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Prologue

 


Deep in the heart of the Laqura Empire
comfortably sat Empress Vika upon her throne of golden skulls and
bones. Her most prized conquests in battles waged in ancient days.
Many bones were of kings, queens and idealistic visionaries that
had to be crushed. Each one she personally used magic to turn bone
into gold so it would last forever. Her throne room was shadowed in
such a way that no other could ever see if she sat there or not
unless she wanted to reveal herself. Behind it was a hole leading
to a secret cave none were allowed in besides her. Laqura Castle
was plunged in the darkness only night could afford as her anger
wouldn’t allow any light for if she saw anyone at the moment she’d
rip out their souls and listen to their exquisite sounds of agony.
She sat there for hours as she seethed in a rage she hadn’t felt in
years because she couldn’t understand just what was happening these
past weeks. She could feel an uncomfortable shift in the empire she
has ruled for four thousand years, one she hadn’t felt in
centuries.

She felt alive again and wanted the blood of
her enemies.

Empress Vika’s aids and sorcerers feared her
immense power for she glowed with it if she didn’t use a spell to
conceal just how much she possessed. Each one who saw her enter the
room earlier knew they would perish if they lingered so they
dropped their tasks and hurried out immediately.

Eventually the darkness of the room eased her
mind over the hours. Her anger simmered and she regained control of
her bloodlust. The empress extended her hand and conjured a white
flame, split it a dozen times and shot them to where she knew
exactly where the oil fed braziers were located. Flames rose from
the twelve bowls lining the glistening hall. Soft orange and gold
light pushed the shadows away, but not from her idea of a regal
throne. The gold skulls and bones glittered from their polished
surfaces, but not so much as to reveal her presence.

In a clear command to the doors, which she
knew would have her guards and patient aids waiting, she said
“Summon the Arch Magister of Eeroan to the castle immediately and
if he isn’t here in five minutes, be sure he doesn’t live through
the night. The rest of you may resume your duties.”

The throne room opened and three robed men
with their Familiars entered along with four elite magical
swordsmen who returned to their dark corners so they wouldn’t be
seen. They weren’t just any standard guards either.

One of her aids created a sight mirror which
pulled up an image of the Arch Magister and ordered him to the
castle immediately with the threat of death should he keep the
empress waiting. When he canceled the spell he approached the
throne with his grey wolf by his side, took a knee and bowed his
head, as did the wolf Familiar, to say “My Lady, the wyvern riders
reported in from Bepop and have finished their report.”

“What did they have to say?” Her even and
smooth voice commanded.

“The damage estimates are close to six
hundred million gold for the damaged housing, both exploded and
burned from fires spread thereafter, three hundred thousand for the
escaped slaves, two hundred and eleven thousand for the ships and
we lost twenty two mages. One lesser first class sorcerer died
along with two second class sorcerers, four were third, ten were
first class wizards, three second and five third class. Six managed
to survive the encounter who all verified the encounter with a
legendary white griffin king. They also say that before it showed
up they fought two sorcerers, one with a large cat Familiar, a
meemthia to be accurate. It seemed the man fights oddly with magic
while the black haired woman is typical. It seemed they were on
their last reserves and were about to be eliminated before it
arrived and someone quoted the griffin’s words ‘You dare attack my
partner!’. That is the sum of their report.”

Vika leaned back against her throne to ponder
this mystery for something pulled on her thoughts, but she couldn’t
quite remember why she felt she knew something, some key piece that
would make sense of this problem. After a minute she asked the
bowed sorcerer “I will decide what to do later about Bepop. This
Sorcerer, is he still hidden from sight? And how did he fight that
would be odd?”

“Yes, he still cannot be seen nor followed by
even a seeker’s thread. How long he will be able to support such
difficult magic is uncertain. As to why he fights oddly, reports
say he somehow mixed magic with physical assaults, like some
reckless third class wizards do, but the power this man displayed
clearly spoke of second class sorcerer or even first. His skills
are also unorthodox because he gets so close to use his magic,
likely to lessen the distance issues and he is surprisingly well
trained of body and mind. He certainly left an impression on those
who survived. My lady… May I speak personally?”

She glared at the two in shadows for a
moment. “Proceed.”

“I believe that this man is some hidden
secret of Twilight’s. For some reason these reports and those I
just received from Eeroan stating that this Ceembura on the back of
the white griffin are the same person. I think it is our enemy
taunting us again with whoever this person is. We know well they
allow the unenlightened to roam free and to breed with, calling our
slaves have the right to be free. They’ve struck us twice and
released our slaves…”

“No.” She interrupted the aid. “This
has the feeling of being… personal. Twilight wouldn’t
dare openly strike against my empire
unless they knew for a certain they could win, which they cannot.
If anything, these recent events have them just as raddled from
whatever is happening. They know something and don’t particularly like it.
Besides, Twilight knows our strengths in magical ways are in our
favor. We are slowly eating away at Emroc and yet they know they
cannot send a full force to oppose our forces without weakening
their own defense… This sorcerer who somehow made a griffin king a
Familiar is acting alone and is tempting my limited patience. He
will be dealt with soon enough for he cannot maintain his cloaking
of magical tracking indefinitely. Find the link of this sorcerer to
these events in Bepop and Eeroan, how I didn’t know a griffin still
lived, where he is and bring him to
me.” The empress seethed out angrily and was seconded
by a deeper growl behind her throne which made the whole room
vibrate. “Make sure he is alive so I can learn all his secrets and
get to torture him personally for daring to stand against me and my
empire.”

“As you will, My Lady.” The wolf said and
backed away with his partner.

Seconds later came the panting Arch Magister
and his large lion Familiar. Vika glared across the room and he
could feel her heated gaze. It sent a chill down his spine and the
hard run through the castle made the warmth he felt go cold and his
sweat did likewise. He composed himself quickly, straightened his
long beard and adjusted his black robe and came closer with his
staff gripped tightly. He and his Familiar knelt before the stairs
that led to her throne. He waited. It wasn’t long.

A spike in the tingle of magic didn’t give
enough warning as he was picked up and thrown completely across the
room to slam into the far stone wall. His staff tumbled from his
fingers as the wind rushed from his lungs. Pain made his vision go
white and then dark, but he wasn’t allowed to go unconscious as he
started feeling immense agony, the likes he hadn’t experienced in
years and it forced him to take a breath and follow it with a
scream of torture that gave no room to think of anything else.

Vika grinned, but all others could only see
her alabaster hand outstretched in the path of light and white
sparkles left her fingers and coated the magister of the Dark Arts
in pain that would kill if prolonged. It was a torture second only
to having ones spirit ripped out and mangled into a ghost. A few
minutes of agony and screaming oftened her anger and she even
enjoyed the dark look given by the lion, but a deep growl in the
shadows held him in place as his partner screamed.

She merely snapped her fingers and the spell
ended.

The magister cried openly from the torture
and stopped as the empress casually ordered “Stop your sniveling
and heal your wounds. That was punishment for your complete failure
to control your own city I graciously bestowed upon you. I thought
I saw something special all those centuries ago in you for teaching
the dark arts. Was I wrong?”

The bearded man struggled to reach his staff,
but he couldn’t summon it as the pain was so intense that his own
throat was bleeding from yelling. He crawled while a blue light
encompassed six broken ribs, a punctured lung, his raw throat and
two vertebrae which slid out of alignment and paralyzed his legs
for a few moments before repairing the extensive damage. He managed
to retrieve his staff and stand just as the healing process ended
and he was whole once more. “Well?” she asked as he knelt by his
partner’s side again, but his disheveled beard and sheen of sweat
spoke of how fresh the pain lingered in the mind, but he didn’t
reply. “Very good.” She crooned enjoyably. “I wasn’t mistaken after
all, you know when not to speak for your death would have come next
if you explained how miserably you failed my empire and all we
stand for.” The empress’s fingers glided over the smooth and cool
gold of a human skull which belonged to a prince who sought to take
her throne six hundred years prior. “This time I’m ordering you to
explain to me how you failed so miserably tonight?”

Taking a shaky breath the magister spoke
hoarsely. “The night before I got word of a Lord Ceembura sent on
your behalf to inspect my castle and apprentices since the
destruction of Bepop, which I suspected to happen soon anyway. I
sent teachers and a few students to retrieve him after hearing of
an altercation with three of my prime students in how he restored a
ghost back into a spirit as if it were child’s play.” None saw it,
but one of her eyebrows rose in surprise. “I sent word for a moment
of your precious time, but was told you were busy. I was curious
who Ceembura was at the time for I never heard of him. He told my
men he’d meet me at the gate in morning and from what I learned
from my students, he seemed legitimate.” He paused to take another
breath. “I waited for him in the morning and saw he looked mid to
late twenties, but seemed to have seen more years than I and I
could not gauge his power from a distance. He seemed like a normal
man, but I created my strongest barrier and he blew through it
without blinking. I felt he somehow has managed to mask his power
somehow when he did it. On his back and some of his front was the
mark of a wyvern so I knew he was indeed powerful. We walked
together and I tried sensing his power, but still could not… We
spoke and his mere presence and comments were beyond what is
commonly taught. His ideas were revolutionary and after I saw him
personally return a ghost into a spirit I tried his ideas with no
success until you spoke with me six hours ago and ordered me to
capture the imposter.

“I accompanied my students who found him
flying north on the back of a white griffin who managed to fly with
wings as fast as I could follow, but then the pair vanished when we
fought an aerial battle. None of the usual methods work to find him
and two of my more experienced students who are accustomed with
tracking have entered a deep mental trance to locate him and will
take time to reach such focus. When I returned to the castle I
learned the magician slaves, most of them, escaped and are
currently being searched for. I was about to strengthen the trance
in the search for Ceembura by adding myself to the two, but then
you summoned me.”

