I can’t truly fit in. Many look at me as they do
you, when they learn more about me that is. Cage
smiled while feeling the softness of his newest friend.
But it feels like I’ve known you my whole life yet
I really know squat…

Daku’s eyed fluttered as the delicate caress
along his spine gently roused him. Those sharp blue eyes, no matter
their current size, were mystifying, teasing and commanding. They
were the eyes of a leader who’s seen many years all alone. They
softened as he smiled and his human partner returned it. “I like
waking not alone.” Daku’s soft words seemed to be near what Cage
actually thought.

“Same here.” Cage replied and watched as his
Familiar uncoiled himself. Daku at first stretched like a cat, with
his hind end sticking up and arms stretched, nails biting into
Cage’s chest rather uncomfortably. Then the pearly wings also
stretched before sitting on his haunches. He then looked
around.

Only a dozen stood and remained awake,
obviously seasick, but each were looking at the brightening
horizon. Many of the freed villagers slept right on the deck
because there were bad memories of being shackled below when nearly
all of them were transported to Bepop. Most of the sailors were
likely sleeping below, under heavy guard. It was a good reversal,
teaching some who didn’t realize how terrifying being a slave is. A
few seagulls flew with the ships, looking for scraps. Clear sky
overhead was welcome for it hadn’t rained nor had the looks it
would for many hours to come. Fresh air from the east invigorated
the body.

Since Daku also seemed to be one who wake’s
quickly and permanently, Cage cupped his hand meaningfully and Daku
understood. The Familiar climbed up on the hand and held still as
Cage extracted himself off the fur, not making any noise or rousing
his son or mate. In a fluid motion, Cage stood and transferred Daku
to his left shoulder while slowly walking over towards Zatal as the
warrior stood guard over the helmsman. It was slow moving as he had
to navigate around sleeping bodies scattered all over the ship’s
deck. While he walked Daku commented “It has been a very long time
since anyone carried me. I prefer to fly, but this is quaint.”

“Do you like to run?” Cage asked while
glancing to his Familiar.

“When I’m not flying I do. I love to run like
you do. I’ve heard you tell others why you choose to run with your
own two limbs, but I hope it will not be like that with us. Just as
you carry me, I would like to carry you. I am no horse… so your
reluctance won’t make you feel you are dominating a beast to do
something for you that you can do for yourself. I know what I just
said is confusing, even I got a headache saying it, but now that we
are together, speed and distance mean little for us. I will carry
you wherever you need, especially when time is a factor. What would
take you many more weeks to reach your other mate will take me a
tenth of the time by flight or quarter if I run. I am very
versatile, like yourself.

“The bond we share as mage and Familiar
cannot be broken. That said, our connection is best together. My
own void of solitude is gone when we are together. When you called
me, and I overheard you speaking to Megdline when she arrived in
Frozen Forest, it was similar to how you described what the Great
Prophet did to you by using Meeka and Brooke to do a spell that
destroyed your feeling of loneliness. I have a new friend who I
truly wish to have near at all times.” Daku smiled and fluffed his
four inch wings. “I know you well enough to say that you should not
hold back now that I’m here. We will rely on each other more than
anyone else, even your mates.” Cage smiled and could tell that the
griffin meant every word and expected the same in return.

Nearing the helm, Cage asked “What is the
situation?”

Zatal said “Good morning, Chief… And Daku.”
He added when the Familiar cleared his throat. “Everything seems to
be going well. The other ships seem to be keeping together and
we’ve seen fishing boats from time to time, but no dangers have yet
to surface. Chief, are you better? You seemed so tired and still
pushed yourself to help everyone.”

“After a good night’s rest I’m better,
Brother.” He replied as he was taught when speaking to a fellow
member of the tribe. “I just overdid the magic like usual. I’m just
glad I was able to get so many out.”

“Filthy savages.” The helmsman muttered and
the three heard it.

Before Zatal severely beat the man to a
messy pulp and threw him overboard, Daku launched himself off
Cage’s shoulder while growing to stand over three and a half feet
in height and just over eight in length with a weight of nearly
five hundred solid pounds. The size of a lion. If not for the head
and wings of an eagle he would look like an albino African lion
without a mane. The size change took less than two seconds and Cage
felt the enormous rise in magic make his skin crawl and ended as he
stopped growing. Daku landed heavily, startling both the helmsman
and Zatal. Cage had a suspicion his new friend would do that,
mainly for intimidation purposes. Daku raised his head enough to
look nearly eye to eye with the sailor. “And what gives you the
right to call your own kind savages, Human? Just because they do
not prefer to wear things, is that it? Answer me this truthfully,
what if a group of people came into your nest and bound, tortured and took you from
all you love… just to become someone else’s plaything? You call
them savages, but they have
shown you more respect than I’ve seen any from this Laqura
Empire gave them. You beat
hatchlings or let it happen… They are no savage,
you are.” Daku pointed a finger/talon
at the center of the man’s chest. “Hurting your own kind to do
things because you are lazy is foolish. Only the weak minded label
others who are less than you are. Tell me, in honesty, would you
let those who hurt you live? They did.” Daku’s hand gestured to all
aboard. His blue eyes bored into the sailor’s, silently waiting for
an answer. The man couldn’t hold such a powerful gaze and turned
his eyes to the wooden deck and submitted in overwhelming defeat.
He said not a word for he could not dispute such logic presented.
“I thought as much. Such insensitive words will get you killed the
next time and I will not
intervene on your behalf again.” Daku poked the man’s chest
with a sharp talon. “Tell the other human’s what I said and evolve
into a better person. Stand by yourself and don’t be lazy. I know
your scent now and if I ever catch it again to find you are
stagnant and haven’t changed, I’ll make a meal out of
you.”

The man’s wide eyes turned to Cage. “You
would allow your Familiar to eat a living human?”

Cage crossed his arms. “I see no human in
you, only a rat. A rodent and nothing more. Daku eats rodents.”
Zatal grinned.

“But I am human?” He man’s fear wouldn’t
allow him to understand.

“No, you are not.” Cage clarified. “We are
all animals, but what makes us human is our choices. To allow
cruelty and pain to flourish shows you are weak. Grow the fuck up
or remain an animal to die like one. Real humans help without
forcing others to do something they don’t want to.” He pointed to
the helm. “Get back to work and keep your trap shut. When you get
relieved, tell the others what we said. And any further remarks of
savages or heathens will show you exactly why you’ve been taught to
think that way. Your death will be quick and far less painless than
anything all these people suffered.” Cage’s black eyes shifted.
“Zatal, go lay down and rest, I’ll watch over him till someone
trades places.

An unstoppable yawn escaped the large, naked
warrior who nodded and left to rest with his friends. Railing in
the back had a bench where one can sit and Cage took it to keep a
close eye on the man while Daku said “I’m going to fly and see if
there is trouble ahead or following behind. Be back in an hour
unless I find anything. This time in the morning offers great
range.” After a quick pat on a furry shoulder, Cage watched as Daku
took to the sky to become a speck high above.

Not long after that, Sean and Brooke woke and
found him sitting alone. “Here Dad!” Sean tossed a juicy red apple,
testing his new father’s reflexes and watched as Cage’s arm struck
like a snake and snatched the ball of fruit out of the air. Sean
smiled widely and came over. His little brown eyes grew wide as
Cage gripped the apple between his large hands, added just the
right amount of pressure and twisted his grip in opposite
directions to rip the fruit in half. “How did you do that!”

Youthful excitement from his boy made Cage
smile. “It’s an old trick I was taught by the man who raised me as
his own. You must have not seen me do it yesterday. Beau, the old
man, said a man’s grip shows his strength, but the precision on how
to fully use it shows control. Even before these gauntlets were put
on, my grip strength could tear through flesh like bread. To get my
fingers so strong I had to hit them against a tree about a thousand
times a day. Your mother can tell you how strong my hands are.”

“It is true.” She said, sitting beside her
man and wrapping an arm around his waist. “With just one hand, he
ripped a man’s throat out. Even I never seen someone do that
before.”

Cage took a bite out of a half. “I have
extensive upper body strength, but control is much harder. To split
an apple, your control must be great. You have to apply
enough pressure to spin it free
without bruising the meat or turning it to mush. It is a very
delicate technique that changes from apple to apple, just like
people. You cannot expect every battle to go the same way every
time now can you? Nothing remains the same and something as simple
as splitting an apple can teach you how to adapt and overcome. If
you want to try yourself, go get another apple and one of the bowls
from my bag. I guarantee you’ll make a mess.”

Sean grinned, got up and quietly hurried back
to the front to return minutes later with three apples in a bowl.
By that time, Cage ate his apple and threw the seeds over a
shoulder and out to sea. He sat down on the deck and picked up an
apple. Brooke pressed herself closer to Cage on the bench and began
rubbing slow circles on his back as they watched their son gripping
the apples as he seen his dad do. His hands were much smaller as he
held the ripened fruit and attempted to duplicate the result. Sean
unfortunately neither had the control nor the grip strength. His
face turned red with strain before his little hands slipped and
shot the apple straight up. Cage acted fast, extending a foot and
gently kicking it skillfully back inside the bowl between Sean’s
crossed legs.

Brooke couldn’t hold back a merry laugh at
Sean’s embarrassed expression. She covered her mouth with both
hands saying “Sorry.” before visibly shaking and trying to hold it
all in.

“Try again, Sean. I killed over a thousand
apples before perfecting the skill.” Cage urged. “You have plenty
of time to learn.” His gaze shifted. “How about you try it too.”
Sean gladly tossed her one and she stopped laughing.

She held it and raised a delicate eyebrow.
“Doesn’t seem difficult.” Then she tried it. Her fingers bit into
the skin without mercy, spraying juice in her startled face. This
time, Cage and Sean laughed and she joined them. “I guess I was
mistaken.” Brooke licked her fingers with mirth dancing in her soft
brown eyes.

Their laughter slowly woke those on board,
but not in a bad way. Some came up to see what was so funny and
smiled. It was the simple laugh over the mundane that truly
mattered and the months of pain made such things rare and almost
forgotten. Brooke and Sean continued trying, but it soon escalated
into a challenge to see who would succeed first. She soon grabbed
for the second.

The end result consisted of apple pulp.

The remains of the apples were placed in the
bowl, per Cage’s request. He picked the bowl up and levitated it
effortlessly while conjuring a flame beneath that cooked the apple
into a bubbling mess. Sean grabbed some hardtack for his dad who
ate until full. The tingle of magic woke Megdline and Frill and
while they ate they asked about Daku’s whereabouts. Cage simply
pointed up.

Feeling full and well rested, Cage cleaned
more water from the sea, enough for everyone to wash dirt, blood
and grime off. The whole ship’s morale boosted from the simplest
things denied after so long. Just food, water and a bath was bliss
for these people and not one felt anger or resentment towards the
few who saved them. Megdline teleported to the other ships using
magic and helped do the same for everyone. She returned not long
after and sat down to rest after relying mostly on her inner power
to complete the tasks.

Then Daku’s whiteness reflected the sun’s
light to precede his imminent arrival on deck. He landed the same
size he left saying to his partner “One floating tree follows, but
is more than a day behind us. To the south is another headed this
way at nearly the same amount of time. It looks somewhat like that
one over there.” He pointed a talon to a nearby boat following.

“A cargo ship?” Cage asked before turning to
the others. “Do you think they’ll be carrying more slaves like how
they transported all of you?”

Zatal stepped forward. “Chief, can you use
magic to see… like you told us how you followed us?”

He nodded and focused his mind. The tingle of
magic tickled between his shoulders as a sight mirror came to life.
Cage focused in the direction south and looked into the conjuring
as it peered down from high above. The image scrolled south as Cage
commanded it to. Within three minutes he found an oddity over the
blue water with the beach always on the right of the image. The
oddity did indeed turn out to be a rather large cargo ship. All
standing on board with Cage watched as the image zoomed close to
find a dozen sailors waking on deck, working the boat properly. He
turned to the cargo area and the image acted more like a ghost as
it clearly passed through the boat and into a dark area. Instantly
it became clear it was indeed another slave ship carrying many
Emrocan citizens, about fifty in all, some more tribal people as
well. Those standing with Cage began to shout, but Daku silenced
them with an annoyed rumble deep in his chest. Cage didn’t pay
attention as he spied a mage and crow Familiar lounging in a
luxurious room. He spent another minute gathering knowledge before
the strain of continuing the difficult magic could drain him. He
turned around once it disappeared.

“You have a plan?” Megdline asked, knowing
her student well enough by simply seeing determination in his
eyes.

“Yes. And yes, I’m not going to let that ship
reach its intended destination.”

“What do you want us to do, Chief?” Moril
asked, drawling her knife meaningfully with a wry smile.

“I feel that this is something Daku and I
need to do alone. If we tried a direct assault with the fleet they
could use the captives as hostages. I know none of you like the
idea of us going alone, but I can find no other alternative in
which to truly save everyone.” He said aloud.

“And I agree.” Daku spoke aloud. “Cage, I too
feel this to be the correct path of success. What you are feeling
is part of our bond that needs to be solidified. Warlocks and
griffins always sealed their union in battle and I sense it will
come to that.” His beaked head bobbed in a nod.

“Before that, since we have time, I want to
fight you.” Cage staked.

Daku smiled with twinkling blue eyes. “As do
I.” He lowered his head and parted his wings meaningfully.
Crouching into an attack position. The griffin felt a stirring in
his blood that his warlock also felt that said a good battle is
close. Adrenaline coursed through their veins, awakening their
senses to the maximum. Cage, feeling excitement and seeing a twin
in Daku’s eyes, lowered into a counterattack stance with his left
arm extended to divert the initial strike and a curled right fist
to send in return. His knees bent, making it near impossible to be
knocked off balance and also able to move or kick, depending on
what comes.

Just before they went to fight, Megdline
leaped between them. “What is wrong with the two of you? You two
are so focused you do not see this place is too crowded. There are
other means we can try, like sending me. I can deal with that mage
easily and still keep everyone safe. Listen to me!” Megdline
shouted as she noticed the warlock and griffin still poised.

A rather large warrior covered in many
battle scars stepped forward. “Magic Woman,” he called out to gain
her and everyone else’s attention. “in my tribe, warriors who do
not know each other too well and have been paired, must do battle
in a nonlethal way. It is to tell the fighters everything they need
to know about each other. I believe they must fight to know how the other moves so that
when the true battle arrives they won’t get in each other’s way. I
could not go into battle if my companion and I do not have such an
understanding. But what I’m seeing in each of them makes any
warrior, myself included, feel like learning children. I believe
they should fight or there will be trouble later when they
encounter something that will get them killed if they do not have
understanding.” He looked to everyone. “We should give them as much
room as they need. Children, head to the back of the boat. The rest
of us should get clear. These two warriors need to let loose and
will hold back with us in the way.”

“I agree with him, Megdline.” Priestess
Brooke spoke. “You and I both know they would be doing this sooner
or later. After all, this is
Cage’s way. He loves and lives for a fight… Daku by the looks
of it does too. They are not entirely like us, remember?” Brooke began heading towards the back
first to get a clear spot with which to watch clearly and
unobstructed. Sean and all the children followed. The other adults
tagged along, watching what would happen.

“Let them.” Frill said to his reluctant
partner. “We’ve both read that warlocks, when they get ready to
fight, cannot stop until they are satisfied. Griffin lore is
similar too. True warriors learn best by fighting and they come no
truer than these two.” With a high, raised tail, Frill walked over
sit near the front of the huddled people.

Megdline sighed, realizing the hopelessness
of putting a leash on these two. They’d just chew through. She
walked away quickly and made a shield to protect those in front
from any issues that might arise.

At the completion of her protective spell,
the two struck.

Daku’s twitching tail is all that gave
indication he was about to strike. He lunged, showing Cage
incredible speed. Cage stayed put as his Familiar leaned back,
raised a right arm with fingers and talons hooked to deliver a
deadly blow. Cage’s left hand intercepted the griffin’s right and
directed it aside. His curled fist sped forward as his legs did a
small jump aside to avoid the bulk threatening to slam into him.
The fist nearly connected with Daku’s neck, but the griffin flapped
his wings just enough to miss. Cage’s grin grew, already liking the
fight that didn’t end in a single blow. Daku rotated his supple
body, folded his left wing as Cage went to step away and snapped it
out, clipping Cage’s chin and used enough force with the original
movement to make Cage flip over backwards. Before his head slammed
into the ground, his large hands planted and continued the flip
till he regained footing. The move impressed Daku, but not for long
as Cage laughed in happiness of his element, fighting. He jumped
and his arms seemed to blur as they pumped fist after fist without
tiring. Daku’s body not only had power, but also a suppleness to it
that gave him the ability to barely keep himself safe from his
partner’s barrage.

Kicks mixed in and also were avoided. Feints
blended into the attack, but each of them had skills that knew at a
glance which would be fake or real.

The griffin crouched a second before jumping
straight up with all arms, tucked his wings, flipped with blinding
speed and extended a leg. The leg was just like a human’s axe kick
would be like, only more dangerous. Daku’s move kicked Cage
directly in the sternum with inhuman force, so much so that the
move literally threw the warlock over ten feet and slammed his back
directly into the mast of the ship. The hit knocked the wind from
his lungs and sent pain shooting up and down from the painful
impact. Stars danced in Cage’s vision for a moment from the strike
and a gasping breath cleared them.

Cage grinned and stepped away saying “Ready
to take the kid-gloves off?”

Daku didn’t fully understand so he nodded and
was surprised as Cage laughed with glee and showed he had been
holding back, but now freed his restraints. A powerful blow
centered in Daku’s chest came as his human twisted low and brought
a fist beneath a well defended area, something he never seen or
felt before. The punch lifted his bulk clear off the ground for a
moment and then a sharp elbow struck the back of his furry head,
blurring Daku’s vision and sent him painfully hard to the
ground.

Unleashing a measure of his own true
strength, Daku’s vision cleared as he cried out a shrill roar and
rolled twice to the side, sprang up and swiped. Four deep wounds
sliced Cage’s flesh from his right shoulder to left hip. White hot
pain seared his body while blood flowed freely. “Finally!” both
shouted together, finding one who can truly fight back. They
grinned for a moment before each started laughing and fighting in a
whirlwind of strikes, pecks, kicks and all manner of attacks.
Cage’s powerful fingers ripped a piece of Daku’s shoulder muscle
out as the other took an inch deep by five long strip out with a
sharp beak from Cage’s right waistline. Neither gave up as blood
soaked them both and the deck. Flesh and fur flew. But Cage quickly
realized that Daku’s flesh isn’t like human for it was more like
treated leather. It was harder to pierce the flesh with his
fingers, but years of upper body exercise couldn’t slow him
down.

The end of the fight happened as Cage plucked
out Daku’s right eye while Daku countered with a talon cutting
through the carotid artery on the side of Cage’s neck. The fight
lasted only a minute, not a second longer.

Both crumpled to the ground bloody, tired,
and filled with firing pain receptors. Cage knew he had to act
quick and focused through the pain, something he always did. Blue
light enveloped his neck first as he felt every part of his flesh
knitting back together and the itching of rapid healing told it was
working. The cut was clean and easily repaired. Then he began
multiple healing spells all over. His body had been shredded by
Daku’s beak and talons and not even his expensive leather pants
survived. Pain became replaced by the itching.

Brooke and everyone aboard could do nothing
except stare in shock at what they just saw. She knew her man held
back from every fight she witnessed, but nothing prepared her for
what she and all others got to see. He had struck with such speed,
precision and strength that she truly believed now that his skills
could easily have defeated her whole tribe singlehandedly after
watching that. She stared in shocked awe as the two of them tore
into each other without restraint. Even mortally wounded he didn’t
stop, like a man possessed. His grin remained where any other man
would have cried out and surrendered. His glory in battle was only
matched by Daku’s sinuous grace and raw power. Her heart pounded
with a torrent of mixed emotions. Lust and worry were the dominant
pair. Every woman has a liking for men to do battle, but she knew
if she had seen this before he came into her tribe, she would have
laid down without fighting. He had an overwhelming dominance that
made any women want to fill her with the power he possessed. Broken
and bloody they dropped and she watched Cage heal wounds that would
have certainly killed if not for magic. Shock held her and everyone
else in place.

Flesh repaired rapidly and places that lost
chunks took slightly longer to regenerate. Swelling receded. A
minute passed before his body became as it was before, only with
some lost blood coating everything. His eyes turned to a struggling
Daku with one blue eye twinkling and in tremendous pain. Cage found
the large removed eye rolling on the deck because of the waves and
caught it before it got out of reach. He came closer and popped the
eye back in the socket. Magic began to flow into the griffin,
sealing wounds and stopping bleeding. It seemed healing magic
wasn’t negated by griffin magic. The most difficult task was
reattaching the nerves from the severed eye. Cage worked till
everything seemed in order. He then put a bloody hand over Daku’s
unharmed eye and asked “Look around with the other eye I put back
in. Can you find anything different?”

Daku’s eyes focused ahead and spun with
proper muscles. “It is as it was.”

Cage laughed and wrapped his arms around the
griffin’s neck. “That was by far the best fight of my life! I’ve
never felt so alive.”

“The same can be said by me.” Daku hooted and
wrapped his blood-soaked arms around his warlock. “Best fight
indeed. I feel truly alive again.” They laughed and rolled each
other around like playful children.

Megdline let the barrier drop along with her
jaw. She walked over first as she fought her own fears and awe.
“How can you laugh so easily after nearly killing each other?”

They laughed louder and managed to disengage
and stand as if nothing happened. If not for the copious amounts of
blood and Cage’s ruined pants they could have pulled it off. The
Familiar said “There is so much you need to learn about warlocks
and my kind. We love to fight, especially each other. We push each
other to greater strengths and no warlock of the past ever wounded
me like Cage has done this amazing day. I feel like a young cub
again!” He cried happily to the sky. “Oh how I’ve longed for a
worthy adversary.”

Cage punched his Familiar’s shoulder.
“Ditto!” They laughed again. His heartbeat slowed and a calmness he
knew all too well overcame him. He looked into those happy blue
eyes. “We will make a great team. I’m already going over our fight
and want to do it again someday soon.” The griffin smiled in a
macabre way as his lovely form was saturated in a mixture of their
blood. It made Cage look at himself more closely.

Ruined pants slid down to the ground and were
removed. He held a hand over the deck and willed all the blood to
gather before he threw the softball size glob overboard. He then
jerked his thumb towards the water and said “We need to do a quick
swim now.” Daku looked at himself before laughing. Together they
ran for the rail, jumped and dove into the sea. They swam and let
the ocean do most of the cleaning of blood off their bodies. Cage
though helped scrub out the really soaked in crimson in fur. Daku
rolled to float on his back as he got a wonderful belly scratch.
They played in the water for about five minutes, getting a thorough
sea bath.

The Familiar said “Cage, climb and sit behind
my back.” and Daku grew several more feet as his partner climbed up
and wrapped long legs around a fur soaked neck. Cage wondered how
in the world they were going to take off from an impossible, liquid
platform. His curiosity ended after he heard “Hold your
breath.”

Breath held, Cage felt Daku’s powerful
muscles bunch and dive beneath the water. Cool water surrounded
them and then white wings propelled them deeper, forcing Cage’s
ears to pop. They sped through the water like a shark on the hunt.
Before the pressure became unbearable they began to ascend like a
rocket, powerful wings shooting them faster and faster. Legs
tightened to hold on and then they shot out. Wings snapped
straight, spraying excess water to replace it with wind. A powerful
pump shot them twenty feet above. Cage’s shout for joy made his
friend cry out as well. “What a rush!” Cage exclaimed. To keep the
excitement going and to dry off, Daku spun upside down and showed
the power contained in no other species. He flew near vertical and
did aerial maneuvers no machine could ever match. Much to the
Familiar’s surprise, his partner moved with him, as if they were
one. He pushed himself, but none other before had ever held on or
made a flight through the sky so thrilling, amazing and new
again.