He went silent as she asked the lion “And
what can you add?”

“Only this.” The lion rumbled while bowing
and pushed forward a piece of green cloth. “This Ceembura obviously
is a danger the likes not even I could dismiss, but I did manage to
have someone collect a piece of his robe when he broke my partner’s
shield. Use it to have Familiars catch the scent.” The piece
floated into her hand, but didn’t touch to keep the scent
untainted. “He seemed so at ease, even brought his son along to
visit Eeroan. I could sense only a powerful ally or enemy to what
side you choose against him. He has the scent of a great predator,
My Lioness.” The lion added.

“Fair enough.” She stated when she
could feel their fear in displeasing her while leaving nothing out.
“Leave me and write all you can remember down and give it to my
aids. Return to Eeroan tonight to search for this sorcerer and if
he isn’t found in two weeks, return here to be replaced. When we do
find him you’ll get another chance to reclaim your honor and place
as Arch Magister. Until then, wait for a suitable replacement and
be diligent. If I find you lax, you will become her meal.” A hungry rumble emanated behind her
throne.

“I will not fail again, Empress.” The former
magister replied after a shiver and left quickly and felt a rage he
never knew before.

“He will be a meal either way.” The deep
feminine, gravely voice rumbled in a whisper behind the throne so
that only her human could hear.

“Either for you or this mysterious sorcerer.”
The empress retorted evilly and got a rumble of pleasure in
response. “He will serve his purpose.”

 


Silently the empress contemplated until the
windows in the hall began to glow, showing morning arrived. Making
up her mind she commanded “Summon Adair and Colm from Soloro
immediately.”

One of the aids did just that.

Ten minutes later a large man in white robes
entered along with Colm, a large bull Familiar. Its polished great
horns, black coat and immense size exuded physical power few could
withstand and would gladly kill the others in his way. Neither
Adair nor Colm bowed when they stopped before her. These two were
only one of ten who never needed to bow for their loyalty is
unquestionable. “You summoned me, My Lady?” Colm snorted while
whipping his tail from side to side.

“Indeed. We’ve recently had a situation…”
Empress Vika personally recounted all she heard and watched as he
scowled. She then stretched a hand out past the darkness, upturned.
“Apparently he looks something like this from accounts delivered.”
An illusion of the perpetrator appeared in a green robe.

Adair burned the image to memory and tried to
use his sight mirror, but was unable to and was told he shielded
himself. Eventually the angry sorcerer ground out “He will not
escape the grasp of the empire. Allow me to take five sorcerers and
crush him for your everlasting glory.”

“That will not be necessary.” She said airily
while smiling in darkness for his faithfulness. “I need you to do
something else in the event he isn’t captured soon.” A piece of
green cloth glided near the powerful sorcerer general and hovered.
He went to grab it, but she moved the fabric aside and he
understood the importance and used a simple spell to take control
of it. Vika said “Give this to one of your pets you’ve been working
so hard on. Starve them and make sure they are ravenous should they
so much as catch a hint of him. This will surely make him regret
harming the sanctity of the Laqura Empire.”

“With pleasure, My Lady.” He grinned back,
but paused. “I must admit, it will take months to starve one.”

“I suspected as much. Go and make sure they
will be ready for him as soon as possible.” She laughed with the
cruel sorcerer. Just before he left she said “Be sure to send me in
a good slave who will make my interrupted night orgasm away, but
not one we can afford to lose for this one won’t survive a coupling
today.”

“I will see to it personally and have one
cleaned properly to satisfy his empress’ tastes in every way.”
Adair smiled back, knowing what would await the poor fool.

Empress Vika grinned and relished cruel
thoughts that would become reality.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


Cold air blasted against Meeka’s shocked face
as she listened to the story from the very moment she had been
separated from her true loves. It remained difficult to see
everyone because neither Cage nor Megdline dared conjure a light
orb for fear of being spotted yet dawn approached quickly. The
flimsy white dress from her recent time as an imprisoned slave did
little to protect against the bitter wind created by flying on the
large back of the one called Daku, a griffin she learned from a
brief explanation. The odd yet glorious creature flew high above
the Jamma Ocean and more than once she spotted the glow of fires in
the distance as little more than a grain of sand in a sea of
blackness. Although she felt chilled, her backside and crossed legs
were blessedly warm due to the one carrying them all. What she also
could determine from the pure white wings is that they fluttered
more than where she and the others sat and knew someone was using
magic to not make their situation downright unbearable. Still, she
felt slightly winded just sitting. The air was thinner up here.
Those secondary observations truly paled in comparison to what she
listened to.

Meeka interrupted Brooke to ask in
fright “Wait… You mean the tribe was attacked by a grown
wyvern and Cage somehow protected
everyone?”

A slight disturbance beneath made her stare
ahead, between Brooke and Cage. Daku’s supple body allowed his neck
turn almost completely around to stare at her. He was easier to
distinguish for his whiteness stood in stark contrast to everything
else and seemed to glow. Deep, mischievous and commanding blue eyes
stared straight at her and were thrice the size of her fist. An
eagle like head was covered in short yet soft fur with muscles
around the cheeks behind a beak and around the eyes gave Daku
character and emotion. His polished pallid beak parted to reveal a
flat tongue like a human. A calm, unique voice came from the
griffin. “Indeed, Meeka. I saw it for myself.” Daku’s voice
vibrated into her as she could feel him speak from sitting atop.
“My partner did well for his first wyvern encounter, but used too
great of power because of it and lost consciousness. When the beast
left, I ate it so it wouldn’t harm anyone again.”

Her own blue eyes nearly popped out of
her head at hearing this. Color drained from her cheeks as she
hesitantly asked “You killed
and ate a wyvern? I’ve
never seen one myself up close, but how could you take down
something so big and eat it? Is wyvern all… you eat?”

Daku rumbled a purr which meant those afraid
of flying feared falling when he shook from mirth. Cage gripped
Brooke’s hand when she squeaked while Zatal calmed Lanna and Moril.
Megdline, Frill, Sean and surprisingly Meeka weren’t afraid. The
griffin smiled while flying without looking ahead. “No, my diet is
usually a rat once a day. The wyvern was a treat and I haven’t fed
since then. In about three or four days I’ll be hungry enough to
eat again.” His eyes shifted to Cage’s. “Continue the story.”

Cage smiled as Daku’s huge head turned back
around to continue flying south, far away from Eeroan. “When I
awoke from the encounter I found everyone safe, but the attack
burned a good portion of the tribe’s belongings. At the time, Daku
didn’t show himself for he decided to watch me from afar so none
knew of his presence until later in this story… Our daughter is
quite the little hunter for she took down two birds by throwing
stones so the tribe could get meat and use the feathers to fletch
new arrows for the ones that were destroyed.”

At the mention of Rena, Brooke looked
down as she still clutched Cage’s large hand. Meeka knew her woman
well enough that she was depressed and took her other hand which
made Brooke look up and smile appreciatively. Cage explained how
Jada had her baby and received an awed sound, happy for Meeka met
the woman before and worried about her pregnant sisters. She
listened as the two of them left the Utala to come after her and
the others, going to Castle Emroc and complete the bargain they
made with King Tate. She gasped as Brooke told her tale of the
first encounter with Lord Doyle and nearly being executed if not
thanks to their mate, but Meeka’s biggest surprise so far was what
Cage explained with his delivery to King Skylar and what
transpired. She couldn’t keep her jaw from dropping as he repeated
the Great Prophet’s words and couldn’t deny that it fit perfectly
to what she knew of her man. She giggled at the cactus encounter.

Anger rolled off Meeka as they explained
being captured by Lord Doyle, Cage being tortured and Brooke being
raped. Her hand squeezed Brooke’s while asking “You didn’t let him
get away did you? None fuck my woman except me or Cage… My Love,
tell me you aren’t pregnant by him?”

“Possessive are we?” Brooke tried to hide the
hurt behind a joke.

“Of course I am.” Meeka explained hotly. “I
love you with all that I am and more. I don’t ever want another man
to touch you. I don’t want to think of someone doing that to you…
Did he hurt you badly?”

“He hurt my pride.” Brooke mostly
admitted. “But I never gave in and fought as best as possible. Then
Cage got me out of there and I made sure that stupid man would never have babies ever
again as I cut off his lance and mashed it to nothing under my
heel. He will never be considered a man again.” Brooke sighed
genuinely. “And after we escaped I got my moonflow.”

“Thank the gods.” Meeka sighed too. “I
couldn’t bear to carry the child of anyone but our man here.” She
then laid a hand on Cage’s thigh.

“Better tell her now.” Brooke insisted in a
sad way.

“Tell me what?” She asked worriedly as she
could hear the defeat in Brooke’s voice and see the moment of
tenseness twitch in her man’s thigh.

“Meeka,” Cage’s usual deep, masculine
voice that she could listen to forever sounded hesitant and knew
him well enough to realize that he was trying not to frighten her
more than necessary. “I wish it wasn’t like this, but I can never
give you, Brooke or any woman a child. I’ve been sterilized so that
my seed doesn’t conceive a youngster. I cannot give you a
baby because of what I
am…”

“What you are?”
Her musical voice quivered as she withdrew her hand from him. “What
does that mean? And why can’t we have a baby? I’m already well past
the age where my friends already have families because of my
freezing curse. If not for it I would have had three or four. I
want to bear a child to show my love to the man who loves me…” Her
eyes began to water. “Brooke Love, it cannot be true. His seed
spilled greatly within us when we were together. I’ve seen it,
tasted it…” Meeka’s cheeks began to burn as she forgot others were
listening and turned to see that predawn was coming and illuminated
everyone enough to see them staring at her with sadness in their
expression, even Sean who sat with Frill consuming his lap appeared
sorry.

Carefully Brooke spoke. “My Love, I know it
is difficult to accept, but I feel the same way. I too denied it
for I want Cage to give us babies together, but his magic told him
the truth and he explained that his manhood makes the seed, but
what gives life to the seed which gives us babies, doesn’t happen.
His seed makes him barren without robbing others of pleasure. I’ve
decided that I will not carry another child within and any child in
great need of a mother will become my child, like our new son,”
Sean smiled with adorable dimples. “but he says that if you decide
to want to bear a child of your own you can find a man and Cage can
do magic to get you pregnant without you needing to lay with
anyone.”

Meeka sat silently for several
agonizing minutes, holding only Brooke’s firm grip to keep from
crying at how cruel her life is. She finally gets a man who can
survive an un-survivable curse yet cannot birth a beautiful child
of her own with him. The only sounds came from when Daku flapped
his great white wings and that of the wind hitting her face and
passing her ears. Her heart ached and as the land began to brighten
she could see her woman felt just as sad, but Cage sat stoically
without revealing anything. Meeka knew he didn’t care if he ever
killed, but he never intentionally set out to harm anyone without a
justifiable reason. Right now he knew that if he said anything that
it would give her greater pain. He was patient with little
tolerance and right now his calm mask showed great strength for he
knew what she wanted but could not give and it pains him now that
he could love them, truly love them. In those deep pools of black
eyes, that were disconcerting at first, Meeka knew because of him
her solitary world wasn’t lonely anymore. He’d given her a real
life, his heart, but the truth about not being able to give her a
life to bring into the world were right there. She saw he could not
do this and had tried to correct the issue, knowing him, but
nothing worked. She sighed through her small, adorable nose and
closed her eyes while squeezing her love’s hand. “I’m alright now,
Brooke… It was hard to accept. When Cage came into my life and
survived my kiss I fantasized finally being able to have a family
with him and have a houseful of beautiful children, growing old and
having a dozen or two grandchildren.” Her bright blue eyes looked
up to see Brooke’s loving brown gazing back before meeting Cage’s.
Meeka’s hand stretched out invitingly and waited. She received a
smile that made her melt and felt a tingle of pleasure as his large
hand entwined with hers. Between them she asked “Now that I thought
about it… It wouldn’t be a great idea to have a baby for if my
curse triggered when my maternal instincts… I would not want to
live if I harmed a baby…” She swallowed as Cage got a momentary
inquisitive expression which vanished just as quick. “Now what did
you mean by what you
are?”

Cage nodded, but didn’t let go of her
hand. “Brooke and I didn’t have much chance of rescuing you because
the empire set up some nasty traps which prevented scouting and
infiltration. If not for my magic both Brooke and I would have bled
out or been captured several times. Our only option left was to cut
through a place where any sane person would avoid, we crossed
through the heart of Frozen Forest.” Meeka’s stunning blue eyes
widened and Brooke chuckled at the reaction. “In there was
dangerous, more dangerous than
any mission I had back on Earth. In there my magic to sense beyond
myself was limited to less than five feet and if Brooke hadn’t
accompanied me or suggested we tie ourselves together I would have
died again. The next while was tenuous at best till a fissure
triggered by the weight of Brooke’s horse opened and swallowed them
both and my reaction combined with her strength got her out, but
her horse didn’t make it. We holed up in a cave when none other
than Granny and Frill show up out of nowhere.” Meeka turned her
head to watch Megdline wave and lean back to rest for a few more
minutes. “Brooke and I were obviously suspicious from all we
encountered and for a while I expected them to be a trick of magic
and had to restrain myself from attacking.”

“It was quite stressful.” Brooke added.

“Then a truce was called and we listened to
why they showed up. Apparently after she went to check and clean
out some hidden eggs in that wyrm nest she teleported to
Twilight.”

“Jumped is the common term used.” Frill
reminded and licked his paw.

“Oh… Jumped, I mean.” Cage modified. “And
yes, I can understand Frill now.” He saw Meeka’s question already
forming so he went on before it could slow the story. “Granny had
me answer a few questions about my sleeping habits, primarily my
dreams…”

“But you don’t dream...” Meeka spoke. “When
we traveled together I never once saw you so much as twitch or move
your eyes like I’ve seen when others dream. You sleep completely
still.”

“Correct.” He smiled, glad she did
notice that quirk. “That plus my infinity mark which grows and
shrinks when I use magic really frightened the top brass in
Twilight…” he saw her confusion and she scrunched her features so
adorably that it made his smile deepen. “Granny spoke to the First
Council there about me and used an illusion from our encounter to
explain. She told them everything, including my warning to not piss
me off or come at me in any way with hostility or I’d fight to the
death. From what Granny said, it scared them shitless and they took
it to heart. So they sent her
to teach me magic and test me to confirm their suspicions.
The last test they had was for me to eat a piece of
meat…”

“But you’re a vegetarian.” She admitted.

“Good thing too because in this universe I
have a violent reaction to animal flesh. I truly cannot eat meat of
any creature. I can eat eggs so long as they are not fertilized by
a rooster and consume byproducts like milk, but anything larger
than an accidently swallowed fly will send me hurling the contents
of my stomach. I threw up more violently than any sickness I’ve
ever had in my life. Apparently that was the final test to explain
what I really am. Supposedly I’m a warlock.”

“A warlock? What’s that?” She asked.

“A person with the power to take on several
first class sorcerers and still win. It is why my spells power have
grown so quickly since you were taken. I’ve already shattered the
strongest barrier a first class sorcerer used against me.”

“You cannot be serious.”

“The impact of his spells already surpassed
mine.” Megdline declared while continuing to kick back. “If I used
the same spell as him at the strongest possible level, he will
overwhelm my spell without breaking a sweat, but I’m still more
efficient and can hold my own.”

“She’s right.” Cage honestly admitted. “She’s
taught me much and because of it we were successful up to this
point. Even I know that power is useless without versatility and
have much to learn and experiment with. As a warlock, only Daku and
the dragons will supposedly stand a fighting chance against
me.”

“It is no assumption.” Daku rumbled as he
turned his head around again. “At this rate of development you will
reveal the mark of your full potential in a year. Most elites, like
yourself, will begin to slow in progress very soon, but it won’t
stop. The force of your spells has only increased so dramatically
due to necessity, but very soon you’ll understand how your power
will slow without something truly dramatic occurring which will
increase your need to protect yourself and others.”

Meeka asked as Daku resumed flying “Elite?
What does that mean?”

Brooke squeezed her hand and spoke calmly,
but Meeka could tell she was speaking to lower the obvious fear of
flying. “Meeka Love, it means our mate is truly worthy of us. We
are bound by fate and the spirits to be mated to the most powerful
magic man alive. Only the dragons will rival his power one day. He
is a warlock, but this is where the problem lays.” The seriousness
in her tone kept Meeka’s full attention. “You understand it is true
he is from a world called Earth?” she waited for her woman to nod.
“It is true, but his ancestors were immensely dangerous and were
warlocks as well and had the power greater than any magic man
today. They were a great danger and a few alone almost killed this
world. The dragons, some warlocks and non-warlock magic men created
and sent his people to a realm without mana with which to do magic
to protect everyone.” Brooke had Cage help explain it better and he
did by using his right free hand to conjure an illusion of what he
imagined two universes to look like and between them stood a gold
barrier like that of a chain-linked fence. Brooke explained how the
gauntlets that are now the flesh of Cage’s arms had done what was
thought impossible and pulled him from the mana-less universe and
by passing the barrier between the universes had caused his
sterility. The more she explained the more Meeka believed. Brooke
ended by saying “Because of our man’s heritage and the danger he
presents, Twilight sent Megdline to guide Cage in the ways of magic
and also to reach an agreement whether to send every magic man and
woman to kill him or let him live his own life… So far they haven’t
chosen as far as I know, but with Daku as the last griffin, they
dare not be rash. At this moment they are still watching us from
afar, but they are also protecting us from being followed by the
same means. I believe this is how we were able to flee so easily
from where they held you. They protect us all because of him, but
no action from the council is good in my opinion. They only watch
us, nothing more and Megdline promised that any truly private
moments are not being viewed.”

“Good.” Meeka blushed and looked down while
whispering. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable when we wanted to be
having sex and know someone watches.”

“I must tell you something, Love.”
Brooke looked down in shame and Meeka felt a jolt of fear for what
might come next. “I know it was wrong, but…” she hesitated. “I had
sex with Cage without you, but it was only one time… I swear I
didn’t mean for it to happen. Believe me, I regret having
him without you.”

“Oh thank goodness.” Meeka sighed heavily. “I
worried you or Cage were dying on me. Don’t dwell on it so much.”
Her rosy lips quirked and it made Brooke wonder why the smile, just
not for long. “Then to make you feel better should I have him
f…”

“No,” Brooke interrupted adamantly.
“I get you first, to feel you
again. It was settled back then between us.” Cage nodded with a wry
smile that said ‘For how long she’ll have you is the undecided
question.’ “I just got you back. You won’t be out of my sight for
the near future.”

“Possessive are we?” Meeka smirked.