But they couldn’t play all day long and with
a look, decided to get ready.

Below, not one pair of eyes could look away
from them. It was truly a once in a lifetime experience to see
something so beautiful happen before them. For the first time in
over ten thousand years a griffin and warlock flew together. It was
an aerial dance that truly warmed the heart.

A swift decent and expert precision brought
their flight to a halt. Cage unclenched his legs from around his
Familiar’s thick neck and lightly landed on the balls of his feet.
Brooke came over with a pleased smile. “Are the two of you done
playing?”

“Never!” Daku replied, but it caused a round
of laughter because his fur stood out in every direction and made
it look as if he had the mange. “What?” He blinked. To show what he
looked like, Cage conjured a mirror and the griffin eventually
laughed at himself. Cage then helped the drying process by
directing a spell which extracted the water from feather and fur.
Daku then began to preen himself with his beak.

“Dad, you are amazing!” Sean exclaimed
as he and many others approached with awe clearly exposed on their
faces. “You were like WHAM and
Daku was like CHAA! I’ve never
seen anything like it, Dad. All the blood was scary, but WOW! I
want to fight like that one day!” All the children became just as
animated and wanted to speak. What was funny to watch was Sean
trying to mimic some of the moves. It was adorable.

A delicate touch drew Cage’s attention back
to Brooke as she brushed her fingers over every place she saw him
get torn. “There is no scars, just fresh pink skin. Cage Love, that
fight filled me with desire while also making me worry for your
health. I see no injury, but your color is paler. Are you well, My
Love?”

“It will take a few days to replenish my
blood, but the healing spells are far better than healing
naturally. Scar tissue doesn’t seem to be a problem. Everything is
working properly. The blood loss will work well, in fact it will
sell my idea on infiltrating the ship. Can you go find me a set of
old sailor clothes?” He asked.

Brooke’s eyes glazed as she licked her lips
when her gaze dropped lower. He didn’t miss the desire she had
consuming her. Her nipples were hard and her flower was swelling in
preparation for what she wanted. Before she could act and disregard
all the witnesses he snapped his fingers, startling her back into
reality. Brooke shook her head and smiled seductively. He also
noticed that his mate wasn’t the only woman not thinking clearly as
most looked hungrily for him to be with them. He felt quite
flattered because these women only allowed strong men to sleep with
them and his fun fight with Daku must have thoroughly impressed
them all on a primal level. The men were both jealous and admiring
his prowess in combat. The Utala Priestess finally composed herself
enough to ask someone to fetch a set of clothes. Someone went off
to do just that. Even Frill asked questions and gave praise to
witness such a profound battle.

The group began to ask questions to both Cage
and Daku about their fight and how they got to be so skilled. Both
basically said it was mostly lots of experience and training. A
pair of pants and shirt was offered. They were dirty, greasy and
smelled so much they nearly had a life of their own. They did fit,
but just barely. He then asked “Is there a small rum barrel or
something I could use to float on? I’ll need it to be airtight or
just enough to hold me up.”

“Oh!” Sean said and turned to a little girl.
“Did you say you found bad tasting water that burned your lips?”
The girl brightened and ran off to return in a few seconds with a
cask of rum that could be carried beneath an arm. The boy grinned
and patted her back before they offered it to Cage who found it
nearly empty.

“Good work!” He praised and rubbed their
heads. Cage looked at Brooke. “Daku and I better get going before
the slave ship gets any closer. See you in a few hours or by
morning.”

“Be save, Love.” She gave him a quick kiss,
holding her desire back by a thread. Brooke looked to Daku to
smile. He cleaned up quickly and looked radiant again. “And you,
good hunting. Try to not have too much fun without us.”

“No promises.” Daku returned with a
laugh.

Cage tucked the barrel under his left arm as
he threw a leg over Daku’s head and slid back till he sat on strong
shoulders, between the magnificent pair of wings. Brooke and the
others wished farewell as the griffin walked over to the railing,
leapt, extended his wings and took to the air. Cage held on as his
friend flew higher and higher, till the fleet of ships were tiny
dots as they headed south. The air was cooler in the altitude Daku
leveled off at and Cage had to admit, he loved being in the air,
especially with his lifelong companion. He patted the thick neck
and the wind humming in his ears weren’t strong enough to take away
communication. “Daku, this is absolutely wonderful. I love it up
here, it is so peaceful. When I figure out how to use magic to fly
I would love to stay up here with you and play.”

“It is quite majestic up so high is it not.
Makes you realize just how big the world is while we are so small
in the grand scheme.” Daku turned his head nearly all the way
around. “I can still remember my first flight after hatching and my
feathers came in. Only now that I have you up here, I do not miss
my flock as I did for so long. As for flying, it will be a pleasure
to fly with you. When you learn to do so, I will teach you about
the sky’s dangers and benefits…”

Sharp black eyes scanned the area and pointed
to the right. “You mean like the gathering storm over there? I can
see the turbulence in the air that would make flying near
impossible… or if you glide to the left just a bit we’ll get hit by
an updraft that would eventually blow us into a headwind and make
your flight grind to a near stop.”

Daku looked in the direction Cage gestured to
smile. “Then it appears I do not need to teach you about the sky.
Your teachings have been quite thorough back on Earth. For
creatures who could not fly without mana, how do you know about
flying?”

“Because we made machines that allow us to
fly or glide. When I was being trained on how to kill, blend in or
find a weakness to exploit and infiltrate, I learned how to fly
nearly every machine there ever was. When I fought for the country
that betrayed me and my brothers and sisters, I had been trained to
take one look at the sky to know, or at least guess with some
certainty, what to expect in atmospheric conditions. The skills
came in quite handy on many occasions. Reading the weather isn’t
easy because it always changes, but I have a good idea on what to
be aware of.”

“Indeed.” Daku said.

“I do have a few questions that have
been nagging at me. Since I have you alone, maybe you can clarify
them.” Cage then went on as Daku turned his neck to look back.
“What was this pact you make with warlocks that actually made your
whole race Familiars. Why could only my ancestors summon you?”

The Familiar smiled. “It was actually before
my time, but I do know what happened. I’ve already told you my kind
cannot actively use magic to do anything except alter our size or
in rare cases, our yell can stop a summoning and magics. Warlocks
can do great spells for so small of bodies. Our ancestors got
together because of a war actually.”

“A war?” Cage asked.

“Yes, with each other. It happened about two
million years ago when warlocks made all-out war on griffins. Many
flocks and humans died. But the dragons didn’t have the power to
intervene between our two species going at each other’s throats.
Eventually when it became clear that less than a quarter of the
original population from our two species remained, that the cost of
victory was too high. The survivors would be left with nothing
except regret.” He flapped his wings and continued. “The eldest
white king of the remaining flocks was the first to seek an end to
the slaughter and the dragons gladly facilitated the initial
meeting between our two species and find a beneficial compromise.
It took twenty years and during that time it was outlawed for any
fighting to break out. It was a hostile time and some tried to
reignite conflict because hatred ran deeply between us.

“What it came down to is we griffins wanted
to do things warlocks could and warlocks were envious of our
ability to change size to fight any opponent equally with nothing
but our claws. Like you, your ancestors loved to fight. Not to kill
usually, but to enjoy a worthy adversary and struggle to win.
Because magic cannot harm us directly, we were hard to kill thanks
to our thick skin and hard wings while and humans could reproduce
quickly. Griffins wanted to be part of freely used magic and
warlocks wanted a good fight. It was determined we would magically
bind our species. I do not know specifically how warlocks
implemented such a spell that circumvented my kind’s resistance to
magic, but it bound us together forevermore. It took another ten
years to create such a spell, but I do know that the superior
griffin got the same of their warlock. The rare elite warlocks got
white griffins while the lesser got grey, red or brown. The weakest
warlock got common animals and weren’t seen as worthy of a griffin
Familiar.

“And when I was born, my power was the
greatest the flock had ever seen before and no elite warlock before
you, Cage, could claim me.” Daku wrapped his hands around Cage’s
ankles and smiled. “I believed that there would never be a warlock
powerful enough to claim me.”

“Then how did the dragon’s take it? I don’t
think they would want two species as strong as they are to bind
themselves together. Wouldn’t they be afraid?”

“Yes, and apparently they spoke of the
dangers posed… which came to pass ten thousand years ago when they
finally acted to remove our united threat. At the time, our three
races were relatively equal, one on one. But together, the dragons
feared for the first time in generations that we would turn on them
so we also made a pact to not make war for five thousand years
after the binding. If we didn’t show promise, the magic to cease
aggression with them would be reapplied. For over a million years
our species didn’t declare full war even once. There were battles,
but never a war as devastating as what our ancestors did to each
other. What truly tempered our races is what we just did on the
floating tree.” Cage looked back at the fading fleet. “We partners
fought whenever we pleased and since warlocks could use magic
freely, we healed immediately and could fight whenever the need
took us. It kept our talons sharp and griffins gained immortality
so long as their human lived. We could be ripped and scattered into
the wind, but our warlock could always bring us back.”

That piqued Cage’s curiosity. “What about
your brain? Wouldn’t you cease to be who you are if your brain got
scrambled?”

“No, it is part of the magic linking
mage to Familiar. So long as you live, I live. My mind and body
remain the same. A being’s spirit is permanent and only leaves the
body in death. I cannot die truly
till you do. Why, is it on Earth that people cease being who
they are if their mind is injured?”

Cage nodded. “Yes, it is usually referred to
as amnesia. Sometimes they remember who they were, many become
completely different. Amnesia is rare, but common knowledge without
a cure. It must mean that without mana, a person’s spirit ends with
the mind.” He sat quietly and contemplated such new knowledge. He
also felt glad Daku would always live with him and not die alone.
His heart eased. Cage recovered to ask “You said many thousands of
generations will be needed for humans on this planet to use magic
commonly, but how can that be if everyone has inferred warlocks
were born by warlocks. How did there become cousin species? I mean,
wouldn’t all humans be warlocks over the years? Humans mages here
seem to be, as a whole, nearly an eighth of the overall common
population?”

Daku grew silent and looked away, making it
quite obvious he stumbled on a touchy subject. After a few minutes
of silence the Familiar said “What you ask is not for me to divulge
carelessly. Not even to my own partner. One day I will seek an
agreement with Twilight’s council and that of the Rex’s’, the
dragon leaders. Without a unanimous vote, I am not permitted to
speak of warlock origins.” His blue eyes turned back around to
stare seriously. “Do not ask me this question again. I will not
forget it, nor will I not seek agreement from others. If they say
no, I won’t be allowed. Is this what you wish? To know the legacy
and origins of your ancestors?”

“Yes. Any information is better than none,
especially if it might be used against me and I’m ignorant. I learn
from the past to not make the same mistake in the future.” Cage
watched Daku nod and went silent, waiting to speak more. “What is
the difference between a normal warlock and an elite? Megdline
cannot even seem to find anything on this classification, just a
vague reference.”

Daku smirked. “Besides that your strength
will be more formidable, I’ll not say. You will learn quite soon
what will separate you from any others. When your power fully
matures it will be something quite amazing. I’ll keep this a
secret. You just keep using magic to get stronger. In all my time
I’ve only ever seen an elite mature once fully before my eyes.
Usually it takes twenty years to mature as the body does, we’ll
just see how long it will take for a grown male.”

Silence lasted all of a few minutes, Daku
really seem to enjoy dandling tantalizing things just out of reach,
but Cage figured to let him have it for now because the future
seemed more exciting, not knowing. If he did say, the expectations
would do more harm than good. It would take out all the fun. Cage
nodded before saying “There is one thing we need to discuss, who
we’ll fight. If in a mage battle, you occupy the Familiar.”

“Really?” Daku
retorted sarcastically, his eyes teasing. “Is that all? I’m a
Familiar, your Familiar. I
will take on enemy Familiars. But if you get overwhelmed like
yesterday, my priorities will change to keep you alive. For battles
we know would be easily won, you fight the mage, but for large
ones, we fight together.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

Daku turned back around and peered far ahead
to say “Am I to assume you are going for a swim so those human’s
will pick you up?”

“Yep, drop me in their path. Can you see
them?” Cage asked for all he could spot was either land or open
ocean.

“Yes. They are still coming this way. How far
away should we land?”

“Place us an hour’s worth ahead of the boat.
I’ll cloak us so they do not accidently spot our descent.”

Daku leaned forward and Cage erected a very
weak barrier with the sole purpose of allowing all light to
effortlessly pass through, rendering them invisible to the naked
eye. They could see out, but nothing could see behind the veil. The
Familiar gracefully spiraled to the ocean, in the direct path of
the approaching ship.

Getting less than fifteen from the water’s
surface, Cage flipped himself as if he had practiced the move for
months and landed expertly dove into the water while throwing the
cask before it got taken due to buoyancy. The water felt warm after
flying up high for a half hour. He surfaced and swam over to the
floating little barrel. The invisible spell broke and Daku began to
get small as he circled. Cage grabbed it and held on in the ever
moving water. Daku eventually shrunk to the size of a large
hummingbird, barely four inches long, and landed on the floating
wood and waited.

Rolling waves lifted and dropped them. The
morning sun constantly beat upon the water with few puffy clouds to
offer shade. The horrible smell of the common sailor clothes
finally got a much needed bath. Some of the stains seem to be
losing their grip on the fabric and the cotton material became
heavy with the Jamma Ocean’s seemingly endless water. Land barely
could be spotted from time to time, when the waves rose high enough
to allow the static landmass to be seen.

“Now we wait?” Daku asked, avoiding most of
the water from atop the small barrel.

“Almost. I need to sell the story.” Very
carefully, Cage opened the tap and took a swig of the foul rum to
begin swishing it around like mouthwash. The smell became the
primary point to sell the issue since most of the sailors seem to
sweat the drink. He poured all except a half cup out before sealing
it and making the barrel more buoyant. Daku flitted around like a
speedy sparrow as Cage held on to the airtight cask and laid his
head on it, pretending to need to hold it for dear life. Magic
sucked moisture from his lips and made them crack, further selling
it. Emotion and hope drained from his features and only the faint
wish for rescue is all that remained. “Daku, fly to the east first
and turn around to use the sun and find a safe place in which to
board the boat and wait for me. I won’t be able to use magic to
conceal you with that mage onboard. It would be best if you keep
that size until we get the mage out into the open.”

“See you in an hour or so.” Daku said and
sped off like a bullet, disappearing.

Cage took his arms and weakly held on to the
flotation device to wait. He also set his diamonds to scan for
dangerous sea creatures and warn if any got too close. If animals
on Earth came from here then there certainly had to be man eating
sharks. Getting bit, even for simple curiosity, wasn’t a fun idea.
And if any sharks did get close Cage would simply create a very
weak electrical pulse that the apex predators of the ocean detested
and avoided.

 


“MAN OVERBOARD!!!” The sailor up in the
crow’s nest shouted and pointed north. The ship came alive and
looked in the general direction. It took several moments to spot
the floating body ahead of them in the mid morning sun. The sailors
scrambled to prep the ship to slow. The mage traveling with their
cargo of fresh slaves stepped outside with a black raven on his
shoulder. The sailors stopped as he worked magic before all of them
to bring up a picture of seawater and nothing more. “I see no man
overboard. What nonsense is this!?”

The captain pointed. “Your magic must be
broken for my eyes clearly see that.” He pointed ahead of the
slowing ship.

The mage scowled and approached the bow to
see clearly what his magic could not. “I do not like this. My spell
should have seen him.” He tried again, now seeing the barely alive
individual to find his sight mirror had gone pure white and unable
to see anything. “He must have been spelled.” He turned around.
“Captain, be extra cautious with him.”

 


Heavy splashes and shouting men grew louder,
but Cage pretended to be passed out and delirious. He could hear
the ship slowing almost to a standstill. They shouted to see if he
was alive and he moved an arm slightly, pretending to be weak from
exhaustion. The subtle movement of life made the shout for him to
be ready.

A huge fishing net was thrown and landed
completely over Cage and covering ten feet in any direction. He
expected something like this or using a lifeboat to retrieve him.
The net threatened to drag Cage below, but before it could the net
was snapped hard and pulled him towards the cargo ship. It was an
uncomfortable way to be brought up, but effective nonetheless. He
hit his head and shoulder hard, but he kept up a severely weak
appearance and relaxed as if he’d been struggling to live for days
without any aid.

Once aboard a group of men extracted him from
the heavy netting and pulled his limp body near the center of the
deck. A quick, almost delirious glance informed him that all twenty
two men were there, but the mage and his Familiar wasn’t. He could
sense a faint tickle of magic as he hung his head and was laid out
beneath the shade of the mast. Also in his glance he saw most had a
hand on a cutlass. The curved swords remained sheathed, but in
their stance they were all on guard.

“Here son, you look like you need this.” An
older man, probably the captain offered a cup. Cage shook his hands
weakly for the offered drink, but the man placed his hands over
Cage’s and got more water on his chest and the captain, a few
coughing fits really sold his state. What they didn’t know is not
one drop of water was ingested, especially after smelling the faint
floral aroma of what ruins a mage’s focus to use spells. Floranna
flower petals. Somehow the mage aboard had a suspicion and wanted
to drug Cage so he couldn’t use magic. To make sure that not a drop
flowed through his system he bit his cheek to let blood freely and
half filled his mouth before spitting it up. “What happened to
you?”

“Pirates.” Cage slurred and quickly realized
that if the other mage wanted a closer look at him while he was in
the water that he wouldn’t because of Twilight’s spell preventing
anyone from looking at him while they alone watched. That would be
more than enough to put any weak minded fool on guard. It would
also be why they tried to drug him. His teeth were stained red as
he tasted copper. “Yesterday… captured… Bepop attacked… so many
mages. My gift let me… escaped…” Cage looked away after the
incoherent blabber to give them just enough information to shift
suspicion while retaining a delirious character which made the
sailors grow sympathetic. His eyes slowly started to fall.

“Captain, he does not look well. What are
your orders?”

“Bring that damn mage here.” The captain said
while dropping the cup.

The mage with the crow stepped out from
behind a door to approach with a wary eye. He said “He did not
drink. I told you he must.”

“The man is barely alive.” The captain said
while standing. “His words might not be clear, but they do not bode
well. He said pirates and something about Bepop being attacked. Use
those damned spells to find the city.”

“Watch your tone with me, Captain.” The mage
said coldly and the captain stepped back and looked away in defeat,
not one to test a mage’s patience. Then the mage conjured his sight
mirror to find his eyes flying wide as much of Bepop lay in
smoldering ruin or consumed in flames. “The city is in shambles…
but how? No band of pirates would dare attack a city… just who
could…” Before he could get an answer he looked down and said
“Where did he go?”

Entrapped by what they saw, none watched as
Cage casually slipped around, using blind spots and got closer. A
little glimmer of white caught his eye as Daku climbed out of a
coil of ropes and climbed the backside of the railing to not be
seen till he reached the top. A surge of magic turned the mage’s
attention to Daku as he grew to eight inches in length and
leapt.

Daku cried out for another battle and tackled
the crow off the man’s shoulder, not even getting slowed by the
man’s barrier since magic didn’t directly affect him. The raven
squawked at the sudden attack and was overwhelmed as the powerful
griffin dug his talons, claws and beak into the bird. Black
feathers flew and no matter however powerful magic the bird used,
he could not break the griffin’s attack or gain a hold as they
flailed all across the deck.

Cloaked in a skintight barrier, Cage
maneuvered in such a way that the other sailors couldn’t react.
Cage got closer as black, shield breaking, magic swirled around his
fists. The other mage turned and caught sight of who laughed and
jumped right at him. The man sensed the greater strength coming and
knew he had no chance. He managed to successfully avoid the attack
while conjuring a dark purple arch and stepped through before Cage
could get closer. A faint pop sounded in less than a second as the
man fled for his own life.

It was his only correct choice.

Daku’s struggle ended as his opponent turned
purple and disappeared too.

With the mage gone and taken care of, Cage
turned as all twenty two drew swords. The darkness swirling around
Cage’s fists ended along with his barrier. Though they had
advantage in numbers they could instinctively know that they were
sorely outclassed. Still, they couldn’t allow one man, even a mage,
to take their ship. The captain pointed his sword and commanded his
men to charge. The first ten did so and heard their opponent
laughing as he raced for them.

Cutlass’ have only a hacking technique to be
effective and were quite limited. Gauntlets harder than steel, but
with the pliability of skin is by far the greater weapon. Cage
caught or deflected the weapons, sometimes causing them to spark.
Punches, elbows and kicks disarmed and inflected terrible pain on
each person who came at him and got too close. He knew he needed
these men to work the enormous boat properly and held back on the
death blows.

Ten went down in just as many seconds, one
barely scored a cheek cut that drew only a few blood drops. The
rest soon followed, unable to resist the man who alone overtook the
ship. In two minutes it was all over and during that time, Daku
stayed perched on the railing while laughing.

Cage bathed his hands in bright orange fire
to command. “All of you, move to the bow.” To show they didn’t move
fast enough he put his hands close to one of the terrified men. The
intense heat alone got the desired effect. All the swords remained
on the ground as the group of men crowded at the front. “Daku, I
hope you do not mind keeping these good gentlemen together while I
go free the prisoners?”

“Not at all.” He said and flew down, all the
while growing to the size he took to fly with Cage on his back. The
large griffin’s landing showed he weighed much more and his hard
blue eyes locked the frightened humans in place, hoping one would
be foolish. Daku stood guard while Cage went into the room beneath
the helm where the mage occupied the captain’s quarters.

Hanging on a wall was a large ring of keys.
Cage took them and came back outside to find the cargo hold, opened
the horizontal door and walked down the steps. Many prisoners
turned to look in his direction. Most had been starved to the point
where they could be broken more easily. He found a few tribal
people because of their beads, but most were common Emroc citizens.
He grinned “Who wants to go home!?”

Not a single person replied and he knew that
they thought he was making fun. He held up the ring of keys. “I
know all of you heard that scuffle right above your heads. I’m
taking you home.” To show he meant it, he walked over to the
nearest tribal warrior. “Hello, Brother. Let’s get those things
off.” He unlocked the shackles on his feet and reached over to
release his wrists. The warrior sat up to smile. “Take the keys and
free everyone.”

Cage went back up to begin gathering all the
swords and knives. Daku kept the men silent and focused as he
twitched his tail, wanting to play like a cat with a mouse. Cage
watched as one older man slowly stuck his head out, expecting to be
killed, but he did climb out when he saw Daku’s stunning form
blocking the sailors. Others came out behind to get a breath of
fresh air for the first time in weeks and rubbed chafed wrists.
“Are there any soldiers among you?” he asked the growing number
coming out. Ten men with the physique and movement of seasoned
veterans raised a hand. “Good, you and the tribal people come and
get a blade. In return for your freedom I ask you do not kill the
sailors unless they cause trouble. I’m giving them the same
guarantee as I did for the fleet of freed prisoners coming this
way. We will not stoop to their level and when we are safely in
Emrocan waters they will be allowed to leave. Locate the rations
and eat to regain your strength. I can see you are all starving.
Remember, we will let them keep their lives so long as they work
the ship. If I wanted them dead, I would have killed them. Do you
have any questions.”

“They killed my wife and son! They shouldn’t
be allowed to live!” A furious young man stated.

“Honestly, I don’t give a rat’s ass
whether they live or die. But it is not up to you, it’s
my choice. If you try to kill them I
won’t stop you, but I won’t let all of you do it out of a mob
mentality. If you go, you go alone and take your chances. If they
kill you I will not stop them either. They will live if they work
or die together, but if they work and you try to kill them, they
can defend themselves. I am in charge… unless you want to challenge
me and don’t want to go back to Emroc.” The group looked down,
especially the resentful man who had every right to his vengeance,
but they could see that if he overtook the ship that he wasn’t to
be trifled with. “If you hate the empire, when you get returned you
can enlist. Skylar can always use the extra hands, but while
I’m running the show, my word is law.
Is that clear?” He and many other’s nodded, aware that he is a fair
individual and didn’t ask for much more than respect. He laid out
the swords and the soldiers and tribal adults got the weapons.
Lastly he said to the newly armed men and women. “Take them below
and get comfortable. It’ll be a few hours before the rest of the
ships head this way. Rest and recover. Enjoy being free again. I’ll
see if I can get some food for everyone.” The armed men ushered the
sailors below as proper soldiers given a direct order.

Some came close, but he held up a hand. “I
know you are grateful, but I do not trust any of you. It is common
for an enemy to be slipped in to a group of slaves to gain intel
and make discord or kill any who try and help. It would be too easy
for one person to slip a knife between my ribs when they pretend to
act like grateful people. Do not come within arms reach unless you
wish to be hurt or even killed.”

They took the warning seriously, especially
when Daku came closer to sit comfortably nearby. Someone stated
“What manner of beast is that?”

“My name is, Daku, and I am no beast. I am a
griffin.”

Cage sat down to rest for a few minutes as
Daku informed all those who were ignorant of his lost kind. The
hard fight first thing in the morning, staying afloat for over an
hour in choppy water and a second fight wore him out. Blood loss
and magic to heal made him weaker. To help recover he eased back on
the draw his diamonds drew from him. In a half hour he felt better,
enough so that he could harpoon a large grouper and a sea
turtle.

While he sat on the aft of the ship, beneath
an overhang to get out of the blazing sun many came closer to thank
him. One of the recently freed soldiers took it upon himself to
stand guard and not allow anyone to get close. The rather large man
didn’t say a word, not even to say thanks, bit he did come in
handy. None came close enough for Cage or Daku to get defensive
with him standing guard.

Like last time, food returned spirits back to
being lively. A full stomach is a good thing. When it seemed that
everyone knew not to come close and said their peace, several
minutes passed and none approached. Daku said “Human, go eat your
fill and rest. If you wish to stand guard you may do so afterward.”
The man with a belted sword nodded and stepped away, dismissed.
Alone, Daku said “Contact Megdline and tell her we are safe. I
doubt she doesn’t already know, but it will be courteous.”

“How do I do that? I’ve tried experimenting
on how Megdline’s husband contacted us from Twilight, inside a cave
I doubt anyone has ever took shelter in. Everything I’ve tried
drain’s me. The distance factor is a major problem. The further
something is the more it takes to maintain a spell.” Cage admitted.
“I can throw my voice like I did back in Kote to frighten off a few
fools, but my limit to do that isn’t very far.”

Daku crossed his paws and looked evenly into
Cage’s eyes as they sat side by side. “Although I cannot do it
doesn’t mean I haven’t heard teachings of magical ways. There are
certain magics that have a loophole in them. For some, distance can
be manipulated, like how a mage can Jump from place to place
instantly. These magics, as I’ve hard, requires a constant amount
of mana. It uses greater amounts, but whether it is ten feet or ten
miles, the magic required is exactly the same.

“To speak as the one you called Grandpa did
is a simple and demanding task. Doing it requires the sight mirror
and the understanding that you want to speak to whom you are
looking at. The only drawback to this spell is sometimes when
other’s want to listen, they can. And to listen you must alter your
spell to pick up sound. Try.” Daku waited.

Cage tried calling up an image of Megdline,
but got only whiteness and remembered the spell encompassed those
nearest to himself. Brook and Sean also were white. Then he
switched to Moril who came into view clearly as she sat in a wide
circle with Lanna and Zatal, but a large space indicated that
others were also sitting. The draw from his body wasn’t so bad and
he altered the spell to pick up sound. At first there was silence
then there came a conversational voice of Zatal “And then what
happened?” There was another pause and then came a laugh from the
three warriors. Not only was sight stripped, but sound as well. It
was good, Cage admitted. None were able to hear any private
conversations. The laughing slowly relaxed and he focused his
desire to speak to them. He understood that the spell would need to
be transmitted from one spot to where his sight mirror is placed to
show everyone.

Copious amounts of mana infused the spell and
a two inch black sphere appeared in the mirror’s central point. But
what really made him know it worked was the startled expressions on
the three warriors’ face. Realizing he didn’t have long to maintain
such a spell for more than a minute he said “Hey guys, it’s me. Is
Brooke and Granny there?” Their three eyes shifted in the same
direction.

There was a brief pause and it appeared to
make the three wince, probably Brooke was screaming. Zatal
eventually said “Megdline says that they are. ‘What is your
situation?’ She asks.”

“The ship is stationary and there weren’t any
casualties. We’ll wait for everyone here. No sense in sailing north
when we’d only need to turn around. How far away do you think you
are?”

A slight pause preceded the warrior’s reply.
“Megdline believes five or six hours. It is good to hear your
voice, Chief. We all saw the ship get taken, but not by you… we see
all has gone well. Good hunt, Chief… she says to rest and not use
whatever magic this is unless there is an emergency. Others can
overhear and you’ll not be aware. Megdline and the rest of us are
glad to hear your voice though… the priestess also says you need to
rest and loves you.” He smiled to the black sphere.

Seconds later the burden grew too heavy to
maintain and spots appeared. The spell ended and it was Daku who
eased Cage against his soft side. “That was wonderfully done and
has eased worry. Rest, I will take care of any problems.” Before
Cage could reply, his head dropped and fell fast asleep.

A dozen minutes passed before the soldier
returned and stood guard where he had before. He still didn’t say
anything.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


“They come.” Cage heard Daku announce and
opened his resting eyes without the weariness that comes from deep
sleep. He woke an hour ago and was told close to six had passed
while he slept. Darkness began to slowly creep in and not long
after Daku had spoken a woman up in the crow’s nest called out
“Ships spotted! To the north!”

Daku and Cage stood. It was the Familiar who
said to the man who quietly still guarded them “Get the men who
work this floating tree. Make them get it moving.”

The man nodded, gripped his temporary sword
and walked off to retrieve the sailors. Only a dozen sailors were
escorted out under armed guard. The men worked with less stress
after realizing their situation was no longer in their control.
Sails were unfurled and quickly snapped full with a good northern
breeze.

Cage watched as the fleet closed in on their
position and scowled. “Daku, one of the ships are missing.”

The griffin jerked his head around and glared
as he counted only six floating trees. His beak opened to state
“The small one is gone, the one with a single tall branch to catch
the wind.” Cage knew he meant a mast. “Get on, we will go find out
what transpired.”

“Sir Cage.” The silent soldier finally spoke
to hold his place as the mage and odd Familiar turned in his
direction. They looked to hear what he had to say and he took their
silence as permission to continue. “May I request to be by your
side? I am a high ranking lieutenant in the Emrocan military. My
family name is Telim and we are of the noble class in Emroc. If we
somehow survive long enough to be spotted by our navy it will go
smoother if I were there to explain the situation and get all these
people to safety.”

It didn’t take a genius to realize the
benefits, if it were true. “How do I know what you say is
accurate?”

With the straightforwardness of a soldier the
man replied “You do not. The military will understand my family
crest that is passed to only the head heir of it.” He showed an
intricate brand burned into the inside of his left forearm. “Will
you permit me, Sir?”

Cage extended his hand towards the man’s
blade and spelled it. “Do not try to remove that sword. If you do
you will be consumed in flames. Leave it sheathed until I command
you to do otherwise. If you come, that will be the price to stand
near me.”

“Understood, Sir.” The man held his hands
together behind his back and stood ready.

“Go tell the soldiers and the tribal people
to remember my words. Make sure that this thing gets moving and
falls in behind the fleet.” The man saluted and rushed to complete
the task. Cage watched how the other nine supposed soldiers looked
up to the man as their ruling commander and obeyed his word without
question. He returned a minute later. “Alright, Lieutenant, lift
your arms over your head, and hold your forearms tightly.” As Cage
said this, Daku jumped off the boat and flew while growing a bit
more to more easily carry two passengers. Cage locked his arms
together, over his head. “Stand beside me and hold on.” The soldier
mirrored Cage and stood a half foot shorter.

Daku turned and picked up speed. Coming in
fast, front hands prepared, Daku’s fingers easily wrapped around
the two connected arms of each man and jerked them clean off the
aft. There was some uncomfortable pain from the instant speed and
lift after a standstill. The soldier’s eyes bugged out from the
unsettling sensation. Daku’s rough hand held on easily while flying
two grown men towards the approaching vessels.

In just under four minutes the griffin slowed
to judge the landing on the open front deck. He reared back at just
the right time and touched his back paws first, let go of the two
and landed expertly on all four. The soldier stumbled and tripped
while Cage casually moved, like he was used to doing such a landing
though it was the first time.

Brooke welcomed her man back with a smile
while Daku shrunk a bit to not take up much space. “You are looking
better.” She commented because his pale color was less obvious in
the dimming light.

He returned a smile while looking at a few
new faces. “What happened while I was away? Did we lose a ship in a
hit-and-run attack?”

Megdline approached to say. “No, but we
didn’t have much choice. That small merchant ship was starting to
fall apart. It started leaking and slowing us down. I decided to
scuttle it, but a family of eleven tribal peoples talked me out of
it. Apparently some of their children and a sister were sold a day
before we got to them. They want to go save them and wanted me to
tell you that they are grateful for you saving them and know we
won’t be coming back to get them if they are captured again. They
took the boat and would sail for as long as it would hold together
before setting it on fire.”

“I guess I can understand wanting to go get
those important to you back.” He glanced to all the faces he had
done to help. “It was their choice to do what they wanted. I just
hope they succeed in finding the ones they lost.” Cage looked back
at the lieutenant still struggling to compose himself. “Go get some
actual rest, Lieutenant. Do not challenge these people and you’ll
find friends here.”

“Not to worry, Sir Cage. I’m not foolish
enough to tempt fate against these peoples. Some of the children
frighten me as well. I will return later.” He unconsciously grabbed
to rest a hand on his sword and recieved a warning shock from it to
remember it had been enchanted against unauthorized use. He nodded
and left to see what accommodations were available.

The cargo boat that had been recently freed,
slowly started to move and fell in behind the fleet without issue
as the last glow of the sun dimmed into darkness. Food was brought
out and Cage ate all that remained of his apples and some ginger
roots a person located. While he ate, he and Daku went over and
retold all that occurred in the capture of the boat. The story put
a smile on many faces.

 


For five days they sailed without great
incident. In the early morning of the third day after the rescue,
Megdline found Meeka and the other platinum slaves had reached
Eeroan and were being led to the heart of the city to be
imprisoned. The city was close to twice the size of Bepop and
designed in what looked like a spider’s web. It grew from the
center out with six roads leading to a large castle that prevented
others from looking past its walls. Eleven roads circled the city,
growing longer the further out from the heart it was created. Two
large buildings continuously belched out thick black smoke and
showed where they smelted the raw ore from the nearby island of
Iron Mine. There were hundreds and hundreds of slaves working
themselves to death, some collapsed and were beaten till they got
up. One didn’t and was thrown into the furnace as added fuel.
Megdline changed the image before the young children understood.
Several mages roamed, one even killed a slave who accidently
sneezed too close to the staff wielding woman. There was a large
outer wall surrounding the large city. The city, Megdline informed
Cage, was geometrically designed for powerful spells to defend the
city or trap any who use the roads once spells are activated. She
did not know all the spells such a formidable city had at its
disposal, but these were likely to be used. If so many slaves could
be contained and not be able to revolt must mean great magic was at
work. She couldn’t tell much about its history, but not once in two
thousand years has it been attacked and defeated.

The second day, after the freeing of the
other boat, was mostly wet and rainy. The strong winds though gave
great speed. Also, the small boat with the people who left had made
their way to shore and the boat lay sunk at the bottom of the
ocean. The one enemy trailing ship stayed well away from the seven
fleeing boats, but it now had company and the pair kept distance.
Such a tactic meant that they were not only following, but pushing
into a trap. Neither were warships, but each one carried a mage to
defend it should one of the freed boats turn around.

Ambush being a highly likely probability,
Cage and Megdline took turns watching them at all times. The other
times were spent giving all their mana to their gems. They weren’t
bothered often since they got irritable from working all the time
and being tired. Their viewing time became about the same, meaning
Cage’s inner strength was nearly as powerful as his teacher’s. They
also got the most food to keep up their strength from the taxing
work.

The other problem is they hadn’t seen any
other ships on such a well traveled route. It appeared the empire
had cut traffic north by ship.

Daku soared the sky to provide food for the
ravenous humans and to watch for any dangers to them. Frill even
helped to hunt a few times. He usually found deer or boar for food,
since they were easily available on the land they followed. He and
Cage also had a second fun fight, but didn’t draw much blood this
time. They did it for fun, not to dominate and find a victor. Plus,
it lasted longer and lessened the boredom.

Sean spent more time with children his own
age and learned what to expect as a child of tribal people. He
found it difficult to walk around naked all the time and felt so
self conscious. He didn’t mind that others did so, but he had been
raised in a community that didn’t allow such behavior. Eventually
he decided to go shirtless like his dad. Sometimes he would spend
time learning how to use his knife by his father or Zatal, who he
found to be funny from time to time. His mother and her tribal
sisters gladly spoke to him on what he should know before reaching
their people. He felt both expectant and fearful. There were many
rules he had to abide by and he went scarlet on the topic of how he
had to hurt a girl to win mating rights, but wouldn’t be allowed to
challenge till he gained his manhood by rite of passage. He asked
why he had to hurt women and asked if they were ever hurt. Lanna
gladly showed off the scars her mate inflicted and said her man got
many more, but eventually won. Sean wanted to be strong, but he
struggled with wanting to harm others. The only harm he had ever
done is lighten someone’s purse. Being a thief is to be sneaky, not
obvious and confrontational.

Only one sailor was killed when he tried to
use a child hostage on the ship with the Bamana chief. He wasn’t
shown mercy and found out how terrifying a skilled warrior of the
plains is. The child wasn’t harmed and got the final strike that
took his life. The little girl put the other sailors off balance,
not willing to ever make a confrontation with these dangerous
people or kids again. They found out that these slaves were
untamable snakes with lethal venom.

Cage lounged in the afternoon while
maintaining the spell that watched the mages on the boats
following. Both were in their cabins resting. One has a falcon
perched in a windowsill and the other had a curled up python asleep
in a chair. As he watched, Brooke scooted closer and brushed her
full breasts against his back and leaned his shoulders on them. He
still concentrated on the task, but she made it complicated and
knew it full well. Her raw sexuality, even resting, is hard to
defy. She combed her fingers through his hair and enjoyed his manly
scent and the faint smell of warm sunshine coming from him.

“We will reach Dragon’s Port by late
tomorrow.” Megdline said as she walked over and sat down next to
the two. Frill leapt in her lap and began to purr contently so she
began to stroke his soft fur.

“If we pass we’ll be only a day or two before
entering Emroc controlled territory.” Brooke said as a guess and
didn’t get refuted.

“Ready at first light.” Came a cryptic voice
none of them heard before. Their eyes turned to the images where
they watched the mages. The left image of the split screen Cage
figured how to manipulate floated a silvery orb that had spoke. It
vanished as soon as they looked and reappeared at the second mage’s
bedside to repeat “Ready at first light.” The words roused the two
and the second man said “About time this farce came to an end.”

Cage jumped to his feet with the others and
ceased watching after three tense minutes when nothing else
resulted. It was the first line of communication they had
intercepted and it informed Cage on just how communications could
be overheard and knew from this point on he had to be much more
careful with his words. Even one slip like this could be
destructive to plans. The dual images in the singular sight mirror
vanished as he said “This isn’t good.”

“Understandably so.” Megdline replied. “It
seems they have set up a trap for us, but not enough to learn what
it is.” Her grey eyes went to the sky. “Cage, use your mind-link
with Daku and inform him on what we’ve heard. Have him scout to the
south, around Dragon’s Port since that is an Empire
stronghold.”

“Alright, but how do I do that without
summoning him?” He asked.

The sorceress looked upon him. “That thread
you felt is what connects the two of you. Use it to think with him,
but do not pull on it like you do with your magic and gems. Let it
guide you, not you pull at it. And if you accidently summon him he
can stop it or Frill will make you lose focus again.” She
smirked.

He sighed, remembering the last time
and rubbed his chest because of the memory. He sat down and took up
a meditative arrangement, crossed legs, straight back and relaxing
his body by controlling and slowing his breathing. The binding
chant was easy to find. The very weak thread was difficult, but he
did sense it and allowed it to guide him. Slowly he felt another
presence, the same powerful one he had felt before. One with
seemingly no limits or end. He thought “Daku, are you there?”

A moment later came powerful thoughts,
but unlike last time these were conversational and soothing.
“I am. For you to talk to me this way must be
important while I’m hunting for the other humans.”

“It is, My Friend. We
believe that our friends” Cage thought sarcastically and it sounded like
he would if the words passed his lips. “have prepared a trap that will be sprung first thing in the
morning. The likeliest probability would be if Dragon’s Port, a
human city to the south, has something planned. We heard it while
keeping an eye on those following. Can you go check out the
area?”

“I will see to it.”
Daku thought.

“‘Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”
Cage could sense that Daku enjoyed compliments and words of
praise, but most of all, a conversation.

Cage carefully returned to himself, making
sure that the intangible thread remained still and he didn’t even
come near to accidently tugging on it. His eyes opened and found
Frill close by, crouched. He looked up and the sky remained as it
had. “Daku’s on it.” He found Megdline using her sight mirror and
asked “Anything interesting?”

She stole a glance to say “Good job. Frill
didn’t have to make you lose focus. It worked I take it?” He nodded
and pointed to what she conjured. “Nothing, that I can tell. The
only thing that is odd is that they have twenty cargo boats more
than the port can hold and don’t look to be going anywhere anytime
soon. They have certainly heard we are coming near that way because
nothing I can see is sailing north from there.”

Brooke came closer and laid a hand on each of
their shoulders. “The two of you need to get some rest. You have
both been doing too much magic. If it is to occur in the morning,
you both better recover. We will watch over you.”

Frill came closer and meowed “She is right.
You two are dead on your feet. Eat and sleep or neither of you will
be in any condition to face this unknown plan.”

They both could feel the tiring signs of
overusing magic and did as the two said. Full stomachs allowed
sleep to take its turn minutes later while the other ships were
warned to be aware of the likely danger. Two remained in each
crow’s nest at all times and sharp eyes remained scanning the water
and sky for danger.

 


“Wake, Cage, wake
up.” Cage heard inside his mind. “Daku?” he spoke and thought in his waking
moments.

“Yes, it is me. I’m on my way back right
now.”

The urgency in the thoughts made Cage’s
eyes snap open wide to an overcast darkness that shielded the sky
from the stars in the night sky. The darkness made it difficult to
see, but lit lanterns offered enough to safely navigate the deck.
Brooke woke quickly from his sudden move as did others who heard
his voice. She went to talk, but he held up a finger to forestall
any questions. He closed his eyes and linked himself back to Daku’s
mind when there was a far away voice brushing against his
psyche. “What did you find?”
He thought.

Daku seemed to feel more at ease when
he connected again. “You and Megdline were
correct. There are twelve floating trees just like what you are
staying on. Each one has two of those stick launchers… uh, a large
crossbow I heard a human say it resembled. That means twenty four
of those weapons. I became small to get a closer look and saw they
had many long sticks bundled near the shooters. Also I must warn
that each carries two mages. I heard one say that they heard of us
and what we four did in Bepop and hoped it would be enough. Would
you like me to turn around and destroy the floating
trees?”

“No, if they heard of us they’ll be expecting
you and might have found a way to counter your skills. You had the
right idea on coming back. I think subtlety might be in order. I
figured something like this might happen and came up with a few
ideas. You just get back here and get some rest. How far away are
you?”

“Uncertain exactly, but I cannot see that far
because of thick clouds that are forcing me to fly much lower than
usual… I will be there as soon as I can.”

Cage opened his eyes to find all but the
children standing eagerly nearby. One look to Megdline had her
raise a spell that wouldn’t allow any eavesdropping outside the
deck. He said to them all “Daku found a problem. Twelve battleships
are waiting. We couldn’t see them because they are cloaked against
magic… that would be my guess if it is anything that I’ve
experienced.” He pointedly glanced to Megdline who lit with
understanding. “I need eleven good swimmers who are used to
swimming in the ocean.”

A large tribal man thumped his chest. “You
will find none better than we of the Veeo tribe. We only have ten
of my people here, including me. We will gladly volunteer to repay
all you have done.”

Brooke nodded. “Take them, Cage Love. They
are only one of two tribes who live near the ocean and have never
been beaten when they flee to the water. Our tribe fought them once
before and could not kill one.” The man’s chest swelled by such
praise. “Take Moril as well. She can hold her breath better than
any of our people.”

“Good, it is settled. All of you get close
and listen to my plan. The rest, find me every pot, pan and nails
there is.” A dozen hurried off to gather materials. Cage focused
and conjured an illusion of the boat they sat on while making a
soft white orb so everyone can see. The three dimensional boat
slowly spun above his hand as he said “Although I’ve never done it
to ships like these, we are going to disable them at the same
time.” He pointed “This is the primary target, the rudder. If we
take it out then they won’t be able to maneuver… This will be our
secondary target. I’m going to make something and I’ll need you to
place what I give you here… on the sharp point in the front and as
low under the water as you can manage. Once we all finish placing
the secondary task we’ll need to swim to the west without making
splashing noises. What I plan will not kill anyone, but it will
prevent them from doing the same to us. Work quietly and do not get
spotted. Daku will carry us close and we’ll swim to each of our
designated boats. We’ll come in from behind and get started. This
northern breeze will slow them down enough for us to get in close.
Afterwards we fall back and get together. Any sign of trouble you
get out of dodge and I’ll resort to plan B.”

“What is plan B?” The man before asked.

Cage grinned. “I’ll attack all out and do
what I can to achieve the same effect.”

Dozens of cookware was brought out and placed
on the ground. Cage selected twelve large metal bowls and an
assortment of pans. Someone even found a sack of simple nails. He
selected all he required and turned around. “Granny, I need you to
manipulate the metal bowls into something like this.” He created an
illusion in the palm of his hand with a green color. It looked like
the bowl’s dome, but had two gently screwing rows of jagged teeth.
The backside had a plate with four open holes where tipped bolts
would be used. The dome with teeth spun on a magical hydraulic
press he would add later. “I won’t have enough energy to do
everything myself so manipulate these pans and bowls for me
please.”

“These will drill through the most difficult
part of the hull?” She asked.

“Yes. I’ve done something similar in my past,
but since we don’t have directional explosives to cripple rather
than obliterate readily available, this option will work. You make
these and I’ll work on disabling the rudder and making arrowheads
from these nails.” Cage watched her nod and order a few people
nearby to bring her the items. She began magically shaping and
welding the material, one piece at a time, exactly how he showed
her.

First, Cage selected forty eight nails and
sent magic into each one, reshaping them into arrowheads, but not
designed for an arrow. Each one was sharpened to a razor’s edge to
more easily penetrate the hard wood of a hull. Brooke helped,
taking each one as he finished and brought them over to place near
Megdline as she still worked on her first task. With forty eight
nails reshaped for a new purpose, Cage began grabbing all the spare
iron that had been brought.