The Utala priestess proved that fact by
pulling her beautiful woman close and giving her a deep kiss.
Meeka’s curse made bumps rise all across her body and the power
that rose from it came from within, but Brooke’s immunity prevented
the curse to find a way to freeze her whole within moments.
Brooke’s lips parted as soon as Meeka’s tongue glided teasingly
across them. Cage, Daku, Frill and Megdline felt the rushing tingle
of magic and turned to the pair kissing tenderly at first and then
hungrily with passion. Meeka and Brooke kissed deeply after truly
being together again as they began to caress each other’s arms,
feeling the rush together in being reunited. Brooke’s hands slowly
reached down to the shortened white dress and stopped when a deep,
rumbling yet high pitched voice said “Not on my back!”

The two pulled away and looked to Daku’s
smirk and felt truly embarrassed beneath such a gaze. “I’m
flattered you feel so comfortable on my back, but my only rule in
this matter is if you don’t want me laying on your back when it is
time to mate, do me the same courtesy.”

“I’m sorry, Daku.” Brooke admitted
bashfully. “I meant for it to be a quick kiss, but it turned into…
well that.”

A serene expression emanated from the
currently large griffin. “Although I’ve never had a true spirit
mate, I’ve seen why your love happened like that. I must commend
you, Priestess for resisting so far. It is rare for humans to have
dual spirit mates. And being together so short of time is quite
impressive to not be feverously joined for many weeks. To still be
in command of yourself is quite something. Look at my partner, he
is struggling not to mate the two of you at the moment.”

Everyone turned to Cage to see him crossing
his arms and thumping his leg impatiently, but the heat in those
coal black eyes could melt steel and both Meeka and Brooke shivered
in expectant delight. Cage focused on his breathing while turning
to Daku. “Two questions, one, what do you mean you never had a
mate? Are you a virgin? Secondly, what did you mean by spirit mate?
Is that like a soul mate?”

“Before you answer that…” Frill slid off
Sean’s lap and approached Daku’s head. “Are you telling me that you
can actually see spirit mates?”

“Indeed I can. Elder dragons and white
king griffins have such a gift. You Frill, I can tell have yet to
meet your true mate, but Megdline has found hers and is bound.” The
great blue eyes turned over to the others. “As are you two. Zatal,
you actually have four mates and are bound to each of them equally
with a dim fifth mate that you are growing to love. Lanna has yet
to find hers, but you Moril have gotten yours as well. It is rare
for so many to be spirit mated, but it isn’t unheard of in deeply
connected groups.” Daku looked back to Cage. “I’m over a million
years in age, what do you think? Of course I’m no virgin, but my
true mates never found me before the great divide… As for spirit
mates, yes soul mate is another accurate description. My eyes are
so powerful that when I focus them I can see a person’s potential
lover. The average spirit is fickle and can change as the
individual does. Zatal is a good example, but Megdline, you Cage,
Lanna, Brooke and Meeka are what I like to call unbreakables. Your
spirits were destined specifically for another and that other or
other’s alone, whether it’s chance or biological, I don’t know, but
your spirits are inseparable and will never love anyone as deeply
as your true mate. Likely when one dies, they will soon follow or
go mad. Some, like Frill or Lanna or even me might never find the
ones destined for us, but it doesn’t mean we can love anyone any
less. I wasn’t there when you showed image’s to the villagers of
when you four were being taken,” He meant Meeka, Zatal, Moril and
Lanna “but who’s mates were the most difficult to control, the ones
who would truly kill another
tribal member to retrieve you.”

Brooke’s jaw dropped as she looked over her
shoulder towards her people. “Priestess, tell me he isn’t telling
the truth.” Lanna pleaded weakly.

The priestess gritted her teeth, but couldn’t
lie to her sisters. “I wish it were so. Five had to be separated to
re-gather themselves. All of Zatal’s mates and Moril your
sister-mate, Chala had to be separated and looked after the most.
She even cut your man before he took her blade away. Your sisters
had to console her and tell her to relax.”

With Cage’s nod driving the final nail in the
coffin, Lanna sat back further with disbelief.

Megdline treaded carefully when she
spoke to the dumbfounded warrior. “Lanna, I cannot see what Daku
apparently can, but if he were wrong you would have attacked him to
defend your mate. Instead you sit there in shock, realizing either
he is right or those you love aren’t truly the one you are fitted
for.” A dark look crossed the warrior. In a kinder, grandmotherly
tone she explained “In Twilight all new potential children are seen
by an elder dragon. I was frightened when I stood before her, but
it wasn’t until I graduated my studies that I understood why it was
done so. In that city, many mages live hundreds if not thousands of
years and everyone has a
spirit mate. Usually the pair or lover group grow together.
Unbreakables though are destined specifically. I had a suspicion
that Cage and Brooke were Meeka’s true mate for their drive to get
her back went far beyond honor or loyalty to the Utala.

“Imagine this, because
I can honestly say it would have
happened to me, Daku calls us unbreakables, but think of a little
girl about eight years old having a spirit mate who is seventy or
even nine hundred years old yet looks in their prime… the child and
her spirit mate are meant to be together and the
moment they saw each other they would
have sex right there and not think twice. Sometimes the pull of a
mate throws all other thought aside. Age, sex or physical
attributes don’t matter in that very moment. To them it would be
right, but for a little girl to see her mate so soon would cause
great damage in her emotional growth and harm her flower from
immaturity… and they won’t stop having sex for long except to eat
or sleep.

“Because of the dragon, I was
always far from my mate
without realizing it… until I was ready. And just to put things in
perspective, my husband has a thousand years on me.” Such open
honesty shocked everyone except Frill and Daku. “The moment I was
allowed to move about alone, I saw him walking across the grounds.
He was walking away, but stopped instantly as my eyes fell on him.
He turned around and we were married within that hour and spent the
next four months locked in our room without any interruptions. We’ve been together ever since
and after all these years, the children and grandchildren we share,
when I so much as look at him I get the urge to have him in me so
we can be one again. But my spirit prefers adventures and moving
around the lands with Frill at my side while his spirit is focused
on keeping order in Twilight and furthering knowledge of the
young.” Megdline moved closer and took Lanna’s hand between hers
with earnest compassion. “When you lay eyes on your mate for the
first time you will likely run up to him or her and demand a mating
challenge and will purposely lose just to be with them if they
cannot beat you. I can see in your eyes you enjoy the passion of
sex and the structure that you are not alone, but you’re missing
an important piece in your
life, my friend. When it happens, you will understand what I mean
and not feel so defensive.”

“Then why didn’t Chief and Sister Meeka mate
when they first met?” She countered.

Megdline was already prepared for such
a question. “I know you remember what happened when Meeka and
Brooke used magic against their will. Before that, his spirit was
clouded by the pain he’s endured which wouldn’t allow him to love.”

“But I more than liked him than anyone else
at first glance that night. He was frightening, but I could not
bring myself to leave his side…” Meeka admitted.

The sorceress looked ahead. “That was
your spirit telling you he is yours, but couldn’t make the connection to
his spirit because of the block the
two of you later destroyed.” Brooke and Meeka eyed each other.
“When it broke it caused confusion to his spirit, but you three
have strong wills which is why he truly didn’t take you
immediately. Spirit mates were going to be a lesson one day I would
have explained, but it is an unknown phenomenon yet it has the
greatest magic over the mates… To me, that magic can never be
surpassed. Subtle yet unbreakable. Hence the name.” Megdline then
altered the subject with a smile. “But I did learn something very
interesting.”

“And that would be?” Brooke prodded.

“When you kissed Meeka I finally got the
information that has been bothering me…”

“You can rid the curse?” Meeka asked with
some hope.

“Sorry, but” Megdline shook her short,
jet black hair. “that is far beyond anyone’s current skills and
would likely kill me for trying. What I did learn is you too will be long
lived.”

“Long lived?” Meeka asked, but was suddenly
embraced tightly by Brooke who then kissed her cheek with a
heartfelt smile. Cage sighed in relief as well.

“The Great Prophet gave you a gift beneath
your curse. You likely would have been a first class sorceress just
like Brooke before he intervened, which is rare. The first class
are usually are born once every ten years, but I have little doubt
the two of you would be in that level… Sorry, I went off topic for
a moment… The prophet bestowed you with an endless life should you
not die unnaturally. Something else too I cannot determine he did…
As a warlock, Cage is inherently immortal and the two of you will
be with him forever, if that is possible. You have the most
dangerous magic accompanied with long life.”

Cage and Brooke chuckled at Meeka when the
words settled in and enjoyed the reaction. Her clear blue eyes were
wide like saucers and her full lips parted as her breath
caught.

Before the blonde healer could respond Daku’s
tone spoke warningly. “Cage, look to the south.”

Cage spun around in an instant and stood
while conjuring a black fireball in his left hand in preparation
for a fight. Other’s took heed of the warning by drawing weapons
and getting a firmer grip on the griffin’s fur. Far in the distance
of the morning light was a disturbance in the atmosphere that
spread vastly ahead. When he understood the warning he canceled the
silent spell of black, combat fire and said over a shoulder “We’re
not under attack, but there is a nasty looking storm far away.”

Knives returned to their sheathes while he
saw Meeka return a tomahawk back to Brooke and watched ease return
to the group.

Daku rumbled while looking down along the
beach far to the right. “Use your sight mirror to see how large it
is. I get the feeling we might need to take shelter soon before it
hits.”