Magic flowed into the scrap as he designed a
retractable system. He first designed triangular handle grips,
twenty four to be precise. On twelve, he reshaped a circular box
with a coil spring hidden inside and a reinforced and denser iron
for what would be run through it. He took one nail and cut it in
quarters with but a thought and held it in his hand. The spell
focused on greatly reducing the diameter down to a four micron
thick wire that not even the human eye could see. The work was
exceedingly dangerous as only his magic had the precision to feel
what could not be seen. While working on the wire he strengthened
it by tempering. Because it was so microscopically thin, it
dissipated heat in seconds to get treated a hundred times so it
would not break under pressure. Without using his hands, Cage
magically lifted the first handle with a circular box and one
without. He fused one eight inch thread to the handle and fed the
line inside the spring box and fused it to the inner ring. The
tension he held quickly spun the thread inside and snapped the two
handles together.

Testing his work, Cage picked up the
completed device and moved to the railing. “Each of us will get one
of these. You will need to be very
careful using it or you’ll lose something.” He held one
handle and reached around the backside of a wooden rail. Cage
grabbed the other triangular handle. “Watch closely, this is how
you’ll destroy their rudders without making noise or alert the
mages to our presence. Hold both handles together around the hinges
you want cut. Pull the handles apart and cut through the wood like
so.” The handles separated and he pulled back, effortlessly pulling
the invisible wire through solid wood, but it looked like nothing
happened till he made a second pass a few inches over and all
watched a chunk of wood drop. It tumbled on the deck and stopped by
a person’s foot who carefully picked it up to not find any cutting
marks. The handles snapped back together. “If the handles are
separated and the center passes over a body part, might as well say
goodbye to it.” He handed the first to Moril. “Be very careful. Go
over to that part of the rail and try to get used to it. You’ll
need to know how to use it before you’re in the water and cut off
their rudder.” She took the dangerous device and did as he said,
shaving off slivers off wood like it was magic. To her, it was. For
Cage, he knew that the four microns didn’t cut, they moved
molecules apart, so long as the density of the object was less. He
also said “It will only be good for a few cuts so don’t use it too
much and do not make it pass through metal. Cut the wood around the
rudder. When you destroy the rudder, drop the cutter in the water.”
He noticed several nods of conformation.

On the third installation of his cutters,
there came a heavy beat of sound as Daku found them and landed in
an open area. He didn’t say a word as he watched Megdline and his
master work relentless magic. He settled down to rest his weary
muscles after flying so hard and nearly missing the fleet under the
cloud cover that made vision nearly disabled. He didn’t say a word
and got comfortable.

As he finished designing the last cutter and
keeping it for himself, Megdline finished her work not three
minutes ago. A cutter in one hand, Cage tried standing and felt
woozy. He drew on some of the energy in a diamond to recover fully.
Cage walked over to look at the twelve identical plates and drill
heads. Megdline slowly recovered from the taxing work of magic. He
thanked her and said to rest. He scooped up the bowls, laying them
one on top of each other and scooped all of the arrowheads. One of
the men coming on the mission helped by gathering the plates.
“Everyone ready?” None of the eleven voiced otherwise. Cage led the
way over to Daku who stood at their approach. “Are you ready?”

In answer, Daku tripled in size and made the
ship start leaning to one side. Brooke quickly yelled for everyone
else to rush to the opposite side to just barely equalize the tilt.
His deep voice said “I am now. All of you, climb up quickly. We
must move while darkness consumes most light.” Cage ran up the
seven foot tall arm while carrying the supplies. He gracefully
walked down Daku’s back as Moril rushed up behind. One wasn’t so
graceful and fell, gaining a laugh most joined in.

Once the twelve got situated on the thirteen
foot tall griffin, Cage had them all sit down and hold on. Daku
felt them all preparing and when they settled he turned around and
leapt while extending his wings to fly. A few flaps gained a fifty
foot high flight. He grew slightly more to not have all the human’s
cramped so tightly on his back. Time wasn’t in their favor so he
sped his way to the southeast as Cage filled him in on the
plan.

Though none of the villager’s enjoyed the
knowledge they were high above the ocean, they found comfort it
couldn’t be seen clearly. They also didn’t interrupt Cage as he
took one plate, four arrows and the eight inch wide drill made from
an iron bowl and reshaped scrap. He set up a spell on the plate
while placing the dome and four arrows on it. Green light, the
color for moving types of magic, connected the arrowheads to all
four corners of the plate along with the drill sitting in the
center. The plate glowed green as he applied a spell to first fire
the four arrows into the front of the boat and hold it in place
with a thin, yet strong string of magic. For the middle he added a
good amount of rotational torque along with a thrusting motion to
chew into the boat without remorse until it no longer met
resistance. He handed over the first to Moril, who passed it on
back.

The remaining eleven forced him to draw some
more from his stores and reduce the headache. For the last spell he
keyed his drill to link to the others and begin a twenty minute
countdown. He went over the details on how to use the drills again
and made sure there were no unanswered questions. When thirty
minutes passed he gave the drills more of a magical charge to make
sure the degradation rate on the objects didn’t go below an
efficient amount and not do the task.

 


“I see them.” Daku said quietly as he glided
in behind twelve battleships. “But they’ve stopped…”

“Hold position, Daku. We’re far enough away
for me to see what they are doing and not sense my magic.” Cage
said and Daku slowly circled above the sea and was glad the clouds
remained. Cage used his sight mirror and saw nothing of his
targets. “Never mind, I still cannot past their cloak that hides
them from magical means. You know what to do.”

Daku flew low and with stealth that far
exceeded imagination from his large size. The twelve stood up and
held their equipment carefully as they approached the lantern lit
boats from behind. Each craft had more than a hundred feet
separating them, but that wasn’t an issue. Everyone on his back had
prepared themselves and held little fear. The griffin slowed down
as much as he could and felt one of the men run down Daku’s
outstretched wing and jump as they neared the first boat. In a few
seconds everyone ran and dove into the water, near the boats. Cage
leapt last while holding both contraptions in his left hand.

Daku flew away without being seen under the
cover of darkness.

In the water, Cage felt the workings of
magic, a great deal actually. Off to the right he could see that
the first man who jumped reached the rudder and was already working
on it while the rest swam without making any noise or splashing.
Cage reached his boat last while the first man cut off the rudder
and let it float away. Cage took two minutes to cleanly cut through
the wood with his wire, making sure to avoid metal. As it dropped,
making little noise, he saw two of the volunteers swimming away,
already done. He dropped his cutter in the water to be forever lost
in the sea’s depths. With the drill in hand, he took a deep breath
and swam beneath the ship. It was too dark to see, but a free hand
felt his way towards the sweet-spot he knew would be nearly
impossible to plug. He turned the drill and placed the drill-head
against the wood. Cage placed his palm flat against the back to
trigger the short burst of magic that shoots the arrow heads and
holds them to the plate by magic. The moment his drill activated,
the timer began counting down for the others. The magic of the
drills couldn’t be detected by the stronger magic he felt being
worked.

He slowly came out of the water, using only
one breath and not gasping, to see the others already moving away.
He took another breath and swam below the water to move more
quickly and not be spotted.

Ten minutes later all twelve swam together,
getting as far away as possible. Five more passed before Cage told
them to stop and hold still. He had everyone hold each other as he
applied the hovering spell to each. As one, they all rose out of
the water. With all of them linked, none fell, but it unsettled all
except Cage. He then wrapped a black rope of magic he once used to
snatch Megdline out of the air after being ripped off the ground by
a ghost powered tornado. His other hand altered the end of the rope
like a balloon which glowed a very soft white, like the light of
the moon peeking through the clouds.

A moment later they saw Daku’s flashing pale
form snatch the conjured rope and jerk them all off the water and
into the air. When he regained momentum and enough height while
Cage got them closer, there was a moment of weightlessness as Daku
did an acrobatic flip which snatched them up higher as he came in
below and felt all of them fall onto his back. Cage laughed “Good
job. Now fly away only as far as necessary so you can see. It
should begin any time now.” Daku nodded as Cage asked “Anyone
hurt?”

“My neck is.” One young man said.

“Did you drop your chin to your chest like I
said?”

“No, but I now understand why.”

“It has begun, Cage.” Daku said right after.
All paid careful attention as sharp blue eyes looked off into the
distance. “It seems all those mages I saw while you were working
have stopped and are running as frantically as the other humans.
All floating trees are slowly sinking… They found that the rudder
has been cut from each and they appear to be yelling at one
another. I cannot hear anything, but the humans are panicking…” His
eyes narrowed. “The boats have stopped sinking and are rising
again, as you predicted, Partner. The mages are using all their
strength to push water out and… yes, the sails on the tall branches
are filling with unnatural wind and are forcibly turning to the
shore…” he went silent for two minutes and watched. “They are not
turning. They are doing everything to make it to land, unable to do
anything else.” His head spun around. “Your plan worked, Cage.
Shall I head back to the others?”

“Go right ahead. Wake me when you get close.”
Cage laid down between Daku’s massive shoulders where the wings
flapped more easily.

Sleep ended abruptly as Daku unerringly
returned to the boats. Cage got up and helped the others down onto
the lead ship for his partner was too large to land. He jumped off
last and Daku finally shrunk down to a tiger’s size while everyone
got answers to how the mission occurred.

Megdline grinned as she said “They didn’t
even suspect our plan. I was able to watch those behind us after a
brief respite and not long ago I overheard them get told ‘Abort
Mission! We’ve been attacked and must reach shore before we sink!’
Cage, marvelous work. Those ideas were unique to them. I doubt such
a tactic has ever been used… now, my concern is what magics were
they setting up?”

“Haven’t a clue, but just to be sure, we
should go around that whole area.”

“Agreed.” She said and lifted a right hand. A
golden light appeared and she shot it a hundred feet into the air
so all could see it. “That just tells the boats we will turn
southeast until morning and circle around Dragon’s Port before
returning to our course.”

As she said that all of the ships began
changing course.

 


In the late afternoon of the second day after
the foiled attempt to stop them they heard Daku’s shrill roar in
the distance as he flew in. He landed to look excited. “Cage, I
just found five floating trees, but on each one of the white sails
is an outline of a green dragon in flight. I remember many humans
in Emroc wearing such a design.”

“That is the Emrocan navy.” The lieutenant
stated as he came forth. “Sir Daku, did they see you?”

“I would say so.” He chuckled. “I think I
scared them by flying too close. I made sure they followed me
though.”

The soldier unbelted his sword and put it
down against the mast. “May I request that you fly me to their ship
so that I can vouch that we are non-hostile?”

“Do you think they’ll attack?” Cage asked as
he patted his partner’s thick neck.

“Possibly, we are sailing in Laqura Empire
vessels. We are at war and have been tricked many times by them.
Eight rather large ships will cause worry, especially after seeing
an unknown creature.”

“If we fly, will they fire on us?” The
lieutenant didn’t seem to consider that possibility and grimly
nodded. Cage then asked “Does the white flag allow for negotiations
in these lands? If we fly it, will they hold fire enough to
listen?”

The lieutenant’s eyes lit. “Yes, Sir Cage, if
we fly the flag it will offer us time enough to speak. If we do not
show aggression we will be permitted to board. I will be able to
add assurances.”

“Get to it. As soon as you get it done, we
fly.” Daku told the human who hurried to spear the whitest shirt he
could find on a long pole. Cage climbed up as his partner grew
large enough to accommodate two passengers. The lieutenant climbed
in front of Cage who remained wary of people he didn’t know. Daku
took to the air moments after.

In five minutes Cage saw the first sign of
friendly ships. Daku intentionally moved from side to side slowly
to make sure he was clearly seen. His movements made the humans all
turn towards him. He could see them pointing and gathering weapons.
When his riders could see the same the lieutenant raised the white
flag as Daku spread his wings to glide. A bold outline of a dragon
on the front largest sail showed it to be friendly forces. The
lieutenant waved the pole back and forth quickly to make sure even
a blind man could see it.

Shouts could faintly be heard, but it seemed
that the flag did the trick as several men began climbing the
riggings to furl the sails. Daku’s slow moves began to get even
more deliberate as he circled the leading warship. Every eye never
left him nor the two men on his back standing and waving a flag.
One man began to shout for his men to clear the front of the deck.
Daku saw this and made another circle till a wide space was
presented. He aligned perfectly and landed on the silent ship.

Cage and the lieutenant dropped down as Daku
sat.

The obvious captain of the boat stood in the
front of his men. The men stood in three rows of ten with swords
gripped, but remained sheathed. Behind them were two rows of eight
archers with ready bows and behind them were two battle mages by
their red colored robes. Each man displayed a green dragon on their
shirts and stood ready to listen, but also to fight if need be.
“Under the white flag of truce you have not been harmed. What is
your business that requires eight empire vessels to enter Emrocan
waters?”

“I am Lieutenant Moro Telim of the forward
garrison of the twenty third division. I come here on behalf of
this man to validate his words.” The lieutenant gestured to Cage as
he stood shirtless and wore only brown pants.

“Telim? Do you have proof to be claimed by
that house?” The captain asked.

“I do, Captain. Do you permit me to approach
to verify my crest?”

The captain waited a cautious minute, staring
at the three. “Come forth ten steps and be searched before coming
closer.” Cage now knew why the lieutenant removed his sword. The
man in question laid the flag down, raised his arms and took the
ten steps. One man in the line separated to give a thorough
pat-down. The lieutenant held still until getting permission to
approach. He extended a fist to display the branded forearm of his
family crest to the captain who took a long hard look. He nodded
“It is true. Lieutenant, I heard word that the twenty third troop
was either killed or captured.”

“It is true, only three of my men survived to
be bound in irons, but Sir Cage is the one who rescued me.” Someone
loudly cleared their throat and all eyes turned to the white
Familiar. “Forgive my words, Sir Daku. I meant no disrespect. You
also saved me and my men.”

“You are forgiven.” Daku stated and all the
men aboard became startled he could speak. It made them more
wary.

“Captain, allow me to introduce to you, Sir
Cage and Daku, the leaders of those coming this way.” The
lieutenant stepped aside.

Cage’s eyes jerked to the back. “We
are still talking. Stop using
magic or I’ll throw the two of you overboard before you can blink.”
The two mages on board were greatly startled.

The captain turned around. “He is right. So
long as they do nothing except talk, we are honor bound to do the
same.” When he was sure his orders were obeyed he said “Sorry for
the breach of protocol. Am I to take it then you are a mage?”

“Among other things.” Cage smiled when no
more magic could be felt. “To your question before, about the
boats, the eight have been commandeered after I rescued four
hundred and nineteen slaves from Bepop. Seven days ago I librated
another seventy prisoners en-route to the broken down slave city.
That included the lieutenant here. Also on board are sixty nine
total sailors who are sailing the ships for us. Most of all freed
prisoners are citizens of Emroc and the larger portions are from
the tribal people who were caught when the empire swept through the
plains. Will you accept all the freed people taken from these
lands?” Cage watched as everyone got a startled look, including the
captain.

“No man could have done what you say?” The
captain spoke aloud.

“I wasn’t alone.” Cage admitted. “I am chief
of the Utala tribe and four of my people were taken before all of
us could get away. Myself and my mate traveled through Frozen
Forest to sneak into the Laqura Empire where I met my teacher of
magic. Together we devised a way to ruin Bepop, save the slaves and
use the empire’s own boats to get where we are now. My Familiar,
Daku, was instrumental in the success of the operation. Captain, I
ask again will you take responsibility for bringing your citizens
back to their home?”

The man thought quickly to ask “Your tale is
difficult to believe…”

“Captain, I think I’ve heard
report that man.” His second
in command stated.

“What do you know?” The captain ordered.

“Look at his arms, Sir. Those
are not sleeves. He said he
passed through Frozen Forest and still lives… only the greatest
mages could claim to do so. King Skylar sent reports of a tall man
with eyes black as night who was said to be going after his people
who were captured by our enemy. It said to heed his words as if he
held the rank of a general.”

The captain said “I read reports similar to
what you say. It is also said he defeated the castle’s greatest
defenses.”

“Skylar said that about me? I’m flattered.”
Cage laughed. “Were the reports from Skylar or Corbin?”

The captain’s eyes narrowed. “What proof do
you have? There is only one way to prove you are this powerful
mage.” Cage raised his fist to display the grinning skulls. “So it
seems you are this one spoken so highly of and don’t seem to refer
to anyone by proper title… since I cannot truly verify any of this
I will take it on faith that you are Cage. As leader of this fleet,
I will allow the ships to safely enter our waters. We will keep the
ships and imprison the sailors till we figure what to do with
them.”

Before any could react, Cage put on a
burst of speed and glared down on the shorter captain. He stood a
foot taller and less than an inch away. “No you will
not. I will not allow sailors to come
to harm or be imprisoned. I have given my word they are to be released as soon as the freed captives are safely
returned. You will not harm
one hair on their head so long as they cooperate and will let them
go the same way. If you so much as break my word to any of those
men, I’ll beat you to a bloody pulp. Those still alive want to live
and I will not deny them. Do we understand each other,
Captain?”

The danger rolling of the tall man before him
was almost seen and the captain knew that he wasn’t idly warning.
It was a very real promise should he not heed the tall mage’s
words. Swords sung as they were taken out, but a gesture from the
captain held them still. He knew from those dark eyes that none on
board stood a chance. The shorter man swallowed dryly and nodded.
“They will be taken into custody until all who you have returned
are safe. They will be released, but I cannot allow so many boats
to be returned afterwards. We are at war and cannot afford to give
up such costly investments. With your permission, I will authorize
that only one boat be returned with them on board. The remaining
will be repurposed to bolster our dwindling fleet.”

Cage stepped back and turned around. “Daku,
do you think that is a fair compromise?”

“I do.” The griffin nodded sagely. “Your word
will remain intact if they have use of even one floating tree. It
is fair to me, so long as these humans obey you.”

The tall warlock turned around.
“Alright, we have an agreement, Captain. I leave your people in
capable hands. And just so we’re clear, I’m going to keep an eye on
you and if one man is killed, you
will be held responsible.” The middle aged sailor nodded
curtly. “On another subject… Did you manage to destroy the port
near Soloro? How is the war going?”

The man proudly puffed his chest. “Yes, you
stand among the men who destroyed the enemy foothold. We managed to
demolish the docks and buildings not five days prior. Also of note,
our men pushed the empire off the plains and have begun
construction of a northern outpost to make sure they don’t do the
same tactic ever again. Unfortunately Soloro and Kidi remain
occupied and have begun preparations on bedding down for winter.
They will be a big problem to expel from our lands. Because the war
has been hard on us, Twilight has sent relief in several tons of
rations. If not for their aid, we would have lost a long time ago.
General Corbin is also working to make sure the outpost on the
plains gets built quickly.” Cage heard enough and walked over to
his partner. “Sir, where are you going and what manner of creature
is that?”

Daku looked at the lead human. “We are
leaving to make sure those coming get handled properly. When they
are, we must leave to complete an unfinished task. As for what I
am, ask the natural humans wearing beads in the fur on their heads.
They would be more than glad to tell you all that happened. If the
king you follow truly warned of my partner, be sure that you
understand why you have heard
of him. It would be in your best interest to heed your superior’s
warnings. Do not take them lightly.”

With that said, Cage mounted and Daku took to
the sky and both could see the fleet got closer by the second. They
landed in two minutes.

Eagerly waiting the news, he told all that
transpired and got a deafening cheer because of it. Megdline shot
two gold and a pink sphere of light skywards, the signal that the
end of great danger is passed. The tribal people all cheered from
every anxious boat. But it also meant that with everyone back in
safe hands that the ones who saved them would be leaving. Many
shouted final words of thanks and eternal loyalty and the members
of the Utala tribe, Megdline and Frill simply waved thanks to such
an emotional moment. Sean got a few goodbye hugs from some pretty
little girls that made his cheeks flush, but he smiled.

When it came time, the boat grew heavy on one
side until Daku grew on the opposite. Zatal helped Sean up first
before climbing up with a childlike twinkle in his eye as he
finally got to go flying. Lanna and Moril followed with more
uncertainty. Frill pounced fifteen feet to land on a soft wing of
steel hard feathers. Megdline crawled up and sat with the others.
Brooke’s nerves made her shake slightly as she climbed the bent arm
like a step. Cage followed while grinning.

Daku spread his glorious wings to say
“Farewell, Humans. I hope your lives become much better. May you
grow wise while keeping the spirit of cubs.” and jumped back to
flap his wings around to fly straight. He made two slow circles to
allow the humans one last chance to see his magnificence before he
flew higher and grew over a hundred feet long to fly high and out
of sight.

Air in the higher altitudes became
increasingly thinner and more cold. Cage erected a bubble of
protection to defend against the biting wind while most of his
focus remained fixated on the naval fleet boarding the borrowed
boats. The captain remained true to his word as his men checked out
every individual and searched the ships for anything of use. The
only thing that didn’t happen as he expected is that the captain
made all the empire’s sailors board the smallest sailboat and sent
them off with a battle mage to make sure they floated away. It
seemed that they didn’t have the manpower or resources to detain
the sailors and simply sent them off. The remaining crowded boats
thinned out in numbers when some tribes boarded the naval vessels.
Seeing most tribal men and women put the navy men at ease. The
sailors spread out to work the ships to sail south.

While watching the boats begin returning home
after a long time, Cage heard Zatal laugh “Everything is too small
to see from up here!” Cage noticed the man and his son looking over
Daku’s hip, down to the ground. “I never got to see anything like
this!”

Sean chuckled. “I doubt very few have. I
never dreamed something like this could be so real. It also makes
me afraid. I once broke my arm, falling from a tree. If I fell from
all the way up here… well, it wouldn’t be good.”

“But it is beautiful up here, above the
clouds. Ever since the chief came to our village I’ve never had so
many worthwhile experiences. This
is by far the greatest.” Zatal said.

The twelve ships began sailing away minutes
later and he listened in on a few people he rescued speaking with
the captain, telling their stories and getting reports from the
freed soldiers. When he was sure all was safe Cage canceled the
sight mirror, but easily continued maintaining the barrier parting
the wind around them.

Cage looked around to find Brooke sitting
with her knees folded to her chest and put her forehead down on top
while keeping her eyes closed. Moril was much the same, but Lanna
maintained a white knuckle grip on Daku’s fur while sitting and
looking straight at the eastern horizon while the bright sun glared
in the west. Megdline and Frill sat together talking quietly while
enjoying the view from high above. He walked down Daku’s spine and
sat beside Brooke and the women. “How are you doing?”

Brooke didn’t look up and he saw her
shaking, but not entirely from the cold air. Daku’s warmth and
thick fur actually didn’t make the flight unpleasant. “You know
full well I don’t like heights and I heard our son say we were
above a mountain. How do you think
I am? Give me firm ground any day. I wasn’t meant to fly,
otherwise I would have been born with wings. I know you and Daku
won’t let us fall, but we are too damn high.”

“Would you prefer to go to sleep?” Megdline
asked, overhearing the conversation.

Brooke’s frightened brown eyes finally opened
to stare at the sorceress. “Please. My muscles are in pain from
shaking so hard.”

“Me too, if you do not mind.” Moril turned
slightly to request the same.

“Why are you so afraid now?” Cage asked. “You
seemed fine when we disabled the ships.”

“That was because I could barely see
anything. I didn’t know if we were a foot or a hundred off the
ground. Right now” she shivered and peeked over the edge. “I can
see everything. I do not like this, up here.”