Cage focused on finding an aerial view of the
storm and felt the tingle of magic grow between his shoulders as an
oval image appeared several feet ahead of Daku and made it large
enough for everyone to see. Inky blackness warped like rippling
water till it seemed to solidify as color transformed the blank
image to quickly show an aerial view of the violent storm, but it
was enormous and moving quickly. Lightning struck frequently in the
darker areas. It swirled around like a hurricane, but without a
defining eye those raised in Florida are accustomed to. Megdline
approached to say “Ah, the storm signifying the start of Fall.
Daku’s right, we’ll need to land. There is too much danger flying
through something like that. Daku, look for a place to land,
preferably a cave with a north facing opening. That storm is coming
from the south and should last no more than a day before it will be
safe to fly.”

In response, the griffin glided to the west,
using his acute eyesight to find a place far away from anyone and
up high where it would be near impossible to climb. While he
searched Cage asked “Granny, call me crazy, but how can you say
Fall is here with a storm. Can you read the storm or see something
I cannot?”

“No, Crazy.” She chuckled, liking the
unfamiliar sayings he often used. “On most dragon occupied worlds,
they use ancient spells on the planet to maintain cycles of Spring,
Summer, Fall and Winter to balance and maintain life. Every six
months two giant storms get created in the southern pole and speed
north. They are automatically created and set free on the winds to
make sure we, who are closer to the more snowy south hurry and
prepare for winter. In spring we get another storm to wash away
most of the remaining snow to start growing crops. Most of the time
storms come and go randomly, but these two storms give clear
warning when it’s over and when to prepare for winter.”

“It is true.” Brooke said. “Our people would
begin the last planting and hunting of buffalo to survive the
winter. The violence of these storms are great, but you learn quick
when the next months will determine if the winter kills you.”

“Found one!” Daku exclaimed. “Cage, make us
invisible so none see us take shelter.” The warlock ended the sight
mirror spell and focused on making them all visibly disappear. He
stood confidently while maintaining the modified barrier spell he
first used against a wyvern that bends light and feeling Daku’s
ninety foot wide wing’s pump them towards shore and for a small
range of mountains.

While they flew for shelter everyone sat
quietly to ponder heavy thoughts that had been spoken. Reflecting
on inner newfound conceptions kept all from speaking. While his dad
worked magic, Sean crawled from his friend Zatal to sit beside his
new mothers who each smiled lovingly at him. He took one of their
empty hands and sat there, saying nothing yet expressing happiness
to see his dark haired mother truly happy again with his reunited
blonde mother who was just as regally beautiful. The decent was a
slow glide to limit the greater fear some had of flying, mainly
Brooke Mother and Moril.

The lazy descent wasn’t difficult to adjust
to and the others found the pop of their ears annoying and hurt
till Cage explained a trick by holding your nose and blowing.
Megdline found it easier for it was commonly practiced in Twilight
for flying, but Sean found it the hardest. Eventually the others
equalized.

The mountain Daku angled towards was thick
with healthy pine trees and gave great clover. It took a few
minutes to find what shelter the griffin located from so far and
high away. A suitable open space lay open nearby a wide mouthed
cave. The front stood ten feet high and forty deep with a width of
over ninety. Daku flew as slow as possible and glided within ten
feet before extending his legs to brace for the remarkably gentle
landing and trot to a stop. Brooke sighed loudest of everyone and
Daku chuckled while lowering his muscular frame completely to the
ground. Cage canceled the magic and walked between the wing and
neck to drop four feet effortlessly to turn around and help Meeka
and the other’s down. Zatal and Lanna dropped on the opposite
side.

As Sean jumped into his dad’s arms, Cage said
“Want to help me collect firewood before the rain soaks us?”

“Alright!” Sean gladly accepted and followed
into the woods.

Meeka and Brooke watched their love and
newfound son rush into the thick of trees with Lanna taking a
different direction, likely wanting to be alone for awhile. Cage’s
six foot six, lean form remained robed in the former Arch
Magister’s clothing, but even then the two women could see he was
deceptive in appearance, like a sheathed sword with a razor’s edge.
His handsomeness surpassed most men, like his height, but from the
sure way he walked said he remained prepared for a fight. Then he
and Sean disappeared.

“Alright, we need to make a stew for the rain
will make the air cold soon. Who will help me prepare it?” Megdline
asked as Moril pulled their packs from Daku’s back.

“I will.” Meeka volunteered.

“We will.” Brooke corrected and took her hand
with a smile. “Zatal, Moril, may we borrow your knives?”

The two warriors unsheathed their blades and
handed them over as Megdline used a little magic to levitate the
packs inside the overhang. Zatal said “I will check the area for
any game. Animals will bed down with what is coming.”

“Do not bother.” Daku stood taller than them
all. “I saw no worthy prey except by the foot of the mountain. You
would not make it back before the storm arrives. Best go inside and
rest, we are safe for now. Save your strength.” Then all watched,
especially Meeka, for before her very eyes in the morning light the
enormous griffin shrunk in size to be slightly larger than Frill
and trotted into the shade of the cave and climbed the wall to lay
comfortably on a natural shelf and chuckled when he noted Meeka’s
awe.

Brooke noticed her woman’s expression and it
reminded it of her own the first time she saw the reduction not too
long ago and wondered if she had looked similar. She led the way
into the shelter, pulling Meeka along and knelt by the packs to
begin pulling out supplies. Meeka joined, but moved much slower as
she kept looking up to the much smaller creature.

“Ask what is on your mind, Meeka.” Daku
finally spoke in a quieter voice, but it held the same quality
despite the difference.

Bluntly, she asked while setting down a raw
potato “I thought my eyes were playing tricks last night, but you
can grow sizes… just how small and big can you become?”

“As small as a hummingbird, but my greatest
size is slightly larger than this very mountain. And before you
ask, no, I rarely grow to such a size for I devastate far too much
and even the beat of my wings would topple acres of forest. Since
there isn’t a need to be so large, I don’t do it.” Then he smirked
mischievously. “And if anyone makes me mad, yet wouldn’t put up
much of a fight, I drink a lot, grow large and piss down on them.
Dragons, ornery adolescents usually, often made me mad down in the
southern glaciers especially hated when I did that because it
freezes and clings to their scales. They hated me for those
tricks.”

“You urinated on a dragon?” Meeka asked in disbelief
as others stared openly.

“Had to amuse myself somehow.” He replied
stoically.

Megdline, Frill and Brooke laughed in a burst
at the response of nonchalance.

By the time Cage and Sean returned with
loaded armfuls of dry sticks and limbs they found Brooke and Meeka
cutting up vegetables into a pot of water. The air around them
seemed more at ease and it made Cage smile. He noticed a second
full pot, but that one was loaded with meat and cut vegetables,
separating his meal from others. The dad and son deposited the wood
and together they cleared a space further back where neither wind
nor rain would reach and built a pile and Cage used a now simple
conjuring of fire at the tip of his finger to light the stack. The
wood took the flame quick and grew. The women had the men move away
as they carried over the bowls, but he noticed what they really
wanted was to get warmed by the fire from the frigid flight in a
higher atmosphere. Zatal chuckled and it made Sean and Cage
smile.

“While the food is cooking, let’s work on
your knife-handling skills.” Cage suddenly thought and rubbed his
son’s windblown mane of short brown hair.

“I’ll do my best.” Sean admitted and drew his
knife from the sheath on his forearm after rolling his sleeve back
slightly.

They moved outside the cave and then Cage
remembered he wore a mage’s robe and could feel how it restricted
just how far his legs could move and quickly undid the sash and
shrugged out of it. His nakedness didn’t go unnoticed by his mates
so he winked in their direction and they looked to each other with
a pointed glance. Sean preferred to wear clothes, but to not feel
he wasn’t willing, he unbuttoned his shirt and laid it down. The
scrawny ten year old had put on some weight, Cage noticed in his
son from not going hungry since accepting the offer of family. The
knife gripped in his right hand as he had been taught and he
widened his stance appropriately. “Lower your left shoulder, it is
a dead giveaway that you’ll step to the right when you charge to
cut for my left knee.”

Sean blinked and corrected his shoulder, no
longer asking how his dad knew just where he was aiming to strike
first.

Cage balled his fist and crouched in an
easily defensible stance, his black eyes taking in everything and
discarding nothing. A slight twist of Sean’s ankle ground his shoe
in the sand slightly, enough to tell where he’d move. Immediately
Cage countered and jumped to maintain the distance until Sean
changed hands and jumped back to try a skill he’d been practicing
and used his right to pick up a stone and throw it to then charge.
Cage taught him such skill well to act as a diversion and flicked
his arm to deflect the projectile off his steel hard elbow and lean
back as Sean went to cut from groin to chest, but air is all he
sliced. “Very good.” Cage admitted casually while gently slapping
Sean’s strikes aside as he alternated knife hands while punching.
“Keep your opponent guessing. Most people have a dominant hand,
myself included…” He sidestepped a well placed lunge. “The trick is
to be as deadly no matter which limb you use. If your arm is cut
and your other isn’t as efficient, your inviting disaster. Don’t
expect any help when your life is on the line for it is life or
death for everyone.” Sean jumped back to gulp down air from the
hard exercise while taking his stance again. “I won’t always be
there for everyone nor will they be there for me at every given
moment. Take care of your body and it will do the same for you.
This time, try to knock me, a stronger and bigger opponent down.
Feint with a knife strike to my face, but aim a kick to the inside
of my left knee.”

“Dad…” He gulped down another heavy breath.
“can I do it slow and get a better understanding?”

“Sure,” Sean moved close and stared up not a
foot away. He slowly, like in slow motion, made a sweep with the
knife and his dad leaned back as instinct would do and stopped as
Sean asked a question. “Yes, since your legs are short, when you do
the initial strike it would be best to spin with and kick backwards
to break the knee joint and follow with either slitting the throat
or stabbing here,” He put Sean’s hand just above the waist. “in the
kidney. Only those accustomed to great pain would ever recover
enough to retaliate. The difference between a slit throat or kidney
stabbing is if you want your opponent to die in seconds or hours.
Good question, now try again till you get a feel of the move.”

“But wouldn’t it be easier to kick a man
between the legs. None can withstand that kind of pain.”

Cage knelt to get eye level with Sean.
“Son, there are two kinds of men when dealing with a groin kick.
The first will cry out in pain and lay there bawling, the other
will still fall, but when he can recover enough he’ll turn the pain
to rage and you shall find yourself in a whole heap of trouble. With enough pain training, you
can withstand a groin kick without being incapacitated. Still, deep
down you will always be one of those two men. Personally I’m the
latter. Any man who kicks me there will certainly wish he’d run
far, far away.” Sean’s doubt
was clear. “Don’t believe me? Kick me as hard as you can.” Cage
stood proudly and his son didn’t hesitate to bring his shin swiftly
up for a rather impressive strike, but his dad didn’t even wince or
twitch a muscle to reveal an ounce of tenderness. So he did it
again and like last time, his dad didn’t reveal
anything.

“It better work afterwards!” Brooke shouted
beside the glowing fire.

“No worries!” He smiled back after the
laughter died inside the shelter. “Alright Sean, now that you see
it won’t always work to incapacitate an opponent, get used to the
feel of the move for in comparison, this attack is nearly undefeatable when executed
properly.”

For five minutes Sean practiced that move,
slow at first and picking up speed with more and more confidence.
Eventually Lanna returned from the woods with a large bundle under
an arm. Everyone noticed her bloodshot eyes and puffy cheeks, but
said nothing and she was grateful to be left alone.

“Breakfast is ready!” Meeka called over as
she finished stirring the two pots of hot stew that smelled
mouthwatering. Cage retrieved the robe and looked up to find the
sky darkening with the increasing of wind apparent in the trees.
Sweat dewed his lean body as it did to the gangly Sean, but only
one wasn’t short of breath.

Cage stowed his robe in a pack and sat on the
spread fur bedding with his back against the cave wall, but close
to the fire. Before the bowls were dished out he used a spell to
search for any dangerous substances in the food and since his spell
didn’t turn anything black he filled his bowl and retrieved the
only piece of bread that had been evenly divided. He took his meal
and sat against the wall again.

Only, he didn’t sit alone. Meeka got her bowl
of non-meat stew so he didn’t feel he got special meals while
Brooke filled her bowl, wanting the meat. They greatly surprised
him by each sitting thigh to thigh. Their silky soft thighs brushed
against his firm and he found it hard to not concentrate on them
while his hunger fought for dominance. He saw them also finding it
difficult, but he was so hungry he spooned a mouthful and the
flavors pushed other thoughts aside.

He finished the food and watched as his women
also found their stomach’s needing undivided attention. With the
last of the bread gone, his second helping went without, but wasn’t
any less satisfying.

 


With the ever darkening sky approaching Cage
felt a surprise as everyone ate their fill over by the fire and
looked down to find himself being secretly double teamed as Brooke
and Meeka each had a hand firmly stroking his lance which went
rigid under their delightful assault. Beneath the sound of wind and
crackling fire Meeka whispered “I had almost forgotten how immense
your lance is…” the glazed look in her clear blue eyes said
precisely what she wanted.

“Cage love, make us invisible and to
not be heard. I can wait no longer to have the two of you. Do it
now.” Brooke whispered demandingly and by the look Megdline shot
their way with confusion before looking around and finally grey
eyes of understanding, they knew she understood their intentions.
To test his spell Brooke yelled “Can anyone
hear us!?” the others didn’t even shift as they
watched the outside storm grow worse. “Finally!” Brooke turned to
Meeka. “I want you now. Cage, give me a few minutes with her before
impaling us.” Before he could even reply Brooke untied her leather
top and dropped her bikini-like leather bottoms in a flash yet
Meeka found herself to be faster and in just as much of a fevered
rush as her dress slid over her head. Brooke stared as heatedly as
Meeka before rushing together, breast to breast with a mind-blowing
kiss that dropped them with Brooke beneath. Brooke gasped when her
bare back lay on the fur and Meeka’s tongue went right to
work.

For a moment Cage lost focus and nearly
dropped the barrier so as a precaution he applied the active spell
on one of his four black diamond eyes set in the skull on either
hand. The spell no longer needed focus and drew from the stores of
mana contained in the precious gems. He found it much easier at the
moment.

What a beautiful
sight. He thought while watching his lovers made
passionate love. They truly did love each other and that beauty
alone would make the world a better place. Cage found himself glad
to have been able to share such profound love with two of the most
beautiful women in existence.

Meeka’s curse made every sensation shared
feel electrified as it heightened the nerves to feel the
astonishing beauty they embodied. Though Brooke’s blessing
prevented her from having a smell in any way, she tasted
deliciously sweet. Meeka gasped as Brooke’s hand fully grabbed her
large breasts and returned a hungry kiss while her thumbs teased
her already pearled and sensitive nipples. It was like they were
together for the first time all over again yet it felt so right.
Meeka’s back arched up on its own for more attention and Brooke’s
mouth began tenderly kissing her neck, leaving a wet trail all the
way down till she sucked on the firm nipple which made Meeka wrap
her fingers through her woman’s silky black hair and press her
closer. The pleasure nearly sent her quaking, but Meeka wanted to
repay all the efforts taken to save her from an awful fate so she
eased her woman back down. Brooke hesitated till Meeka’s wet kisses
trailed down to teasingly graze her teeth on Brooke’s nipple which
gained a satisfied gasp. Her kisses and ministrations were enough
of a diversion to sneakily deliver a hand down to her flower and
make Brooke’s hips buck for more. The already wetness surprised
Meeka for she felt just as ready as her own flower swelled so she
lowered herself between Brooke’s legs and before she had time to
react she thanked the spirits again as a cry of pleasure sent her
into a quivering orgasm after a few skillful ministrations and
teasing on the flower’s bud. Meeka then began kissing her love’s
inner thigh for a moment before Brooke’s fingers wove themselves
around her head and made her go back. “Again, please!” Meeka smiled
and gladly fulfilled the wish.

Meeka was surprised when Brooke’s cry of
passion eased as she reached under her arms and somehow managed to
reverse position and saw stars when Brooke’s own ministrations
stroked her agonizingly slow. She worked expertly until the growing
tightness in Meeka’s lower belly released into a full body shake of
ecstasy. Brooke panted “Oh how I missed that sounds you make, My
Love.” and crawled up to press her own amazing pair of large
breasts on Meeka’s to give another kiss, but one more tender and
loving.

When she pulled back she stroked Meeka’s
beautiful golden hair with a tender smile. “I missed you so much,
My Love.”

Meeka reached up and stroked Brooke’s exotic
coppery cheeks with heartfelt joy. “And I knew the two of you would
get me back. Brooke, no need to cry, we will not be separated like
this again.”

She received another kiss. “Now it’s time to
let Cage share in our joy.”

Brooke rolled to the side and together they
saw Cage sitting casually with an odd look. Meeka asked seductively
“Aren’t you going to join your mates?”

“I will, but I just feel so grateful to be
able to see us back together. In my whole life I’ve never felt the
magnitude of worry I had when you were taken. This feeling I have
for you two is still so new and confusing, but to see you and
Brooke make love truly makes me feel proud that our efforts were
successful.” He replied.

“Then come over here and feel how your
efforts will be rewarded.” A kind smile spread deeper in Cage’s
expression as he crawled the short distance and stopped when Meeka
put a hand to his chest. “That won’t do. I want your lance firmer.”
Before he could react she pushed him over and took him with her
mouth. She couldn’t even consume half of him. He groaned as she
stroked instinctively, but was a natural professional at that art.
It didn’t take much to get him to her liking as she had to
partially stand for what came next. She lowered herself down and
struggled to fit him in her flower. When she succeeded she cried
out in instant orgasm by intentionally consuming him whole on the
first go.

She nearly blacked out as he sat up and
grabbed her shoulders. “Are you ok?” he asked in a husky voice as
her wet tightness made it hard to think.

Meeka bit her lip and nodded. “Yes, I found
it hurts, but I like it so much more this way.” To show how much,
she released another orgasm again, milking him as she gyrated her
round hips. The feel of her sent his mind reeling and his lips came
crashing down on hers. Her orgasm began to wane till he lifted her
up as she wrapped her legs around his waist to remain of one body
before a series of thrusts made her explode again. Meeka took him
fully and was surprised when Brooke came in behind to hold her
still while kissing her neck as Cage’s lance sent her reeling a few
more times as she accommodated to the pleasure with which the lance
could deliver. Long, slow strokes quickly sped to short and fast as
his own success was imminent and just as he made her release again,
his own rushed inside and she instinctively clamped her legs
tightly around him until he lowered her to the ground, but remained
inside her.

Brooke kept kissing her woman’s silky neck as
she knelt to say “Doesn’t it feel good to have his lance inside you
after that?”

“So deep.” She mumbled while nodding when her
arms grew slack and tired and couldn’t clutch to him so hard. “I
missed this feeling and want it always.”

“Rest for a few minutes, Love. I want
him in me now.”