Megdline set her sights on her pupil.
“Dimwit, you do the spell of rest. It is quite like healing, but
must be said aloud or otherwise you risk putting the person in a
deep, permanent coma. Say simply ‘Fear and
anxiousness, dissipate. Allow the mind and body to rest and sleep
peacefully. Do not have a dream, but wake in six
hours.’ and it will work. Sometimes when you know you
need rest, but cannot get it, this is the only way. Go
ahead.”

“Alright, Granny.” He replied and focused on
Brooke while repeating the spell, word for word. The magic was
practically nonexistent as the spell started. Brooke’s eyes slowly
began to get heavy before she yawned. She looked tired as the
seconds passed and began to lay down. The magic stopped as soon as
she slumbered deeply. Thankfully Daku’s fur was soft and flat where
they sat. Moril joined her priestess soon after. “Lanna, how about
you?”

“It is a kind offer, but I must refuse for
now. I am well enough for the moment, so long as we keep this
smooth travel.” She said stubbornly.

Cage nodded and stood. He walked back up
Daku’s spine, up the neck and sat down atop his head. He allowed
the cold wind to hit him, sitting just outside his own barrier. “We
have about two or three hours before nightfall, are you planning to
fly through the night?”

Daku kept his head relatively still in the
flight. “No, it will get too cold for you humans without proper
coverings. You and Megdline might make a spell to trap heat, but
you need to conserve your magic. We will land for the night, when
the sun fades. I can see Dragon’s Port ahead in the distance so
we’ll be well within the Laqura Empire when I find a suitable
nesting area. Not to worry, in two days we will reach those who
hold Meeka. Continue storing your mana. I won’t be as large as I
was when saving you in Bepop. By now, the humans will be watching
the skies.”

“Alright… find a mountain of some sort with a
stream to make camp. Mind if I sit up here and enjoy the view with
you?”

“Go right ahead.” Daku chuckled. His deep
voice allowed everyone to both hear and feel him speak. He
un-tucked a furry arm to point when they passed over Dragon’s Port,
but not one person could find it from the great height they flew,
but in only a few short hours they traveled what took three days by
boat.

Eventually Daku spotted a lush mountain in
which he began to descend with the falling sunset. He landed in an
isolated area, far from any flickering orange glow from a fire.
Cage carried Brooke down to sleep on their fur while Zatal did the
same for Moril. Daku remained in his immense form and made a half
circle to block a cool mountainous wind while keeping everyone
together near his warm belly. The conversations didn’t really pick
up till Brooke and Moril awoke from their spelled sleep. The three
women danced as their chief played on his ocarina. Cage and Zatal
had a sparring match in which the warrior got in a few lucky shots,
but still ended up on his backside. Sean also got a lesson in
fighting from his dad for about an hour before going to bed.

Cage, Frill and Megdline spoke more on
varying types of magic and wards, allowing Daku to rest from all
the hard work he’s been doing. Cage added passive wards that used
about as much energy as a growing hair to various gems that
detected deadly airborne pathogens, radiation, deadly ultraviolet
rays, toxic gas. She explained most might never detect the problem,
but once the spell is set on alert and has the tiniest amount of
mana for fuel, it will work faithfully forever. She explained a few
of the wards she implemented into her topaz and had learned about
different things over the years to protect herself against. She
passed on her knowledge freely and he layered dozens more wards
into the imbedded diamonds. She also taught to look out for certain
magical signs that were warnings or markers and how Twilight
worked.

Usually when there are dangerous areas where
one works magic a mage leaves their mark, usually what appears on
their back, so that if someone comes across it they can find the
person or a reference to the incident. Before they went to sleep,
she taught him a few more offensive spells and breaking spells
should he become bound or trapped.

Eventually all but Brooke and Moril got some
rest, it would be needed for what lay ahead. They stayed up to keep
watch.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 16

 


“Granny, can I ask about teleporting?” Cage
asked as they flew in the predawn hours. Brooke and Moril were
spelled into another slumber just after Daku took off. The griffin
flew well above the ocean and scattered clouds to avoid any greater
risks of being spotted. Sunrise was stunning from the vantage they
flew on. Sean and Zatal sat and talked about what a young boy is
required to do as a Utala. Those two had become fast friends, but
Sean still looked to Cage like a good dad who was always there to
listen and guide. Currently they were talking about Zatal’s two
younger sons near Sean’s age who would likely help him get more
acquainted with their customs. It was a calm and relaxing morning
where little was able to be done except watch the beautiful sunrise
and let Daku fly them to the destination.

Megdline and Frill sat only three feet away
from him while catching up on her reports she was about to Jump to
her home. She kept giving reports at every scheduled three days and
as of yet, not received any word from them. To her, that was good
news. Megdline rolled the finished report and Jumped it to Twilight
before replying. “What is on your mind?”

He turned slightly and said “It is just that
I’ve got conflicting memories about teleportation. I told you how I
was on Earth, in a wheelchair due to being paralyzed, and was
teleported to this world. Before I was taken I saw strange green
symbols before they began to spin in a solid green blur and get
consumed in the light. I don’t remember anything except warmth from
the experience.

“But then I’ve seen what you call
Jumping on several occasions and it looks like a seamless archway.
There aren’t any symbols you use. I mean, why were they different?
Why did I see symbols on Earth and not from any mage? Is it because my gauntlets did
the summoning of me? Could it be different, an object summoning
compared to a mage’s personal summons?” He asked.

Frill shook his furry head to say “You’ve
stumbled upon a great secret very few know about. Because you have
seen it personally you can be told. Actually we have the dragons to
thank for what you’ve seen. When Megdline or other mages Jump from
one destination to another in an instant they do not have to worry
nearly as much on their destination because Raliea is nearly
nothing compared with the endless universe we reside in. She can
Jump the two of us” Frill ran a paw across his partner’s leg.
“anywhere we’ve ever set foot, in an instant. You just call it
teleportation. She uses a spell and can reach anywhere she
desires.

“That is not the case when Jumping to another
world.” Frill lectured. “Because of the endless distances of space
and all the dangers it contains, the eldest sentient race, the
dragons, used a universe encompassing spell to place symbols of
magic in the heart of every planet that could ever support life, be
terra-formed or could be manipulated for a purpose. The strange
symbols you saw are actually the dragons written language which has
been permanently woven into the universe as a constant means of
communication. The magic they used billions of years ago is
imprinted in the planetary mana itself.

“Because this universe is so vast, the
symbols you speak of were actually the symbols of
this planet. I’ve hypothesized that
those gauntlets Ceembura crafted on your arms knew the symbols of
Raliea and could draw the one, I mean you, Cage, worthy of them
from anywhere and bring you to them. But to pull you, the spells
would also have to know Earth’s symbols to make a connection in
which to bridge the world for a brief moment to summon you. I have
no idea how, without a mage to focus and guide, spells enchanted in
those diamonds could do what was thought impossible. Quite a
conundrum or plausibility is if the spells could learn the symbols,
but I cannot know for certain. It is exceedingly rare for magic to
cast its own spells, but not like a ward. The only thing you can
know at this point is that to travel from one planet to the next
you must first know the symbols of this planet, the one you desire,
form the spells to Jump and you’ll be there.”

“So is there a book or something that lists
all the habitable planets out there?” Cage asked with a smile. “I
think visiting another planet would be cool.”

Frill chuckled a hiss. “Yes, but it is
under the care and protection of the dragons. Very few have gotten
permission to Jump to another planet, like Megdline’s husband,
because of the dangers involved. It takes great strength to Jump
from one world to another and requires perfect mental focus.”

“There is more.” Daku rumbled as he
spun his great head nearly all the way around without disturbing
their flight path or unsettling the passengers. “The dragons had a
reason why they placed symbols on planetary objects, it made
Jumping easier, safer and
guarded. The last thing someone would need is to Jump into
the heart of a black hole, pulsar, a star or even Jumping into the
void of space itself. Those dangers and many more I haven’t
mentioned also have their hearts spelled to prevent any accidental
Jumping or coming anywhere near their dangers. I’ve learned much
from them over the long years. Those dragon writings are the only
things that protect from the greatest universal
threats.”

Something in Daku’s voice and expression
didn’t escape Cage’s notice. There was a history that didn’t sit
well within the ancient being. This topic had struck a nerve, one
the griffin wouldn’t speak further on if asked, Cage noted. He had
only seen the serious expression once, when Daku spoke on why he
couldn’t explain warlock origins. In realization to the
observation, Cage asked “What would happen if all the dragons died
and all the records they have of other worlds ended up lost, how
would you get off the planet and travel the universe, especially
since you cannot harness the power of electricity?”

Daku turned his head forward as
Megdline answered “It would be exceedingly difficult, but not
impossible. I hope to one day be allowed to travel the stars, but
it is a rare honor if the dragons allow it. Many scholars in the
magical classes also asked the same question and the Rex Gralla, a
powerful female dragon of Blind Mountains told us what we could do
in such an eventuality. First, we would have to understand their
complex writing system of over four thousand letters and set up a
spell for a likely planet to visit. Even for their frontier scouts,
it takes over a century to first locate a likely planet, send
spells and hope to find the correct sequence of letters that
designate the planet’s location in space. The complexities of doing
such a skill is the most difficult subject there ever will be. For
dragons who are older, wiser and stronger than any human and
they still find expansion throughout
the cosmos difficult. It will be thousands of times harder for
us.”

Science and physics were always fun to learn,
almost as fun as fighting. “Just how old is the dragon race? For
that matter, how old are humans?”

She smiled. “That would have been one of the
first things you would have learned in Twilight, as a child
student. To ours and their knowledge, dragons as a sentient species
with written history are nearly six billion years old and humans
evolved around three or four million years ago.”

“SIX BILLION?”
Cage shouted in complete surprise. Turning all alert heads in his
direction. Two under a spell continued to slumber. He calmed
himself and apologized for startling everyone. “How
old is this universe again? How old
is that sun? How long will the universe survive before all the
stars die out?”

“Contain yourself… Relax.” Megdline chuckled,
finally and truly surprising the warlock before her.

“Thirty two billion. For some of those
other answers, you will need to speak with a dragon elder willing
to divulge such knowledge for it has been many years since I’ve
studied all you are asking.” Megdline smiled serenely. “All I can
remember is that the dragons worked great magic when they first
explored the universe in which we reside. Our universe in close to
thirty two billion years old and will never die because mana and mass seem to be
intimately connected and can be recycled. When the stars are ready
to die, if we want, we can use spells as dragons have done and turn
mass into mana which would, in the course of several million years,
naturally revert back into physical substance as it first was and
start all over again. So long as life can use mana to shape magic,
this universe shall never
truly die. It will merely be reprocessed. And before you ask,
no I know very little of astronomy and haven’t really studied the
subject as I obviously should have. But for the galactic dangers
all around us, the dragons implanted spells into the world itself
to protect it from disaster.”

Cage had to lay back from the torrent of
information seeking a place within his mind. As a kid he always
feared the universe would die when he learned it would, but here it
seemed the dragons were more awesome than he knew. Converting
matter into mana and changing it back would be quite the task.

“Make us invisible quickly,
Cage!” Daku suddenly commanded and Cage jumped to
immediately throw up an encompassing shield all around Daku and
made its properties shift light to pass through. Once he completed
the spell he looked forward to find his Familiar’s eagle-like head
aimed to the west and facial settings appeared tense.

The abruptness of the situation was
completely unexpected. First getting the bomb dropped of the
incredible age of an entire species, the current universe’s
versatility and being able to bypass the laws of light speed and
distance by teleportation with a spell and then to have those heavy
thoughts vanish with those few and direct words. Small dots
appeared in his vision because if the immense draw to the diamonds,
the shield that protected them from the bitter cold and strong wind
and now cloaking them. Cage gritted his teeth to sustain the spells
while Frill leapt and scrambled up to stand on top of Daku’s head.
“What is it?” Cage heard Frill ask.

“Two wyverns spotted me, but they have a
person on them.” Daku said. “Megdline, do a spell to contain my
scent. If they get it, it won’t matter if we are cloaked. They will
be able to track us and I cannot fight with all of you on my back…
Sean, Lanna, Zatal, all of you gather around the two sleeping
females incase they get too close and there be no alternative but
to fight.”

Megdline stood with Cage as he focused solely
on the three tasks and would only tap into the diamonds as a last
resort. The sorceress worked her magic to add a shield around them
to trap all miniscule particles except those of air. Frill ran back
down to say “It’s the wyvern riders.”

“The what?” Cage asked, uncertain of what he
heard.

Megdline looked off in the direction the
griffin glared. “I’m done, Daku!”

“Everyone hold onto my fur and don’t let go!”
They did and he heard Brooke and Moril get taken out of their
slumber, likely by Megdline. The two didn’t get a chance to talk as
Megdline ordered them to stay low and grip his fur tightly. When he
heard the woman say they were ready, Daku beat his long wings and
quadrupled his speed. The griffin pumped his muscles hard and
struggled to outdistance the pair of approaching fire breathing
lizards while trying to not throw off those holding on. He found a
thick cloud below flashing up a storm and angled towards it. He
dove into the heart of the cloud and beneath it to get into the
raincloud and hoping to not get hit by lightning. Daku’s powerful
wings began a steady and speedy rhythm as he shot his large body
through the loud and angry storm. His movements didn’t allow those
riding to speak. Free for the moment while shooting ahead, Daku
said “Cage, stop the invisibility.”

The moment he did, darkness from overexertion
took away consciousness. Megdline and the others were hit hard by
the wind, rain and thunder when he no longer could maintain the
simple parting spell. The sorceress acted fast and reestablished
the shield, but not before getting drenched. Zatal saw his chief’s
limp form begin to slip on the slicked fur. He timed his move the
moment between each wing beat and grabbed a firm hold on Cage and
pulled him closer. Zatal supported his leader’s large body, but the
wetness made doing so difficult.

Daku flew hard, too afraid for his partner
and companions to fight back. He couldn’t justify fighting when
they weren’t ready. He had to rely on an inner eyelid to protect
his eyes from the deluge of rain or be forced to blink every
second. He flew faster than those wyverns ever could, but couldn’t
risk being seen in a clear direction. Thankfully the rainclouds
were extensive and he could fly freely.

In ten minutes, Cage recovered in an
unfocused state and simply held on to a patch of fur while Zatal
kept an iron grip on him should the worst happen and he pass out
again. To help deal with the headache, he put his face down in wet
fir and breathed slow and deep.

Daku slowly began to rise as he reached the
edge of the clouds fifteen minutes later. He carefully peeked above
the clouds to say “They are circling around where we entered the
clouds, but are looking the wrong way. We need to settle down
somewhere till they leave the area.” He then flew low and landed in
a thick copse of trees to shrink to half his current size and
disappeared beneath the canopy. “Is everyone alright?”

Cage sat with his back against a tree while
Brooke and Moril were over a ways, throwing up after the
experience. He said “What just happened back there. Frill, you said
wyvern riders. What did that mean?”

The large cat looked to Megdline to
explain so everyone could hear. She accepted the task. “It is as
the name implies. Here in the Laqura Empire, Empress Vika has a
small group comprised of second class and above sorcerers who
solely dedicate themselves into taming wyverns from the moment they
hatch from the clutch. It is difficult and dangerous work, but the
wyvern riders are the most dangerous weapon the empire has. They
cannot use the wyverns in war because the dragons would involve
themselves, but so long as the riders stay within their borders,
they are free to keep law in the empire. There are less than a
hundred riders, but since we passed Bepop not long ago it is not
surprising a wyvern rider had come. I’m surprised there were
two and they spotted
us.”

“Are they Familiars?” He had to ask.

“Most certainly not. If they were it would be
an entirely different situation, one we wouldn’t be able to avoid.
Think of them more like big, angry warhorses who have meaner riders
guiding them… I wonder how they found us. We were so high and far
from Bepop.” Megdline tapped her chin. “We couldn’t have been seen
by magic. The spells to prevent it are still in place.”

“Wyvern eyes are sharp like mine.” Daku said,
walking closer to lay down in a thick patch of dry grass. “They
must have seen me and the humans had them follow their instincts to
hunt an unknown prey. The humans likely wouldn’t have been able to
see me for what I am from so far away, even if magic enhanced their
vision. Enough questions for a few hours. They should be gone in an
hour. Rest, all of you.”

He didn’t need to repeat the order. The
flight was hard on them all.

At noon, the clouds cleared and Daku’s scan
of the sky concluded that the wyverns and their riders had left the
area. Because of their last experience, Brooke and Moril chose to
wear a blindfold because sleeping turned out to be too great a risk
now. Daku chose to fly higher than last time and much faster to
make up lost ground. Megdline chose to erect a stronger barrier and
forego channeling her mana into her topaz since she already had so
much stored. Cage was the one who needed to put away more. He
wasn’t the kind of person who’s pride is hurt when others help. He
had to rest after all.

Thankfully the rest of the day went without
incident.

 


The very next afternoon Daku said “Eeroan is
near.” Those words had everyone looking at him as he spun his
supple neck around. “Gather round between my wings. I must get
smaller before we descend.” Brooke took Sean’s hand and held him
close while they walked with the others. Cage stood in the back and
watched as Daku began to quickly shrink from over a hundred feet in
length to about twenty. The griffin couldn’t fly with so many in
this size, but he could glide. His warlock put up an invisibility
spell as they glided steadily lower.

Everyone looked to the city they were
destined to enter. Eeroan looked larger than the sight mirror
allowed and it was both beautiful and cruel to look at. Off to the
west they saw the island of Iron Mine and a long stone bridge and
jetty combination that linked the mine to the city. Even from up
high Cage and the others could see lines of movement that appeared
like ants, but were actually slaves working. The bold layout of
Eeroan was exceedingly simple, but it posed great problems compared
to other cities he had ever seen. Eeroan had a plan that couldn’t
be altered, or wasn’t allowed.

Daku eventually landed an hour away from the
city, but near a well traveled river that supplied the iron to the
rest of the nation. Brooke and Moril sat down to take a few minutes
to rest while Zatal and Lanna scouted the nearby area. Daku shrunk
down to Frill’s size and they checked for game so everyone could
eat.

The moment they landed, Cage began preparing
for the mission, one he never used outside of theory. He upended
his bag and extracted everything from the pile to organize it. He
found a spare robe while they sailed the freed captives to Emroc
and prepared heavily for the rescue of Meeka, the woman he loved
and missed dearly. He took the single, forest green robe with long
sleeves and put it on. He tied a brown sash around his waist and
checked all fit properly. Megdline had helped to alter the fabric
to fit his frame since the last mage was over a foot shorter and
stockier. She also said that no spells had been placed upon them.
He had to admit, it was comfortable, but the excess fabric would be
a liability in combat. Cage conjured a simple, full length mirror
of himself and created a black knife with which only cut hair. He
shaved and had a smooth jaw in minutes. His hair had grown longer
than he usually wore and cut it to the desired length, but left the
tribal beads alone. Cage grabbed the four bracelets and undid the
string holding them together. He checked the small, oval plate to
find the infinity symbol he placed in it. During the boat ride, he
created the bracelets and the plans on how to effectively spring
Meeka from captivity.

Finishing the final touches to the plan, Daku
and Frill returned wet with a fish in their mouths. Brooke and
Moril began cleaning the fish while the two Familiars licked
themselves dry by a smokeless fire after their time in the nearby
river. Cage whistled a birdcall, the issue to have the scouts
return to camp. Zatal and Lanna came in and sat down with everyone
to hear what he had to say while the food cooked.

“Chief, what is the plan?” Lanna
inquired.

“I’ve been studying everything I could
about Eeroan. I cannot see inside the castle where it is located in
the center of the city, but right next to it is where Meeka and
other captives are being held. I know, just by observing, that what
worked in Bepop won’t here. Eeroan is too precisely organized to be
taken advantage of. The spider web-like roads are designed to
prevent any type of sneaking around. We saw there are thousands of
slaves, but in that city” he
pointed to the southeast. “escape would be nothing more than a
dream. The roads are too wide to not be spotted and using the
rooftops to get close would be too far to jump. The city was
designed to prevent escape, infiltration and to trap any who tried.
The streets can be a deathtrap for any who disturb the
peace.

“At night, it gets more troubling. I’ve seen
orbs zooming through the streets.” Cage created a ball of light and
spelled it to speed all around them. It didn’t frighten anyone, but
it did give a good description.

“I wondered what those were.” Brooke said. “I
never asked while you concentrated, but they did seem like spirits.
What are they for, Cage Love?”

The orb winked out. “My guess is they patrols
the city, making stealthy attempts impossible. As of yet the balls
of light move randomly. Some are fast while others are slow so you
wouldn’t be able to time your moves with the sweeps. Guards patrol
the streets along with the lights at all times to show they do not
like others out during the hours of midnight to an hour before
sunrise. With so many slaves, they cannot be lax or give them any
hope of escape. They also have two mages rounding the streets with
the four dozen guards. There is no way we can sneak into the city
of Eeroan without getting caught. Even if I made us invisible there
would be no way to not get in trouble if a mage felt the magic
cloaking us. Whoever designed this slave run city knew just what
they were doing.”

“You make it sound impossible to save our
sister, Chief.” Moril said while stirring the cooking pot of fish
and vegetables.

“In truth, our chances of pulling off my idea
is less than ten percent. All of the other scenarios I’ve come up
with is less than three or lower. To get anywhere near Meeka I’ll
put us all in greater danger than the past two weeks combined. The
number of mages vary through the hours, mainly because Megdline
says that these assholes are learning the darker aspects of magic,
mainly necromancy. Because they are learning the bulk of them are
out and about for the first three hours after sunrise or just as
the sun sets. We have three hours before they come out. The danger
will be greater because most of these mages are already skilled in
the practical skills of magic, more so than I am.

“The only way all of us can get into the city
together and rescue Meeka is if you four pretend to be my
slaves.”

Brooke, Lanna, Zatal and Moril’s expressions
were priceless. They didn’t expect that at all. Lanna’s eyes
narrowed and her tone hinted at danger. “You want us to be your
slaves? Explain yourself.”

“Pretend, Lanna. Pretend to be my slave. I’ve been observing for
nearly a week about the people of this city.” Cage pointed a finger
for emphasis. “There are three types of slaves. The first kind are
the most in number and they are slaves working the mine and the
smelters. The second belong to local and rich servants. The last
belong to a mage or lord. These
slaves are allowed to move around without being chained or
shackled so long as they sport the symbol or brand of their master.
Plus, if they are seen as a mage’s slave, others cannot borrow or
ask for their aid. And the largest benefit, that I have seen, is
they get to carry their weapons. The other slaves are not allowed.”
Cage held up one bracelet with the infinity symbol prominently
standing out. “If the four of you wear this, we can stay together
and have a better chance of success. Brooke has already cut her
leather shirt so Lanna and Moril could wear bottoms and a strap to
cover your breasts. Zatal will wear her pants.” Cage looked to
Sean. “Son, when we get there you will still pretend to be my son
and Brooke will be your wet nurse you call mother, if anyone should
ask. If you are questioned why you two look nothing alike you can
say I always say you take after your mother who died in
childbirth.”

“I can do that.” Sean beamed and looked to
Brooke. “Are you alright with that, Mother?”

“Yes.” Brooke admitted, liking the plan so
far. “I could not pass for your real mother anyway because our skin
is too different.” Her brown eyes turned upon her impressive mate.
“And what will we have to do while pretending to be your slaves,
Love? If we can keep our weapons, can we use them?”

“Only as a last resort.” He explained while
handing over the simple and shiny bracelets. “Granny, Frill and I
will walk, with you holding Sean’s hand behind us. Daku will hide
either in my pocket or robe because he will draw too much interest
if seen. Zatal and Moril will lead and keep people away and Moril
will stay with you and our son. Most mages who keep personal slaves
use them to clear their path. When a mage does come, Zatal and
Lanna will step to either side of me and Granny. That is proper
courtesy I’ve come to understand. Two slaves of mages are to make
way so their masters may speak and keep commoners away so they may
speak privately.” Then he slightly changed topic. “When we get
Meeka we will all return here, to this very spot before
leaving.”

“And just how are we going to rescue our
love?” Brooke asked, wanting to know how long she had to wait to
make love to her woman again, to hold her close again, to share
warmth. She truly missed her Meeka.

Cage smiled and laid out the plan with the
highest chance of success.

Megdline stared dumbfounded with the others
at the boldness of it. Daku was the only one to chuckle. They were
quiet as he explained each of their tasks and Sean was put out,
knowing he wasn’t allowed to be directly involved when it counted,
again. The sorceress eventually spoke up as he ended the plan.
“You’ve asked my opinion several times, but you haven’t confided
your plans… I see why now. I could not come up with anything viable
because I was stuck trying to stay secretive, but this plan has
many risks and the reward will be left up to chance. I agree on
some level, but this is hard to take in. You are the best
manipulator of people I’ve ever known, but if you cannot replicate
what you did last time, I’m not strong enough to last long without
destroying…”

“I understand.” He interrupted. “The best way
to get into a secluded and heavily guarded area is to do something
drastic and gain the attention of those with curiosity of the
unknown. I know it will be dangerous, but we don’t have many days
to work our way up the social ladder. We go big and get noticed.
And I too worry it won’t happen again.” Something in Daku’s eyes
didn’t seem to think it would. “It won’t take long for word to
spread and people are gullible and will believe anything, if my
plan succeeds in a crowd. If it doesn’t you can do what you must,
but let me try first.” He met every eye. “What say you?”

Zatal said “You can rely on me, Chief. You
haven’t steered us wrong yet.”

“You have my blade.” Moril stated and Lanna
nodded in agreement.

“My Love, it is dangerous and will put our
son in danger, but if it works we could get our lover back and be
gone soon. I will do anything to get her back, even do this.” She
clasped the bracelet to her wrist.

Megdline sighed. “Fine, you’ll be the death of me anyway. I
consent.”

Frill smirked. “Are you kidding, we
travel with Lord Death
himself. We’re on his good side.” The goofy face he made had
an instant effect on his gloomy partner. Megdline burst out
laughing. “You’re right. Necromancers beware, Lord Death is on his
way!” She chuckled and made others join in.

“Food’s ready!” Brooke stated and dished out
fair portions. Cage ate some tubers and the last energy bar
Megdline made weeks ago. It still tasted fresh and perfectly
preserved without preservatives. While he ate he dramatically
lowered the draw from his diamonds to recover nearly completely by
the end of the meal.

Sean slid on his shirt from his pack while
his mother and her friends put on the bare minimum amount of
clothes. He found the sleeves of his shirt covered his knife
strapped to his forearm. Zatal slid into a pair of leather pants,
but remained barefoot like his mother and those she called sisters.
Sean laced his boots and watched as Daku shrunk to the smallest
size he’d ever seen, like a humming bird, but far more beautiful
and his wings didn’t blur. The griffin climbed into a pocket and
held the edge to keep his head above. The next thing he saw was his
dad having his mother and the others hold out their wrists to
shrink the metal firmly and seamlessly to their left wrist so it
couldn’t be taken off without cutting off the entire hand. He knew
his dad would undo it later. Megdline gave everyone except his dad
and himself two small gold discs which acted like earrings.

In five minutes they left the small area and
walked a few hundred feet opposite the river to find a game trail
Lanna had found and marked secretly so they could find it again.
The trail led to a small pond which joined another trail that ended
near a road. They had to all carefully not disturb the shrubs and
Sean found a rock that he placed just so he could remember where
the hidden trail is. They then used the road and headed southeast
towards the city of Eeroan.

 


“State your business!” A well armed guard
demanded at the outer wall.

Zatal confidently stepped forward as he had
been taught while the others stopped. Two dirty slaves nearby
pulled a loaded wagon of stacked wood like horses or mules would,
into the city, getting a casual glance from the guards at the load.
Zatal learned how to address and alter his way of speaking to not
be seen out of place. He stood larger than the guard to calmly
state “Out of Lord Ceembura’s way, Peasant. Move now or I shall do
it for you.”

The guard became flushed in anger at being
addressed in such a way by a mere slave. “I was not speaking to
you, Slave. One more word and I’ll…” He went to grab for his sword,
but Zatal’s life as a warrior on the plains hardened him into a
lethal adversary. Zatal moved to grab the knife on his forearm,
unsheathed it and slashed the man’s throat, where there wasn’t any
armor protecting the soft flesh. He sheathed the blade before the
guard fell to struggle for a fleeting moment and Zatal’s calm
countenance made the guard’s death throes more dramatic.

Six guards watched in horror as a slave
killed one of their comrades and went to draw their swords until
the body rose of the ground by an unseen force and was drug aside
to be dropped at the feet of the nearest guard. All eyes turned to
a tall mage in green robes with a bored expression as he lowered a
hand. Cage yawned while pretending to be called Ceembura to say in
a bored way “Dispose of the trash and get a guard who knows how to
address one such as myself.” He looked down at Megdline to say
“Where is it we are going again young lady?”

Megdline sighed and said “Lord Ceembura, the
empress wanted you to see how the students are doing after four
hundred years. You are to see if they made any progress or if they
hadn’t, you are to replace the Arch Magister and make an example of
him. He hasn’t made a single contribution in thirty years, at least
not of any worth to her.”

“Ah, yes, that’s right.” He set his eyes on
the nearest group of wide eyed soldiers. “Ah, it has been centuries
since visiting this place. Has anything changed in my absence? Is
the Quiet Dove still the best inn around?” Cage had spent plenty of
time watching and listening to various mages and heard of the inn
several times and made it sound as he were intimately familiar with
the historic building.

The soldiers seemed to have a change of heart
after throwing Vika’s title of empress and the Arch Magister out
where they could hear. The men snapped at attention, realizing this
was no ordinary mage they dealt with. One of rank said “Yes Sir!
You’ll find no better inn in all of Eeroan! Proceed, Lord Ceembura
and I ask forgiveness, we did not get word one such as yourself
would be coming.”

Cage simply looked ahead and walked, not
answering as he had seen many of nobility and mages do to lesser
men. The others followed in unison and made sure the soldiers saw
the bracelets and remember. It wasn’t hard to get attention of the
guards as two drug the dead man away and secretly sent word to all
other guards to watch out for four nearly naked slaves with the
infinity mark on a bracelet and to inform the castle of Lord
Ceembura’s first destination. Other onlookers gave a wide berth at
such savagery, but seeing two mages didn’t really seem out of place
here. Cage remained bored, but saw all of this and the likely
possibilities.

They remained together and walked unerringly
down the street filled with many slaves working in low standard
clothes and working their fingers and backs to the bone. In the
fading darkness one or two mages were felt before being seen as
they worked small magic, but the city’s spells were aggravating
because the magic was everywhere, slowly feeding off all the mana
from every individual in the city. When four mages got close, Cage
used a small explosive spell in the crack of a building, but before
it could detonate with the power of a firecracker, the city’s
active spells sucked the power out in an instant. Megdline sent a
small stone straight into her hand and tried to make it invisible,
but the powerful spells layered in the city prevented such magics.
It seemed several spells were banned, but the elemental spells of
fire, wind, earth and water, worked well. Movement and simple
shields also seemed to remain useful. The two friends looked to
each other with knowing expressions and understood this to be their
only means at the moment.

The city made sure that what had been
overlooked in Bepop didn’t occur here.

More and more mages appeared the closer they
got to the center of Eeroan. Some exited large establishments where
magic seemed to be worked stronger. Each mage appeared adult with
years of experience. Many were men, but there were a handful of
women sorceresses and witches.

Everyone stayed together, getting closer to
their destination.

On the left stood the inner wall with
patrolling guards and behind the twenty foot wall towered a seven
story castle. A market circled all around the wall where there is
plenty of space, with master and slaves selling and buying whatever
was offered. Zatal made a casual look back, the first he or Lanna
had done since entering the city. Cage gave a subtle nod to begin
and they headed near the Quiet Dove Inn. It was a five story
establishment made completely of granite but it had a white tinge
and had been polished to a half gloss. If not for the overworked
slaves, the city would be nice and cozy. They got within a hundred
feet before Cage made a subtle gesture to his leading
companions.

Ahead were three obnoxious mages
laughing and telling crude jokes in the middle of the street. The
loudest and cockiest walked to the side of their group. None had
the wizened behavior of advanced age in a young body and Megdline
once said that it is after the first eighty years that a
mage truly matures. These
three were still young in comparison, acting more like they came
from a frat party with booze and loose women. They were the ideal
targets.

They walked right at Cage’s group, not paying
any attention or actively used spells. Lanna intentionally shoved
the most annoying mage into his buddies to say “Out of the way,
Fools!”

The three stumbled and crashed to the ground.
The three mages untangled themselves as the crowd quieted after her
loud voice lifted higher than necessary. The pride of the three
were wounded and embarrassed, but when they got up they realized
what the sneering woman had done and saw the gold earring. They had
been accosted and humiliated by a slave and a woman at that. The
leader raised his hands and shouted “That was your last mistake,
whore!” A blue flame gathered in his hands before shooting straight
for her.

Sensing the moment was ripe when the strong
tingle of magic exploded, Cage and the group stopped. He turned to
see the blue flames launching for the startled Lanna.

Before the combat colored fire reached the
female warrior, Cage lifted a hand and captured the fireballs
halfway to their destination. The pair exploded safely within the
spheres and were snuffed out. The trio stared dumbfounded at what
happened and before they could speak Cage stepped between Lanna and
the three. In a calm and casual voice he said “You dare to attack
my slave with so many witnesses? It seems my arrival to Eeroan
truly was required after all. You foolish children forget your
place. You are never allowed to deal punishment to another’s slave
without the expressed permission of me, her owner. To use magic
against my slave is tantamount to attacking me, Young Man.
Apologize to me for stalling my progress. While you are at it, tell
me your teacher so you can receive proper punishment for attempting
to kill my slave.”

The three magically summoned their staffs to
a hand and held it at the ready. The crude one who shot fire
smirked “And just who do you think you are to tell us what to do?
Move aside so I can teach your slave a lesson she’ll never forget.”
The crowd became intrigued and fearful while gathering closer and
watching everything in the center of a busy street. Three or four
other mages stood and watched along with a half dozen guards and
slavers.

Cage’s calm and bored expression
suddenly showed some mild excitement. He did something he hadn’t
done before in such a tense situation, Cage looked away from the
trio and down at Megdline. “Young One, I’m here to see how the dark
magic classes are being handled, correct?” Megdline casually
inclined her head. “Then this will be a prime opportunity to test
the youngsters and see if they have made any progress. They wish to
deal punishment for their own inadequacies against my slave for
standing in my way, but this
will give me a good idea how these children are learning… Please
take my slaves aside and put up a shield to protect them and my
son.”

“Of course, Lord Ceembua.” Megdline
answered and gestured for Frill and the Utala to move away and do
as Cage coolly impressed her yet again. He seemed far older than he
looked and she could swear he wasn’t pretending,
if she didn’t know him so well. Her
grey eyes made sure Sean held Brooke’s hand while the priestess
casually laid her free hand on a shiny tomahawk.

Cage looked around to stare at the robed
individuals meaningfully. “You four children, will you combine your
power to protect the crowd? Oh, and be sure to watch and learn how
a true dark master teaches.”

The three became somewhat sobered at
realizing that only they and a green robed mage stood alone. They
looked at their numbers against one man not even carrying a staff
and seemed so casual, as if he was merely taking a stroll. They,
and the one called Lord Ceembura could feel magic being worked by
others to protect the crowd. The one with the most uncertain
expression said “We only want the whore who assaulted us
first.”

“Not going to happen, Young Man. She
was doing as I told her to do and keep vagrants from bothering me
and my son. You weren’t watching where you were going and as she
is my slave who did as
I said, she’ll not be punished. You
forget your place and the laws in which we are part of. Before I
retire for the evening, I demand to see the quality of your
training. I will rip out your souls if you refuse, but if you
manage to kill me, you can have her. My son though will inherit the
others if you somehow manage to succeed.” In the fading sunlight,
the shadows and whispers from the crowd gave a cold and creepy
atmosphere. Cage crossed his arms to bore his penetrating black
eyes on the three. “Come now, quit delaying. You know the
alternative. Being a dark practitioner has risks,
this is one of them. Show me the
fruits of your studies.”

The mages couldn’t believe what had happened
so quickly. The calmness of the green robed mage gave them a chill
they hadn’t felt in a long time. The quality and the promise in his
voice gave little doubt he could do it. The most arrogant of them
smiled and stole a glance at the savage who touched him with filthy
slave hands to say “Fine! I’ll kill you. I want her to suffer!” He
looked to his buddies. “Come on boys, let us enjoy this.” He closed
his eyes and a few seconds later came a blue light seven feet off
the ground and out came an owl which landed on his shoulder. The
other two summoned their Familiars too, one being a lean Doberman
and the other a goat. The leader looked to the green robed mage to
say “Where’s your Familiar?”

“He’s too big to play with us.” Cage smiled.
Daku held still in the pocket, but Cage could feel the griffin
shaking, trying not to laugh.

“Kill him!” The leader ordered the Familiars
as he and the other two began working magic.

Cage put up a relatively strong barrier when
the goat head-butted it with the force of a half ton battering-ram.
The large attack dog tried striking from a different angle to run
teeth first into a barrier. The owl ineffectively attacked from
above, making loud crashing sounds with the other two Familiars. He
could feel Daku wanting out and to teach the Familiars a lesson,
but stayed hidden. Each hit drew more mana to maintain the barrier,
but Cage could sustain such an attack for an hour before
tiring.

The problem came when the trio of mages began
sending magic.

The road beneath his feet began to churn, but
Cage learned how to slam his own spell on top of a current one to
negate it. The ground turned black and still. Ice sickles from a
bucket of water that had been frozen was launched with a piercing
green spell, Cage sensed this with his own magic and his wards spun
his barrier a moment before the projectile hit and was redirected.
Cage altered the sharp ice sickle’s path and speared the man’s
goat, making it bleat out “Fuuuuck, It hurrrts!” while the leader
sent breaking spells wrapped in blue fire to destroy Cage’s shield
and incinerate him. Cage meanwhile used magic to jerk the owl out
of the air and put it in the path of his partner’s own spell.

“Such spells are too easily taught.”
Cage said in an unimpressed manner as the bird’s flaming feathers
were put out by his surprised master. “You came here to learn
the dark arts. Use your
strongest spell or I’ll really have to replace the Arch Magister
and expel you three who do not take your studies
seriously.”

“WHAT?!” One of them shrieked as the
Familiars backed off after all heard such a declaration. “The Arch
Magister… He’s been the teacher for nine hundred years.”

“Is that all?” Cage wondered with a
smile while acting aloof. “If you speak of age then I’ve been a
dark sorcerer for two thousand and eleven years.” The three men
dropped their jaws at such a statement and couldn’t sense any
falsehood. Cage laughed on the inside. Ha,
I haven’t been working magic for a year idiots. He
thought and laughed internally. “Now show me something good.”
Shakily, the leader removed an eerily glowing gem the size of a pea
which Cage knew immediately what it was.

The gemstone was a dull pink, but it glowed
and pulsed as if something inside fought to get out. Even from
twenty feet away and without using magic to feel out the extra
sensory way, Cage could sense a trapped spirit imprisoned within.
After all the talks with Frill and Megdline, Cage learned the
basics from what little she researched. For necromancers, to bind a
spirit they are placed and locked within a soul gem while the
caster inflicts pain to the spirit’s body with magic, tearing it
until the spirit can no longer experience anything except pain and
a way to be released of it. A ghost would be in pain for eternity
until it completed its task and would be relentless, no longer
itself. When the task is complete though, the ghost can no longer
return to being a spirit and simply becomes nothing to end its
pain. The crueler the torture, the more dangerous the ghost. But to
affect the physical realm, the ghost is released to be bound,
usually within a primary element.

Such is the case for what happens next.

The cruel mage placed a hand over the
gem and used a series of spells to safely extract a howling green
ghost that had the crowd covering their ears. Some fled, expecting
to be cursed, but only the stronger mages could clearly see the
ghost spiraling around to take a form, but unable to because of
what the obnoxious man did. “Pain… so
much!!! End it!!!” The male sounding ghost billowed in
agony. The mage conjured a powerful blue flame and stuck it in the
center of the green apparition and bound the ghost with flame that
would forever burn as it drew power from the ghost. It howled
louder and everyone could now see the blue, writhing flames burning
hot enough to melt sand. Only the barriers stood as protection from
the deadly blaze.

The man who bound, tortured and transformed a
spirit into a ghost angrily commanded “Kill him to end the pain!”
and pointed at the green robed mage before him.

Cage kept his expression bored, but inside
his blood boiled at the thought of the inhuman torture a spirit had
been subjected to after dying already. Just the cruel thought to
harm the harmless just because you can made him angry and want to
enjoy killing anyone who took pleasure in turning spirits into
ghosts. He fought with everything he had to not grin as he watched
a necromancer in action, setting a ghost on fire and send it on a
task.

The moment the angry, ten foot writhing
flame was sent on a duty and flew right at him, Cage felt the
change. Like what happened before in Frozen Forest, the
unexplainable feeling blossomed within Cage. It fortified him like
adrenaline, but instead of strengthening the physical, it powered
what could not be touched by the flesh. In the otherworldly and
commanding voice Cage demanded “Enough!” The ghost consumed in flames stopped
dead in his tracks. It went silent along with everyone else who
felt his words hold them silently in place. Before the crowd and
mages, Cage sent his spells to rip all that bound the inferno and
fueled it from the ghost. The task was simpler now that he
understood the concepts of what he had done when pulling the wind
and debris from the tornado-like spell applied to a small girl’s
ghost. In a moment the flames were extinguished without a fuel
source.

Without the physical force binding the ghost,
Cage extended his hands and let the feeling within guide the spell.
A black mist shot from his palms and bonded to the green mist of
the ghost’s form. The blackness began tugging and forcibly pulling
the marring done back together like a jigsaw puzzle. The blackness
slowly healed and the flood of magic was too much to sustain
without help so Cage tapped into a diamond and increased the speed
and power of gathering. In moments the swirling green ghost
assembled into the form of a man covered in darkness. The sickly
green coloring healed into a soft whiteness of a healthy spirit
once again. Cage this time remained conscious and felt when the
spell ran its course. He remained calm and absorbed just a bit more
from his diamonds to diminish the headache and stopped. The newly
healed spirit went to say something, but before the plan could be
ruined Cage commanded in the inhuman, ethereal voice “Depart and
join the other spirits immediately!”

The spirit’s eyes widened as it couldn’t
disobey and vanished completely.

In the following silence, the feeling,
instinct or whatever it could be called, slowly dissipated before
leaving entirely. Cage retained a calm, bored expression as he
dropped his shield and felt the full force of heat that lingered.
The ground between them gave the mirage of waving like water due to
the heat. It would take some time before the section of street
cooled. He said “Not bad, but I expected more. Off with you, my
journey has been long and an old man needs his rest.” He yawned and
turned his back on the stunned crowed and approached Megdline and
the others. He simply gestured with his hands and the others
surrounded him as if this were any other day.

As they pushed through the crowd and headed
towards the Quiet Dove. In a few easy seconds they stood at the
open double doors while hearing the crowd whisper behind their
backs. People moved widely aside as they entered the wonderful
smelling and clean establishment.

Behind them they heard “Welcome to the Quiet
Dove, Lord Ceembura.”

They turned to see a portly, well dressed man
with a groomed beard and mustache. His eyes looked only to Cage who
smiled kindly, knowing the plan was working splendidly. The owner
had seen everything since it happened just outside and went to see
what the commotion is all about. Cage said “It is good to be back
here after so long.” He dug in a pocket and withdrew his coin bag,
half full of rocks. “I will be requiring your finest room with five
beds, a hot bath for us all and a filling meal. How much will it
cost.”

“I’ll not even take a copper.” The man stated
confidently and walked behind a counter. “Though I’ve never heard
of you before this evening, I can tell you are a great man of
importance. After that demonstration I know when a mage of great
power is in my inn and I get the great honor. In exchange for the
meal, room and baths I ask you to keep humbling those worthless
mages who bully decent folk. Give my slaves a minute to drag a few
beds into a room first… We’ll call it even. How long will your stay
be, My Lord?”

“Unclear. I have business with the Arch
Magister in the morning. We shall see what happens afterwards.”

The proprietor withdrew a key and whistled.
Three slaves in finer clothes stepped into the reception and dining
room. “Prepare our finest feast for Lord Ceembura and his company…
uh, my lord, what about your slaves?”

“They will reside in the room with me, my son
and my aid.” He placed a hand on Megdline’s shoulder. “They keep
the unwanted away and I treat them with respect. They also eat what
I do so do not give them slop.”

“Nothing except the finest here, My Lord.”
The owner stated. He gave the key to Moril before saying to his
slaves “Prepare baths for the lord and the others as well. Also
take beds from other rooms and have five in one. They are our most
welcome guests, make sure they are treated as such.” The slaves
left to get started.

One came down five minutes later and led them
all up the stairs.

On the top floor the slave left after
pointing the door. Moril managed to unlock the door on her first
try and Zatal and Lanna entered the massive room to check
everything out before allowing anyone to enter. When all seemed in
order Cage and the rest slipped inside and locked the door. The
room was lavish and had soft carpet running across the ground. Five
large beds were against the wall and a fireplace sat in the corner
with ready logs. Cage effortlessly started a fire to give light to
the dark room. Zatal went over to the window door and stepped out
on a balcony to look down at the city streets where a crowd
lingered and continued discussing what happened. Cage felt movement
at his hip when Daku emerged and grew to the size of a housecat to
look discretely out over the balcony in the rapidly darkening
city.

Exhausted, Cage dropped face first into
the soft bed and sighed. Megdline made a simple spell to prevent
eavesdropping to sit down as well. “I cannot believe it
actually worked!” She laughed.
“Dimwit, you did it again! For a few moments I was afraid it
wouldn’t work. You told us what we were doing, but not
why.”

“Oh…” He chuckled as he rolled onto his
side. “That’s easy. You said its unheard of to heal a ghost and
return them to a spirit. Back there” He pointed to the balcony
where Zatal and Daku looked out. “I needed to show actual
necromancers something they’ve never seen before and to grossly
exaggerate my age to give the impression that I’ve come across a
way to do what you said is impossible and do it in a crowd where my
notoriety will spread like wildfire. Utilizing the mannerisms and
speech patterns of an older and wiser man is far too easy. It seems
like they respect the darker parts of magic and to do what I did
would make everything I said seem truthful. If age for mages is a
good thing, a sign of respect, then if in all my
supposed years I stumbled across a
secret of necromancy, it would be best to give a
demonstration.”

“What a way to do just that.” She
laughed.

“Dad, you’ve gotten stronger.” Sean noted as
he sat on the bed beside Cage.

“So are you with knife skills.” Cage put Sean
in a headlock and gave him a playful wrestle. Sean giggled and
managed to free himself before tackling his dad and play-fought for
a minute. Cage moved just so to let Sean win the match.

Brooke smiled as she watched her men play
after feeling worried the plan wouldn’t succeed. She soon hugged
them both together, kissed Sean on the forehead and her mate on the
lips.