Meeka nodded and Cage lay his quivering love
down. Brooke was less surprised this time to find him not needing a
respite as she knew that he wasn’t like other men and could keep up
with their desires like no other. She turned around and pressed her
hot chest to the cool cave wall and made herself ready, wanting to
try one of the positions he once told her about and wasn’t
disappointed as her imagination did little to prepare her for the
act. His lance eased its way in and she exploded vocally, telling
the spirits of her great pleasure of love and gratitude to have
both in her life.

Meeka recovered not long after and teased
Brooke while she felt the almighty power of their superior lover.
None were fully satisfied in the least and that kept the lovemaking
going.

 


After four sweaty and orgasmic hours Cage
draped his long arms around both women as they all lay blissfully
together. His lance slowly lost its firmness, but Meeka insisted on
claiming it within while Brooke lay behind her. Half asleep the
priestess finished telling all it took to get her out safely from
Eeroan’s iron grasp. He felt truly relaxed as he watched the two
stunning women drift asleep beneath his watch.

Over them he noticed that Daku had come down
and lay asleep with Sean’s arm draped across his fur and feathery
form. Zatal glanced over in Cage’s invisible direction from time to
time while tending the fire while Lanna and Moril also slept
through the storm and morning. Megdline and Frill seemed to be
having a conversation, but because his spell denied the passage of
sound, he couldn’t hear.

Outside the cave though, the storm raged in
full force. Hurricane force winds made trees sway violently as rain
fell heavily in fat stinging drops. The cave remained relatively
dry with some cool mist finding a way in.

Realizing he still had stamina left over
after that mind-blowing experience and that both women were worn
out not only from it but also from not getting any sleep during the
tense jailbreak last night.

Cage slowly managed to extract himself from
Meeka. She groaned, but thankfully didn’t wake. Still, even asleep
she seemed to miss the connection. He carefully extracted himself
from the stunning pair of naked beauties and removed his robe from
the pack and used it like a blanket so they stayed warm.

Eventually he focused on the diamond keeping
the spells going and canceled them, reappearing as if out of
nowhere. Maintaining such an unwavering spell drained the reserves
greatly and would require more internal mana he created to
replenish the loss. Zatal jumped till he realized what he saw and
smirked when he noticed his priestess and new tribal sister fast
asleep beneath a robe and his chief standing calmly and appearing
relaxed. Frill also noticed and cut his conversation off to see the
reappearance.

The chieftain of the Utala walked over and
sat beside the same aged warrior of twenty eight years tending the
fire. “Get some sleep, Zatal, we had a long night. If I need you
I’ll wake you up.”

“Chief, you are remarkable… after
all that you still go
on.”

“Did I not structure the magic properly? How
much did you hear?” Cage asked pointedly. If his spell didn’t work
properly he needed to know and fix the error.

Zatal blinked in confusion. “None heard
anything, Chief. We simply guessed you were pleasing your women as
is our duty as men. When you vanished Megdline explained you hid
yourselves to not make anyone uncomfortable… Not to worry, Chief, I
understand. When we return to our people my mates will be
just as satisfied when I’m through.”
He jerked his head pointedly to the sleeping Brooke and Meeka. The
muscled warrior yawned “I will take the offer to sleep. Wake Moril
in two hours, she asked that of me.” and crawled over to a patch of
soft sand to begin snoring without delay.

Cage looked up as Megdline approached to sit
beside him. She laid her staff down and allowed Frill to consume
her whole lap. The large cat’s gold eyes blinked before he directly
said “Cage, we need to talk.”

“About?” He wondered back to the feline.

Megdline tucked a strand of short black
hair behind an ear to casually claim his attention. “It has been
weeks since I became your teacher and have heard nothing from my
husband or any of the First Council’s decisions. Brooke’s
recounting got the two of us thinking” She softly stroked the
woodsy marked Maine Coon’s coat. “that we need to see what the
situation is like back home. The lack of silence is unusual, but
then again, you aren’t a typical person.” Megdline continued to
explain as Cage’s disconcerting black eyes made her want to remain
on positive terms and limit suspicion. “Frill and I believe that
you have gotten strong enough to be a dangerous opponent and won’t
need to worry so much as you can tap into the energy you’ve stored
in your hands. And with Daku as your partner our worries as your
teacher are significantly less than we imagined. We expect to be
gone for six days and will reunite with you in Kote in the morning
if our plans work out. I passed through that town a few years back
so I can Jump there and resume your studies on your island, as we
originally planned.” He went to state the obvious so she asked the
nearly the same question. “What if I don’t return?” Since it was
close enough he nodded. “I know you need to go help the Utala. I
checked for them while you were… occupied… and found they’ve stopped and are
residing along the coast where your island is well seen and very
near Kote. Because there is over three hundred and winter is fast
approaching I’ve decided to teach you how to rapidly grow food to
feed your people.” Megdline dug in her pocket, whispered something
and withdrew a brown sack the size of a softball, untied the end
and opened it to reveal a sack of wheat grains. “Cage, take one and
plant it out where it’s raining.”

He took one and quickly rushed out in the
downpour to shove the grain two inches in the soil before rushing
back nearly completely drenched and quickly wiped the cold rain
from his body and hair. “What now?”

She gestured for him to sit before her and
stare outside. From behind she lectured “To rapidly grow
plant-life, you must search for what you wish to target. Since you
planted it, it won’t be difficult to locate. This is not like
manipulation or alchemy. At least not for this lesson. Send your
magic to locate the wheat that was planted. She felt the common
tingle of magic grow from him while watching the looped infinity
mark begin to easily grow into four rings and waited for him to
nod. “Knowing you, this skill will be remarkably effortless to
master. Now that you can feel and understand the makeup of the
grain, stimulate the sprout with some of your mana like you do when
you store extra in the gems…”

Cage listened to Megdline’s coaching methods
as he felt the grain magically. The magic was a great sixth sense
that proved invaluable on many occasions and it gave a profound
understanding that went far beyond words, like his love for Meeka
and Brooke. Although he couldn’t feel by touch, the gift from the
magic felt everything and left the unique sense forever remembered.
Megdline said to give it mana and he could feel it sprout as cell
division split by the second rather than hours, feeling almost like
he grew another appendage. Tiny roots sprouted and began absorbing
the water from the rain exponentially faster than nature intended
along with nutrients in the soil itself. As with magic, he
proceeded carefully by giving his own energy over to the grain. The
growth continued for a minute before it sprouted above the surface.
His mana replaced the need for sunlight to begin the creation of
chlorophyll by photosynthesis. Cage could feel the roots spread
while absorbing greedily from the soil and capillaries pumped it up
the stalk to the leaves with the speed of a fast flowing river. The
sprout grew to a foot in height within ten minutes. As it grew it
required more and more mana to keep the process going.

In what would take the course of two months
to fully germinate wheat took fifteen minutes. The head stood
proudly alone with a healthy green stalk before browning and ripe
for harvesting.

When he felt that the process was over he
turned around to say “That was easy, but it does take a fair amount
of mana.”

“Oh really?” Megdline’s lips quirked. “I
sensed a few flaws in your process which made growth seem more
difficult, but in the end it will be edible when ground up. The
taste will also be off because of the errors. You must practice to
get the proper feel of how to grow anything. Because you have much
knowledge on how plants seem to work, the errors will become known
to you soon. When you’ve perfected this skill you will be able to
grow dozens of plants at a time. Stick with simple plants that
produce food like wheat, corn, potatoes and so on. Do not start on
trees just yet for they require vast amounts of mana and are
slightly more complex. Now answer me two questions so I know you
understand certain hazards. First, what did that plant require most
of to grow so rapidly and secondly, why would it be fatal to grow a
living animal in a similar way?”

The warlock sat back to ponder the questions
while reflecting over the whole process and experience. Cage
eventually came to an understanding. “Water needs to be present,
lots actually. It soaked up quite a bit to speed the absorbed
minerals around the plant. To do more would need a well saturated
ground… As for doing that to another creature would be deadly
because the vascular system isn’t strong enough to speed blood that
fast without creating disaster. Plus since plants don’t have a
brain like an animal’s they won’t be harmed because of this.”

“Very astute, Dimwit.” Megdline
complimented.

Frill opened his mouth to say “When the storm
passes we’ll say farewells. Until then, practice growing food
you’ll likely find. You’ll never go hungry again.”

“Granny, Do you have other seeds I can try
out?”

“Why of course.” Megdline began stuffing an
arm down the pocket of her bright yellow robe to begin extracting
bag after bag of seeds she brought just to teach him. In a few
minutes over sixty, size differing bags of seeds and spuds ready to
plant were removed. She separated the seeds into fruits and
vegetables to explain each individual color meant a specific plant.
He let her explain, but after all his training in the covert
military squad, survival skills and vegetarian habits, he could
tell what each seed is by heart, but he was beyond surprised when
he located a coffee bean bag and a cacao bag which would all go for
great use for a hot cup of coffee and chocolate, but he’d need to
refrain for those seeds grew on trees and would try once he became
confident in growing less complicated plants.

Those two comforts made his mouth water
anyway.

Cage tried corn to find it grew quite
different than wheat and began to notice the minor errors because
he bit into an ear of corn to find it didn’t taste quite right. It
should have been sweet, but it was bland. He did six more plants
before exhaustion overcame him. He woke Moril as promised and
crawled back on the fur and beneath the robe. His presence was
missed even asleep as both Brooke and Meeka’s arms pulled him
close.

The moment his head came to a rest, he was
out like a light.