Daku glided off the balcony rail to land on
the bed beside his partner. “The plan is working, Cage. All of the
mages who stood around could only talk about returning a ghost into
a spirit and hurried off to the castle to tell their instructors of
what you did. They will be curious and be waiting for our morning
arrival.”

“They won’t wait.” Cage stated. “Someone who
can heal a ghost will make them too curious to use formality and
draw out a few of the upper class necromancers. If their anything
like Twilight learning I’m a warlock, healing a ghost will bring
their intellectual curiosity to their forefront and disregard their
usual traits. They’ll send someone tonight.”

“If there is a problem, do your diamonds have
enough to fight?” Daku asked.

“I used maybe a tenth of what I’ve pumped in
back there. It was difficult, but I could put up a decent fight for
awhile.” Cage admitted.

“That was fast, they are coming with the
baths.” Megdline abruptly said as she put spells to warn when
others approached down the hall.

Daku took two bags in his hands and dove
under the bed to hide behind them so if someone peeked under, he
would be well hidden. Just as he settled down there came a knock
and a jumbled voice because Megdline hadn’t canceled her spell to
disrupt words. She stopped and watched Zatal return with a knife
gripped in his hand and still stained with blood. He approached the
door, unlocked it and peeked out to confirm it was a team of twenty
slaves carrying seven, thin wooden tubs, soap, linen and the rest
carrying steaming hot water. He opened the door to let them do
their task. Cage had only one gold left and handed it over as a tip
to the surprised slave.

When the slaves left and the door locked
everyone stripped down and submerged themselves in the relaxing hot
water. All of them groaned in the bliss of a good, hot bath. Daku
crawled into the water with Cage like Frill did with his partner.
Daku leaned his back and wings across Cage’s chest and let the hot
water seep into the body and relieve sore muscles. Zatal started
snoring while soaking and it received a laugh from everyone. Sean
followed his friend’s deep breathing exercises and was allowed to
stay till the water cooled. The rest soaped and rinsed to feel like
new people. When the water got cold, Brooke picked up her son who
remained sound asleep and placed him on a linen on the bed and let
him sleep.

Zatal wasn’t so lucky as Lanna pushed his
head under the water to make him spit and sputter and tell her off.
She grinned and welcomed him to challenge, but he knew who would
win and it wasn’t going to be him. It put the whole group more at
ease after another laugh.

Another knock signaled that the food had
arrived in fine silver platters with plates, bowls and an
assortment of fine wines which Cage had to select from. The owner
himself had come up to see how their stay was going and Megdline
made the man feel good and even Frill spoke though the man didn’t
understand. Cage could tell the finest wine by scent alone, like a
connoisseur and the owner wasn’t surprised he selected the best he
could offer. When his slave staff sat the food down on a long table
they scooped out some water before lifting the tubs and carting it
downstairs. The owner left after explaining the feast of roast duck
marinated for two days in wine and honey with fresh bread, cheeses,
a fruit salad made of bananas, mangoes, honeydew and pineapples
along with a hot bowl of clam chowder bought at the market not two
hours prior from the port.

Everyone ate their fill as the man left with
a boastful smile, but before they ate, Cage used a spell to make
sure all the food was safe.

Nothing except the bones of the duck and a
few smears were left behind afterwards.

Cage, Brooke and Sean took a bed while Daku
slept curled in Cage’s neck. The others got in bed to rest while
Moril kept watch and listened.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 17

 


Moril remained a vigilant huntress while
sitting in a wooden chair on the balcony of the Quiet Dove. Night
had settled in for its time to cool the heat caused by the end of
the hot summer months. The vantage on the balcony gave her great
lines of sight of much of the city. She didn’t like cities and felt
too confined and offered too many places to be ambushed. Fewer and
fewer people roamed the streets, most who still did were slaves and
she couldn’t help feeling glad she had something the others didn’t,
a fair and kind chieftain. Her time being split as a huntress and a
warrior allowed her to watch for anything that could endanger her
people. She would not allow anything to escape her notice among a
city full of enemies. Moril relaxed her body, but her eyes
relentlessly scanned for danger.

Midnight passed and she watched as magic
lights sped throughout the city. Slavers prowled and were easy to
see because the lights hung above their head and followed them
wherever they went. The lights not accompanying the slavers always
stopped when coming across a person. She knew that sneaking would
be impossible because of the combination of magic, armed slavers
and patrolling guards.

Hours slowly crept passed until she found
what her chief warned of. A group of lights began swirling on the
other side of the wall that encompasses the grey castle. The gate
facing the main street that runs beside the Quiet Dove opened and
out came a group of fifteen magic men and women with animal
Familiars and close to two dozen soldiers in full, polished armor
of the finest make. Bright white lights circled the large group of
men and beast and were walking straight down the street with clear
purpose.

Moril quit playing with her knife and
sheathed it to her bare thigh. She waited till she was sure the
large group actually headed for them. She watched from the shadows
as they approached and moved ever closer to the inn. When they
slowed beneath her and a woman began ordering the warriors to
encircle the front so that none enter or exit, Moril walked slowly
into the room and approached her chief.

Sudden and brief pain surged through Cage as
his wards activated when someone approached stealthily while he
slept. He jerked upright and gripped a wrist outstretched towards
him. His eyes cleared to find an unnerved Moril frozen in place.
His move on the soft bed roused Sean and Brooke as well. Daku stood
and stretched like a cat while extending his wings. He released
Moril’s hand when he didn’t find a weapon in her grasp. She rubbed
her wrist from his strong grasp as he asked “How many?”

Moril knew that he understood the reason to
wake him and replied “Fifteen magic men and women with likewise
number of Familiars. Also accompanying are twenty three soldiers.
They just arrived at the front and were knocking on the door when I
came to rouse you.”

The conversation woke everyone who remained
hyper vigilant because of the great stress of the situation. Cage
took control and said “Zatal, I’ve explained what you are to do
when they come. Count to fifteen when they first knock and keep
them on the defensive. To send so many mages here means either they
know it’s a ruse and are coming to detain or they are taking us
seriously. Everyone pretend to go back to sleep and not appear
anxious. Zatal, you be annoyed to them.”

“That won’t be hard. I hate not being able to
sleep through the night.” He replied and laid back down on his
bed.

Moril moved to lay in the empty bed between
him and Lanna while Frill and Megdline cuddled. Brooke wrapped her
arms around her son and laid down while Daku jumped down to hide
beneath the bed. Cage leaned back and closed his eyes.

Other than the soft crackling of the fire,
nothing could be heard for close to fifteen minutes. Then they all
heard the soft sounds of footsteps and the tapping sound of nails
on stone from some kind of animal. There was a silent exchange of
whispers, but because neither Frill or Daku didn’t give warning of
deception in those words Cage didn’t use magic to burn any of them
into a crisp.

A soft knock on the door came and Zatal began
counting. By the tenth second there came another knock with more
effort. Zatal got out of bed and drew his knife before using the
key to unlock the door. He cracked the door to find five magic men
in dark robes beside the portly proprietor. Standing lower were
three dogs, a cat and a owl. A closer look showed the owl belonged
to the same man the chief fought hours ago. Zatal whispered angrily
“What is the meaning of this!?”

An older looking man stepped forth. “We have
come to speak to the one named Lord Ceembura. He is to come with us
by orders of the Arch Magister himself.”

Zatal looked back and the same person
who spoke used the chance to stick his head inside to see everyone
fast asleep. Zatal grabbed the magic man by the throat and shoved
him back with enough physical force to send him tumbling to the
floor. The owner and mages gasped at such audacity as the large
naked man stepped into the hall and shut the door. With it shut he
raised his voice “Who the fuck do you think you are to barge in on
my master’s room without permission!?” He held his knife
menacingly. “Go back to whatever hole you crawled out of, all of
you. My master needs to sleep and has ordered me to not allow
anything to disturb it by any
means necessary. Tell the Arch
Magister my master will be waiting at the gate at first light as
you fools clearly heard at both the outer wall and when he dealt
with this pompous student who
didn’t realize who he stood in the way of.” The obnoxious man with
the owl went scarlet.

The man thrown to the ground glowered at the
naked slave when he stood. “Touch me again, Slave, and I’ll see you
are severely punished.” He pointed commandingly to the door. “Wake
your master this moment and have him come to the castle. The Arch
Magister has summoned for him.”

“That will not happen. Only one person
has the authority to make him do anything and that is Empress
Vika. Until she commands him
to do otherwise, he is allowed to do as he pleases as the greatest
living necromancer the Laqura Empire has ever had. His skills are
legendary, though he hasn’t been seen in centuries. Leave my master
to rest. If he is grumpy he might just choose to kill all of you to
further his research.” Zatal wasn’t sure why the chief told him to
say the last few words until he saw the horrified looks cross the
magic men’s faces. They seemed to take it seriously and he found it
hard to not laugh, but his annoyed scowl further made powerful
mages crumble. “Off with you or am I going to get to use my knife
again so soon?”

“First thing in the morning! If the sun lifts
off the ocean we’ll be back.” The annoyed man stated and stomped
away while the others followed with their Familiars. Zatal sheathed
his knife back onto his forearm.

“Please inform your master I’m sorry for the
interruption.” The owner said frightfully. “I didn’t have a choice
in bringing them up.”

Zatal inclined his head and smiled. It seemed
to ease the man’s expression, but he appeared uneasy, likely
standing before another naked man. “I will let him know you were
not happy with the situation. I must ask though that you send a
large meal up an hour before dawn for us. My master prefers eggs,
fresh biscuits with butter, hand squeezed orange juice and the
sweetest berries you offer.”

The man clapped his hands once and smiled.
“And he will have it. Will the rest of you require the same?” Zatal
nodded and the man hurried off.

He reentered the room, locked the door and
moved towards the balcony. Zatal only saw his chief’s open eyes and
got an approving nod. Zatal moved to the balcony and glared at a
mage hovering just outside the window. The mage held his gaze until
an owl flew up and hooted a few times. The mage descended to the
ground where the others gathered. They talked for several minutes
on the ground before one mage and two soldiers moved off into a
dark alleyway where they could watch if there was anything amiss.
The rest spoke for several more minutes beneath swirling orbs of
light before heading back into the castle.

When ten minutes passed and nothing else
happened Zatal returned to the room and closed the door. The
warrior went to speak, but his chief shook his head while pointing
to his ear and then crated an illusion of someone pressing their
ear against a door. The warrior understood they were being listened
to. From the open eyes of the others, they knew it as well. The
warrior returned to his bed and fell deeply asleep while snoring up
a storm.

 


Cage woke when he heard sounds of several
feet coming down a hall. He sat up and rubbed Brooke’s shoulder
just as there came a sharp knock that woke the others. Zatal
quickly slipped into the pair of pants while the women put on their
tribal garb. Cage slid into the green robe like Megdline in yellow
and tied the sash tight while Zatal opened the door and allowed the
owner and four slaves carrying trays loaded with food and pitchers
of orange juice that saturated the room in delicious scents.

The proprietor bowed to Cage and said “Lord
Ceembura, forgive last night’s interruption.”

“Interruption?” Cage blinked blankly. “By
whatever do you mean?”

The owner turned to Zatal who said “Pardon,
Master, a group of mages from the castle came late in the night to
command you to come with them by the Arch Magister. I ran them off
as you ordered. This man had no choice but to show them the way. He
had no alternative.”

“Then good. I so hate not getting proper
sleep and those children need to learn patience. I would have made
an example of them for sure… by the way good sir, how did you know
my favorite breakfast? You surprise me greatly.” Cage said as he
popped a delicious strawberry in his mouth after spelling the food
for underhanded tricks.

“Your slave was kind enough to inform me of
your morning delights.” The man admitted and bowed, seeing the
delight in the mage’s expression.

“Thank you kindly.” Cage began loading up a
plate while a slave poured a glass of fresh orange juice in a fine
crystal glass.

“Enjoy.” The man said as he ushered his
workers outside.

The wards Cage placed in his diamonds made a
dull hum that only he could hear that explained they were still
being listened to by magical means. Megdline taught such a spell
for she uses it as well. He gestured to be silent and not speak as
usual. They couldn’t apply a barrier to negate the eavesdropping
unless they wanted to risk more suspicion. Each loaded their plate
and sat before the fire to eat and keep up appearances. Sean asked
to see the city and wanted to take Brooke and Moril, but was told
after meeting with the Arch Magister. He said he wanted a slave of
his own, just for those listening to catch it. Cage rubbed his
son’s head and said he would allow it after. Cage had to admit,
Sean’s hard life sure made him understand and be a professional
liar when there was a need.

Eventually they all used a privy hidden
behind a door and cleaned up to look their best. Daku hid in the
pocket. It was time to get the show on the road.

 


Downstairs the owner said he would have the
room clean and ready by the time they return. Outside, the morning
had just begun.

Word spread like wildfire during the night.
As predicted. When Brooke and the others took up position around
Cage, Megdline and Frill while holding her son’s small hand, the
crowd parted widely. Some bowed or cowered, bust most pointed or
whispered. Each of them noticed they were being followed by four
mages trying to blend in, but didn’t give them the knowledge they
knew. Cage remained outwardly bored while they passed through the
early morning patrons.

It took only minutes to reach the gate to see
three dozen mages waiting. At the front stood a middle aged man
with a long blonde beard that reached his belly. At his side lay a
large male lion with a dark mane and critical eyes. He looked the
wizard one would truly imagine in stories, especially with a long
knotted staff with a dark brown gem the size of a softball set in
the top. This was undoubtedly the Arch Magister.

Cage commanded “Wait here.” and only he
approached the group alone. He approached the sorcerer and could
almost feel the power rolling off the man. He was clearly a first
class sorcerer. Cage came right up and went to lay a hand on the
man’s shoulder and was stopped by a barrier. He raised an eyebrow.
“So you have changed, Young Man, but
you still lack power.”

Cage infused his fist with a tremendous
amount of magic and blackness roared around his fist as he pumped
more and more into it. The sorcerer felt the explosion of power
emanate from the man before him and erected his strongest barrier.
Cage knew he had to use everything without drawing from his
diamonds because he could feel himself being tested by every
present mage. A vibration buzzed in the air from the breaking spell
getting more power and the force shredded the sleeve and half his
robe as if it were made of paper. When Cage could handle no more
and could see spots he slammed his tornado-like fist into the
barrier. By only a fraction, Cage’s breaking power shattered the
strongest personal barrier of the Arch Magister. The explosion of
power shot out like a burst of wind. The Magister stared in denial
at what happened and didn’t react until Cage laid a gentle hand on
his shoulder and smiled. “Good effort, but you clearly must have
forgotten me when I loaned you a few of my rare books a few
centuries ago.”

“You must be Lord Ceembura I presume?” The
Arch Magister stumbled.

“Sure am.” He turned around to hear
gasps when he said “Young Lady, it seems I’ve lost my last set of
robes. Can you go get buy me another?” He asked Megdline,
intentionally revealing his back to the instructors. Cage managed
to construct a spell under her guidance and bound it to a diamond
that artificially placed an image on his back like other mages. He
learned a first class sorcerer’s mark encompasses the
entire back and some of the front.
The image Cage made was of a wyvern breathing fire and the dark
vibrancy gave every mage present a cold shiver. His lean back
displayed the wyvern while disguising his chain of infinity
beneath. The constant tingle of the city also disguised his use of
magic. He didn’t want just anyone to see what his back truly
appeared like. Luckily his lower half of clothing remained intact
and Daku was safe. The sash still held some together.

“My Lord, it would be an honor to have you
select one of my personal robes.” The Magister interrupted while
his lion partner stood. “Forgive my impudence, but I did not truly
believe the claims. To break my shield so easily means that the
empress sent someone with great power. I tried to speak with her
about the reason for your arrival, but she hasn’t had time to speak
with me. Her aids know nothing of you or your reason for
coming.”

Cage replied “With the destruction of Bepop
done in by just two mages and a griffin we thought went extinct
thousands of years ago and the loss of several battleships at
Dragon’s Port, Empress Vika called for me to secretly come here and
see if your mages are capable enough to defend this vital city and
its resources.”

“So all the reports are true? It was a
griffin?” The old sorcerer asked.

“Yes, accounts are too consistent to be
false. Even the wyvern riders found unmistakable footprints of the
beast.” Cage said to make the man believe him by twisting the truth
just enough to sound that he belonged there. “When the empress
heard a griffin destroyed a precious slave city she sent me to make
sure it wasn’t coming here.”

“Here? Why would it come here?” The man’s
eyes went to the sky, believing the enormous creature would be
dropping in right then.

“Perhaps we can speak where commoners aren’t
so close to hear what I have to say, Young Man.” Cage tilted his
head to the openmouthed crowd.

“Of course.” The Magister nodded and turned
around. “Follow me, Lord Ceembura.” He and the lion turned around
to walk.

Cage met the proud stare of his friends and
followed with their warlock and hurried to keep up and surround him
with the Arch Magister who didn’t seem to think anything of it. The
remaining mages and their teachers followed behind, hoping to learn
from this stranger who broke the powerful shield of a first class
sorcerer without the aid of a staff and stared at the giant mark of
a deadly wyvern on his back that likely represented a Familiar.

Behind the wall stood the castle of Eeroan
and the primary school for the darker sides of magic. But it was to
the east that stood a large warehouse where the platinum slaves
with magical gifts bestowed on them reside until they learn their
fate.

Meeka was somewhere inside.

Before the Arch Magister could speak,
Sean spoke like an excited child. “Father, can I go see the slaves
you told me about on the way here? Please, please, please! I
promise to be on my best behavior. Please?” Cage struggled not to laugh at the
innocent act Sean put on in front of everyone.

“Only if you take Brooke and Moril with
you and have an escort that
will let you see and bring you to me when you are done.” He sat his
black eyes on the Arch Magister’s blue. “Will there be any problems
with this?”

“Not at all if you can demonstrate how you
return a ghost back to a spirit without destroying it.” Cage
inclined his head and the other man pointed to a standing guard who
was close enough to hear and signaled to escort the boy and Lord
Ceembura’s slaves wherever they wished. When the three left the
Magister he admitted “I hope it was not rude, but I sent one of my
best teachers to hear part of the conversation this morning with
your boy wanting a slave of his own. We could not use the sight
mirror because of your spells. If I can keep my title as Arch
Magister I’ll let him have any two he wishes.”

“Bribing won’t work on me, Young Man.”
Cage clarified with a hint of irritation. “Nor blowing smoke up my
ass. I’m here on orders from the empress personally. If I do not find the teaching methods
satisfactory, I am to personally take you to Laqura Castle on
Daku’s back. He is my wyvern, if you’ve forgotten
him too. At the moment, he is hunting
in the Division Mountains. He will stay away from Eeroan so long as
I say. If you’ve made our student’s decline over the years, you
will have to start from the bottom again as a lowly potions
teacher. Is that absolutely clear?!”

“Yes, Lord Ceembura. But if I am found to be
teaching my students to your standards I will still gift your son a
slave of his own choosing for being humbled by your presence.”

“I do not like my ass kissed.” Cage sighed.
“But my son truly wants a slave of his own… You will pass or be
replaced on your own merits. First I will change then you’ll show
me the classes and the subjects they are currently learning. I need
the time to recover after breaking your shield… By the way, are any
of the students qualified to reanimate corpses yet?”

“Only one at the moment. She is still finding
it difficult to properly attach the spirit or ghost into a physical
body…”

The group followed them up with everyone else
following like eager puppies for a treat. Cage found a comfortable
black robe from the Magister’s wardrobe and donned it while Daku
hid in a new pocket after winking and grinning proudely. On the way
to the first class the Magister asked “Why is it you wear beads in
your hair like your slaves?”

“Because Zatal, the man beside me, said that
I’ve given him back his honor. I saw their skills being wasted
working in the fields. I have about ten slaves who have the same
color skin, but the four I have here were warriors. They keep the
commoners and vagrants away and I treat them fairly. They’ve done
nothing except the best in any task I give them and they do it
without question, otherwise if I’m disappointed Daku will eat them
for a light snack.” Cage admitted and it made the old sorcerer
chuckle out loud. Zatal made a fist and relaxed it when he saw his
chief give the subtle signal to settle down.

 


Brooke held Sean’s hand as if it were the
anchor holding her from sprinting ahead. She also didn’t want him
to be in further danger. Her heart pounded against her chest and
patience wasn’t her strength, especially with the lazy pace their
guide set. Moril walked a little ahead, keeping her priestess and
the child safe should their guard be leading into a trap. The two
warriors kept quiet to not be seen as anything other than slaves.
They weren’t allowed to speak unless spoken to so Sean asked
“Soldier, my father said these slaves you keep here are different,
how are they any different than Mother?”

The guard turned a critical eye to the boy
and the slave holding his hand. “Mother? How can you be his mother,
Slave? Sounds suspicious when you look nothing alike.”

She lowered her gaze with reluctance to say
in the most softest voice “My master’s wife died in childbirth and
I had a child who died not a week before the young master came into
my life. I was his wet nurse and raised him under my master’s
request. He calls me mother because he is like a son to me.”

The man harrumphed before looking at the well
dressed young lord to say “These slaves have been bestowed magic
illegally or were captured in our righteous war with Emroc. They
have gifts that are being tested for a standard fifteen days before
a decision is reached whether the mages can use them or they are
sent to the mines with the other slaves.”

Sean grew a worried look. “They have magic
not approved by the Empire’s councilors? Am I in any danger from
their magics?”

“Not in the slightest.” The guard continued
towards the large building. “These slaves are put in enchanted pins
that negate all spells and gifts. You will be perfectly safe unless
you get too close to the bars and they can grab you, but if they do
touch you I’ll see them executed personally.”

“If any touch me, my mother and Moril will do
it first. Just knowing their illegal gifts have been canceled by
magic is enough.” His little brown eyes met Brooke’s meaningfully,
hearing his dad’s suspicions again be reinforced.

At the wooden front door Brooke’s heart
thundered and she could hear the blood rushing in her hearing. The
guard opened the door to let them in and Brooke had to loosen her
grip because Sean gave a small gasp because of her anxiousness. She
stepped in.

Inside the large wooden building were
hundreds of individual cages about ten feet by ten and seven high,
all made of iron bars. In each cell sat a person wearing white
pants for men and white dresses for women. Also inside the prisons
was a mattress and a bucket to relieve oneself. The prisons were
three five rows and had space between each to comfortably navigate
between them. Nearly every cage had a person trapped. Most looked
void of emotion and accepted whatever fate awaited them. Nearly
each were beautiful and fair, but they all wore a platinum earring.
Brooke’s eyes swept quickly, looking for one specific pair. Many of
the women had light colored hair and few looked up to see who came
in, but none belonged to the one she sought.

The guard sat down at a table to say “Young
Lord, I’ll wait right here so you can freely see the slaves without
me ruining your day. When you are done, come find me and I’ll
return you to your father.”

“Much appreciated.” Sean stated and walked
over to the nearest cell where a man in his early adult life looked
up when the boy asked “What is your gift?”

The captured man stood as he had been forced
to do when addressed. “I can smell like a tracking dog. Once I
catch a scent I can follow it.”

Brooke listened as Sean went from one person
to the next like an actual person who searched for the best slave.
She grew increasingly anxious, but Sean took his father’s words
carefully and stuck to the plan.

Then Brooke found her hammering heart
immediately go still. Over on the row that backed up near the wall
of the building stood Meeka with wide sapphire eyes and an open
mouth. A moment of stillness ended and the priestess’s heart
drummed even harder. Sean looked up when he felt a change overcome
his mother and never saw her so emotional as tears began to spill
down her cheeks. He followed her look to see another beautiful
woman. To break the stillness he gently tugged on her arm.

Moril looked to see the guard slowly
sharpening his sword and not paying any attention. She looked at an
angle from the side of a cell to know he wouldn’t be able to see
anything. Moril whispered in the relatively quiet room “Go be with
your woman. I will watch the warrior.”

Nothing more needed to be said as Brooke’s
frozen state melted and she ran the few yards as hard as she could
and stuck her arms through the iron bars and into Meeka’s embrace.
Brooke couldn’t stop herself from putting her face as far as she
could through the narrow gap and met Meeka’s waiting lips. There
was so much she wanted to say, but right then she wanted to feel
her woman.

Meeka’s shocked surprise ended when their
lips connected after being apart for so long. She never expected to
see her in such a place, but the passionate kiss proved it wasn’t
some cruel hallucination or torturous magic the mages were
concocting. Meeka’s arms encircled Brooke’s silky soft lower back
while her love did the same, even through the uncomfortable bars
preventing them from truly embracing. Meeka moaned in pleasure as
she kissed Brooke and her mouth parted invitingly. Brooke’s tongue
massaged hers and deepened the connection.

Pain slowly made them break the kiss because
each of their large breasts were crushed against the bars from
their tight embrace. Tears began to flow from Meeka’s eyes as well
and she stroked her love’s cheek to see Brooke’s brown eyes close
and nuzzle into it. A thick throat made it hard to speak, but Meeka
managed to say “Brooke, My Love, oh how I missed you.”

“And I you, Meeka Love.” Brooke choked and
leaned in for yet another kiss.

After they parted again Meeka saw a small boy
and the back of Moril as she watched the front door closely. To see
Moril with her beloved meant a great deal. “Brooke, what about
Cage? And the rest of our people? Please tell me our man didn’t die
in the explosion from that sorcerer…”

Brooke shook her head and smiled. “Our mate
is well and working to free you. If we were just three days earlier
we would have freed you with the others… I’m so sorry we couldn’t
be sooner… are you well and where are your beads?”

Meeka touched her temple where her
beads no longer hung. “They cut them off. They don’t want slaves to
remember who they were. We are no longer human in their eyes and
animals don’t wear anything to be different. And I am well for the
most part. They make me kiss something or someone everyday to learn
the extent of my curse. Tell Cage to hurry. Apparently my curse
intrigues the mages and has made me a primary candidate for their
experiments. I only have a few days left before they
experiment on me and stop
testing the limits of my freezing curse.”

In a serious tone while not letting go,
Brooke vowed “I will get you out, Meeka Love. It has been too many
weeks since I’ve had you. Hold on just a little longer.”

Meeka gave Brooke a loving squeeze. “How is
the rest of our people? Are they nearby? What of Cage? Is he
alone?”

“Our people are likely near Kote by now and
waiting for us to return. And no, our mate isn’t alone. Lanna,
Zatal, Megdline, Frill and Daku are with him at the moment.”

Meeka’s mind sped up and she found it hard to
keep her voice down. “Megdline and Frill are here too? How much
have I missed and just who is Daku?”

Brooke rubbed Meeka’s soft hand with her own.
“We do not have the time to discuss everything right now, but Daku
is our chief’s Familiar.”

“Familiar?” Meeka said in fearful horror.
“What do you mean? Megdline told him not to summon it… something
that large is too…”

“He stood.” Moril whispered warningly.

“Mother, we must move on.” Sean said.

‘Mother?’ Meeka mouthed and Brooke whispered
as Sean took her to the next cage “We have much to speak, Meeka
Love. This is our new son, Sean.” Meeka sat down just before a
guard checked to find the boy speaking to another person while the
two slaves remained close. He went back to his chair and Brooke
hurriedly ran over to give her woman another deep kiss. “Stay
strong, Meeka Love. I must go now so that our mate’s plan
succeeds.” Meeka bit her bottom lip and nodded before watching her
love walk away.

“Wipe your tears.” A beautiful woman beside
Meeka’s prison whispered. Brooke quickly wiped them away and nodded
thanks. “So you must be Meeka’s lover Brooke, priestess of the
Utala?”

“How do you know me?” Brooke whispered.

“I’m Lolon, her friend. Meeka and I were
imprisoned together back in Bepop. She said you were beautiful, but
words didn’t do you justice. Your stunning. By the way, I heard
everything. It’s part of my gift. I can hear great distances. I can
tell you a secret I’ve discovered at night. It will be the best way
to free her, but I ask that you free us as well.”

“Can I trust you?” Brooke asked.

Lolon gave a delicate whistle which drew
Meeka’s attention off Brooke. She made a few gestures and mouthed
if she could be trusted and Meeka nodded. With Brooke’s promissory
nod Lolon said “There is a secret smuggling passage the mage’s
rarely use, but I did hear one talking about it. The passage is
behind an inn called the Dancing Rascal and located beneath a heavy
box only a mage can move supposedly. It will lead to a dark corner
behind the castle that is rarely patrolled. If you can use it, it
will be your only chance. The walls are spelled to prevent climbing
or can be crossed by magic. The only way in or out is through the
gates themselves or by the secret smuggling passage.”

“Thank you and I promise to free everyone and
give a chance to be free.” Brooke said in all seriousness.

Thirty more minutes passed until the three
approached the guard who asked “Young Lord, are you finished?”

“Yes, please take me to my father.” The guard
nodded and led them to the castle. They walked the steps and
entered to be taken to a large hall.

Standing in the hall was Cage surrounded by
all the mages as he spoke to each teacher and had them demonstrate
different spells and the quality of their work. What they didn’t
know is he was learning about magic likely to be turned upon him,
but didn’t show he was learning. Megdline had helped with concepts
and gave him a foundation to ask just the right questions and piece
others together. He listened and figured ways to counter these
magical horrors by using his magic to feel out the spell structure.
Though there is no such thing as good and evil or right or wrong,
these practices sure were cruel and dark to his perception. He
could feel how spells were layered to trap spirits and could figure
out the words with which to guide the spells. From time to time he
could feel an irregularity in a spell and commented on it, giving
deep revelations. It helped further solidify his position among
them. He hated giving their ways more to think about, but if he
didn’t their suspicions would be greater. He retained a bored
countenance and air that made him seem years beyond his twenty
eight year old handsome appearance.

The sessions had been canceled so Cage could
be given a personal tour of the castle’s classes and he stopped
everything when Sean and the others returned to hear how he found a
few slaves he liked and was told to tell him later.

By the end of the tour and current lesson
plans the day had slipped by.

Cage yawned and said “We will continue
tomorrow and I will sit in on the lessons. I will be here a week
until I make a final decision.”

“Lord Ceembura, you promised to show us a
particular demonstration.” The Arch Magister’s lion rumbled. “I
want to see this greatly.”

“Oh, it slipped my mind.” Cage said to the
powerful looking lion. His eyes scanned the room of mages “Anyone
got a soul gem on their person that is ready? Create a wind
apparition so you can see how to handle the most dangerous of
ghosts.”

“I just so happen to have one.” The Arch
Magister said and pulled out a garnet gem pulsing with a trapped
soul.

Magic began tingling as every mage used their
skills to sense what is about to happen. The Arch Magister applied
wind to a mourning ghost who wailed and Cage felt the sensation
which allowed the ghost to heal. He commanded it to flee as soon as
he was done and asked “Can anyone tell what I had done to transform
a ghost back into a spirit?”

The room’s magic tingle began to fade as the
mages spoke amongst themselves. Eventually even the Arch Magister
had to admit. “Lord Ceembura, I saw with my own two eyes the feat
in which I cannot even begin to understand. How is it you’ve come
across such a method? I am in awe yet cannot even begin to
understand…”

“Quite understandable. Actually it requires
centuries of patience and subtly. There can be no error in the
healing method. I stumbled across it quite by accident while trying
to animate a squirrel with a snake’s essence. It has taken me close
to nine hundred years to successfully do what I did with any
consistency. If I could learn, so too can you. Also when you learn
the trick, you can command spirits without making them a ghost.” He
looked to his companions. “It has been a long day. I will be back
at first light.”

“Sleep well, Lord Ceembura.” The Magister
said and allowed their group to pass.

Megdline erected a barrier to prevent ears
from listening as Brooke spoke in relief at finally holding Meeka
again and about the passage.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 18

 


When night fell Cage magically guided their
things from the terrace into a dark alley before all of them went
down stairs to walk the early evening streets. Sean found out where
the Dancing Rascal is located and they casually made sure they
weren’t followed before going in that direction. All of them used
stealth and found the sign of a tavern with a dancing child kicking
a drink. All of them secretly moved to the vacant alley behind the
tavern to locate a wooden crate giving off a subtle tingle. “This
is it.” Megdline pointed and showed that the crate weighed beyond
what it ought. She took her hand and used magic to lift the object
only a third class sorcerer and above could ever lift. Beneath it
was a wooden door which Cage opened carefully and made sure wasn’t
booby trapped. It opened to give off a smell of musty earth and
said to be used rarely.

Daku crawled out of the pocket and said “I’m
going to check for danger. Give me a burning stick I can hold in my
beak to see by.”

Sean brought over a stick and watched his dad
magically make one end burn and put it in the griffin’s curved,
predatory beak. Daku remained small and slowly flew down the hole
and off to the straight tunnel. “Now we wait.” His dad said.

Ten minutes later there came a faint orange
glow deep beneath the ground where Daku skillfully flew back. “It
is clear and even better than I hoped. It is so dark that even my
eyes had trouble seeing on the other end. Only light came from the
north wall where humans walk in circles. We must hurry before
midnight comes and those racing lights find us.”

Brooke kissed her son’s forehead and said
“Stay here with Megdline and Frill while they guard this entrance.
I’ll get your other mother and be back soon.”

He said nothing as he watched his parents
along with Zatal, Lanna and Moril climb down the rungs while
holding torches of their own. His father couldn’t risk using magic
to light the way down the tunnel. He watched as they all ran and
saw the orange glow fade quickly. Megdline laid a hand on his
shoulder in understanding. She and Frill moved to either end to
keep watch.

The ceiling forced Cage to hunch over
slightly while following Daku speeding on all fours in the size of
a housecat. Brooke and the others followed the brisk pace through
the narrow tunnel. Eventually they slowed to find the end and laid
the torches down and smothered all but one of the four.

Darkness consumed them on the surface and
they had to whisper to keep from stumbling over each other. The
area was dark, silent and thankfully vacant. They came out in the
corner of the castle where a patch of sand lay hidden behind
flowers. They used the wall as a guide to lead them to the place
where the others were imprisoned. They rounded a corner to wait as
a torch carrying guard moved away from the front door. Cage
whispered “I’ll keep watch around the corner. Go in and…”

“Shh…” Daku sounded and cocked his head to
hear something. “Damn, they know. The Arch Magister is yelling a
storm. He just spoke with Empress Vika and is ordering every mage
to the Quiet Dove to detain you till he can bring you to her.” His
sharp blue eyes were intense while he listened. Cage looked up to
the castle to see many lights blossoming in the castle due to
windows. “You and I must fall back on your emergency plan should
this task end badly.” During those words Daku quadrupled in size,
enough to carry his partner.

Cage threw a leg and straddled his Familiar’s
shoulders. He met four pair of eyes. “Stick to the plan while I
draw them away. We meet at the rendezvous point as scheduled. You
know the plan by heart. Good luck.”

Zatal nodded. “And to you chief.”

Before Brooke could say anything Daku lunged
into the northern darkness and launched himself into the air like a
streaking arrow and pumped his wings just as the first mage flew to
the inn they vacated. Daku shot in the opposite direction, north.
Two guards walking along the inner wall heard something, but by the
time they looked back, nothing was there. Daku propelled himself
and Cage higher and faster while growing to a point where his speed
and size were just right to outrun and not be seen by the city.

A group of mages crashed into the exquisite
room of the Quiet Dove through the balcony itself and were startled
when the illusion of their targets vanished before their eyes. One
suggested using seeker thread and found the string snap straight to
the north at an angle that made one say “He’s escaping!” they came
out of the room to warn others who flew fast in their direction and
all of them stood on colored oval creations that allowed any mage
to fly, if they had enough strength. A group of seventeen anxious
mages and their Familiars flew off to the north as fast as they
could as a group.

Zatal shook Brooke when their chief left and
had her, Moril and Lanna hurry inside where they came across a
startled pair of guards sitting inside. He and Lanna dispatched
them at nearly the same time. They drug the bodies into a dark
corner while Brooke ran straight for Meeka’s cage to find her
weakened, obviously from using her kiss not too many hours ago. At
the sight of Brooke she seemed to become more animated.

Brooke went to the lock and tried breaking it
with a hatchet with a furious strike to hurry and not take forever.
But her blows didn’t even dent the lock. She said “Check for
keys!”

Lolon said “Only the mage’s have them. The
locks have spells that prevent them from being broken.”

“Then it is a good thing I came.” Said a
small voice and Brooke turned around to be shocked to see Sean. He
smiled. “Punish me later, Mother. Megdline is already mad, but I
couldn’t wait behind this time.” He pulled out an old leather case
wrapped and tied with leather strings. “I promised to not use
these, but may I pick the locks?”

Brooke’s shock wore quickly as Moril came up
behind and swatted his backside. “What are you doing here?!” She
said, knowing the danger and never wanting a child of her tribe
facing it till they were ready.

Meeka quickly took the initiative “Kid, since
it seems I am your mother too I give you permission for whatever
this promise is.”

“Good enough for me, Meeka Mother.” Sean said
and rubbed his backside before unrolling out his picks and got to
work. He remembered what his uncle taught and with a few deft
twists and moves there came a click when the lock opened. He
hurried over to Lolon’s cell to pick that lock in a couple of
seconds. He rushed over to everyone who wanted free and unlocked
the cages. Quite a few said to not bother or would slow them down.
He didn’t have time to do them all anyway.

Brooke opened the cell after her amazing son
came to the rescue and hugged her lover fully for a moment before
holding her hand. Meeka called out for Lolon as they rushed to the
front door where Zatal and Lanna stood waiting with bloody knives.
Lolon hurried over to her friend who said “What do you hear?”

Lolon closed her eyes and slowly turned her
head from one direction to the next before saying “To the north are
many mages yelling and trying to catch up to a… griffin? Whatever
that is. They are finding it hard while avoiding attacks.”

“That is Daku.” Brooke said. “What of nearby?
Have they closed the gates?”

Lolon closed her eyes as more slaves gathered
close. “Only to the north. The west and south is clear for the
moment.”

“How do you know this?” Lanna asked.

“She was magically blessed with great
hearing.” Meeka replied when her friend listened for other
things.

Sean and Moril rushed closer for the warrior
to say “We must leave. These are all who want to come.” Sean
meanwhile tucked his thief tools in a pocket.

“Hold on…” Lolon said. “They are sending a
guard to retrieve the two supposed to be in here.”

“Give me a knife.” Meeka said evilly. “I want
to return the favor these fools did to others.”

“Take mine, Meeka Mother.” Sean pulled a
sleeve back and handed her his knife.

Meeka grinned. “Thank you…”

“Sean.” He supplied and moved back to give
her room.

“I will return the favor, Sean.” Meeka then
used the knife to cut the dress’s length and ripped off the
material to above a knee. She then gripped the knife and it felt
good to have it again. Brooke kissed her cheek and moved back while
holding her tomahawks ready.

Lolon whispered a countdown and pointed right
before a large man entered the room shouting “Up fools! We’ve got a
situat…” and stopped when he saw a slave screaming like a beautiful
banshee and he drew a knife by reflex and lunged, but the woman
with long blonde hair moved deftly and twirled while slicing his
throat to the spine.

Brooke smiled as her love hadn’t lost her
edge and didn’t hesitate against the stupid man and felt proud when
their eyes locked and blood didn’t spray her. The priestess said
“Quickly, before more come.” She took Meeka’s and Sean’s hands
after sheathing her weapons and led the way through the darkness to
the hole.

Brooke lit the other torches underground by
the one left behind and gave one to Sean who led the running people
down the long tunnel. She and Meeka interlaced their fingers and
waited till the last climbed down. Zatal closed the hole and the
three of them hurriedly followed the rushing group.

Megdline’s great worry eased as she saw Sean
return and point for people to climb up. She found it remarkable
that the adults followed his lead up to safety. She now believed
that he seemed like a younger version of Cage. Men and women of
obvious magician class climbed up one at a time. She had them stay
quiet and move aside to let others up. After two and a half dozen
arrived, her grey eyes twinkled while saying “You are one hard
woman to rescue.”

“Megdline!” Meeka beamed and embraced the
sorceress while turning her head. “It is wonderful to see you.”
Then she felt a pressure against her leg and giggled to pick up the
gigantic Frill and hold him close.

Megdline looked to a smiling Brooke as she
lovingly took Meeka’s hand again when setting her furry partner
down. “I take it Cage is leading them away?” Brooke nodded, unable
to speak for she was glad to have her woman back, but worried about
her man trying to outrun all of the dark mages of this city. “Then
we must hurry. I do not know how to get everyone here out together.
My spell to shift light doesn’t work in this city…”

“You’ve given us a chance.” A slender man
approached. “Leave the rest to me.”

“And how do you expect to help us?” Megdline
wondered.

“I paid sixty gold for a mage to give me the
power to alter perception. If everyone stays within a hundred feet
I can make sure no one sees us as we are. I’ll make us look like
tiny grasshoppers to anyone who sees, just try not to say anything.
My magic cannot change sounds.” He said and with no other options
he became the center of them all.

At the west gate the group made not a sound
as they passed entirely unseen by five armored guards. They waited
till Lolon said that nothing in the area had been sent after
them.

Megdline looked and spoke directly “Your all
free now, but I’m sorry, we part here. But to make sure you are
safe I would like to spell each of you so those evil mages cannot
find you so easily. Do I have your permission?” None spoke up and
she bound a temporary, year long spell to the mana of each freed
slave so that if seeker thread finds them one time it will make the
thread point in the same direction every time from then on and
leave a sight mirror blank. It was the only gift she could
offer.

“I must go with them.” Lolon said.

Meeka said “But didn’t you say that if we got
out we would return to your home one day?”

“I did, My Friend, but they need me more. My
gift will be of more use to getting them safely home. You were
right, we did get free. We have that chance now, thanks to your
friends.” Lolon took charge and shouted “We need to put distance
between us and Eeroan. Turn south from here! We’ll cut through the
brush. Viil, I know you can alter scent, make sure we don’t leave
one so if they send dogs we’ll be long gone.” Lolon gave Meeka a
quick hug before moving the freed slaves away.

“I hope she succeeds.” Lanna said while
resting a hand on Meeka’s shoulder.

Frill began meowing and Megdline said “We
must hurry. Cage should be back with Daku in less than an
hour.”

“Who is Daku?” Meeka asked again.

“Wait and see.” Brooke replied and took her
love’s hand after giving Sean his bloody knife back.

 


Their group ran west in all haste till Sean
found the rocks he formed on the side of the dirt road and had
everyone reach the tree line to find the paths leading to the
clearing near the river. Megdline kept a light orb dim while they
all sat down to catch their breath. Brooke wouldn’t let Meeka go
and held on to her while everyone welcomed the buxom blonde beauty
back. Meeka was all too comfortable being embraced by her love, the
first to ever truly make love to her.

Sean finally got to introduce himself and as
the real hero of the night got a loving hug from his new, other
mother. Thanks to the darkness he didn’t blush from the affection.
His other mother gave him a thump on the back of his head for not
staying put, but was then hugged for if not for his skills, none of
them would be together again. Sean sat before his mothers and
explained how Brooke came to his rescue and took him in as a son.
Meeka commented what he already knew about his dad being an orphan
too so the conversation didn’t become awkward.

Meeka wanted to hear all that happened since
she was taken, but Frill meowed and chirped in his way for Megdline
to tell her to wait till Cage returns.

There came a disturbance in the trees in less
than a half hour before something created gusts of wind and landed
with a loud thud nearby. Everyone, including Meeka, stood, but she
seemed to be the only one afraid of what she could not see but knew
to be nearby. She was about to ask, but stopped and dropped her
jaw.

At first she could see nothing, but then a
large object began to appear as a haze. Meeka gasped “Great Gods!”
as an enormous white creature stood over five feet tall in the
shoulder and stared right at her. Brooke held her woman’s shoulders
to keep her from stumbling backwards. Her immediate fright came to
an end as a tall figure dropped to the ground. Meeka’s eyes began
to water as she looked at the grin that both made her melt and
could instill fear. The smolder of heat in his eyes made her quiver
in excitement. He opened his arms and Meeka ran into his embrace
yelling “Cage!” his long arm enveloped her as she sobbed.

The heartfelt reunion wasn’t truly complete
till Brooke made it so they hugged each other together.

“I really hate to do this, but we must flee
far away. I barely managed to avoid those mages.” Daku said.
“Everyone climb up. We can speak when danger isn’t hunting us from
the sky.”

Meeka, not hearing anything except a raging
pulse from her heart, stood on her toes to kiss her beloved Cage
and taste his rich sweetness. Brooke came next and her two loves
smiled lovingly. Cage suddenly moved when Meeka watched as the
white creature grew twice his immense already size. She gasped when
she noticed something “Those eyes! You have the same eye as what I
saw Cage summon, but your smaller…”

Daku smiled. “I am one in the same for I saw
you there too, behind my partner. Now get on. Time is against
us.”

Sean hurried over and climbed Daku again
while using fur and a little help from the griffin to climb. The
rest followed and Cage helped Meeka up. As he climbed he heard
Brooke explaining how to hold tightly onto the strong fur. Cage
turned to tell everyone to hold on a few seconds before his
Familiar jumped into the sky while getting cloaked. Daku’s sharp
eyes slipped through the night air and avoided all mages searching
for them.

After a half hour of being cloaked they flew
far over the ocean and became visible. Cage turned to say “Granny,
that spell to disrupt their seeker thread did perfectly. I’m going
to keep it up for a couple of days so they can’t jump anywhere near
us. Daku also said thanks.”

“I’m just glad this is all over, Dimwit.”
Megdline laid flat on her back to sigh in relief. “It will feel
good to not be under so much stress every other day. When we get to
your island we’ll begin your real lessons in honing your skills.
Till then, we relax.”

Cage smiled as he crawled closer to his
women. “Glad to be free?”

“I’m glad to have the loves of my life back.”
Meeka took both of their hands. “Please tell me everything that has
happened with the two of you since I was captured. I want to know
it all.”

Brooke smiled happily. “It all happened after
our love was attacked and fought a sorcerer and you left our people
to help…”

Meeka listened as Daku flew them all to their
next destination, home… and for what would come next.

 


 


 


 


 


The journey continues in the third
installment of the Dark Prophecy:

Laugh of Destruction.

 


 


 


 


 


Be sure to read other books by this
author:

 


Balancer’s Cycle

Balancer’s Soul

Changer’s Blood

Keeper’s Knowledge

Harmonizer’s Evolution

 


The Item Trilogy

Untamed Gift

Furion’s Trials

Ra’van

 


Death Incarnate
Saga

The Grin of Prophecy

Familiar’s Ancient Throne

Laugh of Destruction

Ascension of the Warlock

Empress’s Endgame

 


Spirit Guide Saga
(Coming Fall of 2014)

Forgemaster

Wrath of Flames

Atavism of the Ifrit

 


Star Pirate Legends
(Coming Fall of 2015)

 


The Fey Files
(Coming Fall of 2016)

 


Harsh Realms
(Coming Fall on 2017)

 


 


 


 


 


Contact me:

http://facebook.com/h.leemorgan

cover.jpeg
\ Book 2 of the

| Death Incarnate

Written By:
H. Lee Morgan