 


Cage woke as soon as he felt Brooke and Meeka
begin to stir and found himself smiling even before their eyes
opened. Meeka blinked before understanding where they were and not
needing to expect being locked behind bars. Brooke’s hand moved to
rub Meeka’s taught belly from behind and gently kissed the side of
her fair neck. Meeka exposed her neck, inviting more attention and
received it. Cage also leaned forward to kiss the blonde bombshell
on the forehead. “How are you feeling?” He asked.

“Wooonderful.” Meeka groaned in a stretch
before giving a quick kiss to her man and woman. She sat up to look
outside at the continuing storm. “It must be early afternoon… Those
plants weren’t there before.” She noted aloud.

“Yeah… Granny taught me how to grow plants
from seeds after you two fell asleep. I still have a lot of
corrections to make before they turn out right, but I now have the
tools to grow whatever we need so our tribe doesn’t starve the
winter.”

Brooke stared openly. “Amazing… So our people
will not need to worry for food. Are any plants you made
edible?”

“Edible and tasty are two entirely different
things.” He chuckled. “I have serious work to do to make the food
taste right. At the moment, nothing does. Even if the flavor is
off, it is edible and nourishing.”

Brooke stood and suddenly ran out into the
rain to retrieve a piece of corn and returned to find everyone
awake besides Megdline and Frill. She approached with the prize and
sat near the fire with everyone else as her mates knelt on either
side of her. She husked the corn to reveal varying colors her
people are accustomed to and grabbed an empty bowl of water to boil
it quickly over the fire. Silence rained as they watched her test
the food and when she felt it ready she pulled out the corn, let it
cool and bit into it and grimaced. “Cage Love, you definitely need
more practice for our hunting dogs would rather starve than eat
this.”

Cage chuckled as Meeka and Sean also asked
for a bite to reveal revulsion and send others laughing.

Megdline and Frill roused at the mirth and
came over by the fire. She met Cage’s understanding gaze and
allowed her to say “Everyone, I have something to say.” The others
all turned to them, and Daku sat up to peer over the fire. “Frill
and I will be leaving in a few minutes for home.” Megdline
explained her reasoning and saw the tribal people understood just
why it was necessary. “I apologize if this isn’t the right time
since we are in enemy territory, but Cage and Daku here will be
plenty strong so long as you do not wage another campaign against
the empire. I will make it back in six days, hopefully.”

“We have who we came for.” Brooke said while
wrapping an arm around Meeka’s naked lower back. “We’re heading
straight for our new home and reunite with our people. There is
nothing keeping us here except the current storm.”

Daku nodded. “It will take me four to five
days of flying to reach the island. The storm will actually benefit
me since the air currents will be changing course and give me a
push. The wind in this area should act as it had though I haven’t
flown this part of the world in eight hundred years or so. I will
be waiting for the two of you in Kote so long as we aren’t spotted
or attacked.”

“Then I will leave without delay.” Her kind
grey eyes scanned the group, finding fast friends in each of them.
With but a focused thought her staff flew into her hand as she
stood. “Farewell, Friends. I will see all of you soon.”

“Wait a moment.” Megdline stopped and turned
back around to find Meeka standing and walking quickly around the
fire. Meeka spread her arms and tightly embraced the much shorter
sorceress as she couldn’t hold back the tears. Megdline returned
the hug gladly. “Megdline, thank you so much for guiding Cage and
helping everyone come rescue me. If there is any way I could ever
repay you, don’t hesitate to ask. Because of you, everyone
survived.”

“It was a group effort, but I’m glad it all
succeeded just to see you smiling again.” Megdline watch the beauty
smile deeply. “Child, I was glad to do what I could and don’t feel
sad. I’ll be back soon, promise. Besides, Cage and I discussed
growing a home for me to live there while I continue to teach him.
You will be seeing a lot of me. Be with your new family.”

“Give Gramps my best.” Cage called out.

“Not before I give him
my best.” Megdline winked
mischievously before stepping away with Frill. A golden archway of
light suddenly appeared and stood several inches taller and wider
than the sorceress. Frill meowed his goodbye before stepping
through the light and disappeared. Megdline gave a wave before
turning around and get consumed in the flat arch of
light.

With a faint pop she and the light
disappeared.

“Chief, I’m in the mood to dance. Can you
play us music?” Moril requested.

Cage grinned and moved away to retrieve his
ocarina. By the time he returned the others also stripped
completely, even Sean. Cage sat and placed his lips over the
mouthpiece and ran his fingers over the holes to play an exciting
tune he made up on the spot.

Meeka suddenly joined and sang her heart out
in a musical voice only a truly gifted person is born with and her
perfect soprano pitch livened the song. Brooke began to dance with
her people with an innate grace that few could match. She took
Sean’s hand and taught him a tribal dance while laughing as he
botched the moves.

Then surprisingly, Daku began to dance in his
own way and was poetry in motion as he moved fluidly whether he
danced on the ground or flew around the cave. He let out a shrill
roar of excitement which complemented the beat of music and dance.
Back together, they partied while the storm continued.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


“The storm has finally passed!” Lanna said as
she returned to the cave with residual rain clinging to her coppery
flesh. “I can see the stars again with a few lingering clouds. The
moon is almost full so I say it is safe to get going.”

“Very well.” Daku said and dropped down from
his shelf and half extended his wings to land lightly. “I’ve rested
plenty and want the wind to carry me off the ground. Better do what
you need to right now, I likely won’t land again till next
nightfall. Sean, fill the canteens with the collected rainwater.”
The boy nodded and hurried to comply.

Before long the bags were bundled and the
seed pouches were distributed between three packs and everyone did
their business out in the woods. Daku’s size increased greatly to
easily accommodate six adults, a child, their supplies and Cage
insisted on bringing an eight inch deep pot he fashioned out of a
stone and manipulated it by magic to carry healthy, wet soil.

The large griffin jumped off a ledge drop-off
and flew the group high above the ground and out to sea where the
best winds were and the fewer eyes to spot their location. Cage
erected another weak barrier to protect against the bitter cold of
the higher atmosphere and wind. As Daku suspected, the wind current
he located pushed in a southerly direction over the water and
expedited their progress home so made it so he didn’t need to pump
his wings so hard. The updrafts and strong tailwind made the flight
smooth and more often to be able to glide. Lanna and Moril sat
together with Zatal to keep warm like Cage did with his family.

Sean sat with Meeka and had a long
conversation while learning about each other. Brooke and Cage chose
to just listen mostly to the two bond as mother and son. The
dynamic relationship of multiple parents felt so natural compared
to most cultures where it was a single or dual parents rule over
their child. The different traits Cage had taught his son to be
protective, Brooke instilled group ideals and Meeka expressed love.
Cage knew that Sean would grow greatly because of this and couldn’t
stop smiling as he had found a true family where he could
belong.

Cage closed his eyes, blocking
everything else out and found what bound him to Daku, a chant that
when spoken binds Summoner to Familiar, but below that is a
difficult thread to follow which let him be able to speak
regardless of distance, mind to mind. Only words could be passed,
but that was sufficient and most of all private.
“Daku, I’ve been wondering, you’ve been doing so
much for me and my family… what pushes you to do so much for me? I
feel I’m taking advantage of you, unable to truly return your
generosity.”

The great power of Daku’s mental words
could be felt. “Because I can be where
there is need, Partner. It has become a gift to be needed once
again and my life has at last gained new meaning to it. Your power
is still greatly limited, and I worry it will be our undoing but
one day you will be able to understand me better. Partners should
not ever lie to each other and that is our greatest strength. One
day we will be one and our power will be difficult to contest. Just
know that the life you had on Earth is gone forever. We will
forever rely on each other. Here is where you belong so do not feel
indebted to me. With me and your family.”

“You are part of this family
as well Daku.” Cage thought when he heard how his
Familiar specifically worded the last part.

A momentary pause made the power Cage
felt from Daku seem to flare brighter with what he assumed was
happiness. “That is a very kind thing to
say.”

Cage pulled out of the focused trance and
found his friend smiling before turning to look ahead at the
blackness.

 


By morning Cage used a bit of magic to
pull moisture from a nearby cloud and saturate the relatively dry
soil of the pot for more tests and practiced growing food producing
plants. Each time he failed he learned a little more and altered
his process on growth. He found that different stages required
different mana levels to different areas. He originally focused on
equally distributing the flow, but discovered through trial and
error that he had to split his mana in no less than four ways. The stems required far less
than the roots which meant the leaves and fruit collected needed
more to change the chlorophyll into fructose when dealing with
blueberries. Success and failure always arrived at the critical
taste test. None had so far gotten the correct taste, but each time
everyone told him their opinion and it greatly improved progress.
The intricacies of the harvest varied and each time he grew a
plant, he made a small step closer.

Due to the giant storm’s atmospheric
disturbance it made collecting clouds easy since they built up all
over the place. The water helped with growth, but with each failure
meant the soil became less nourishing so Cage took the failed
plants and had help shredding the matter and returned the pulp back
into the soil and it seemed to greatly slow the nourishment
loss.

As promised Daku didn’t stop the flight till
nightfall and that meant the men had to urinate where none would
reach their guide’s coat and the women were forced to use a bowl
and had Cage use magic to float the contents away to upend far away
and wash it clean in a cloud.

Instead of landing on the mainland, Daku
located a small island that had sheer cliffs on all sides and would
be impossible for anyone to call it home. It was suitable shelter
for a few hours rest and in that time they broke out the last of
the meat and tubers for another stew.

Another attempt at growing a cranberry
resulted in Cage staring down at a full green bush with bright red
bulbs. He plucked one and blinked a few times as the juices
exploded on the taste buds. He tried another and felt growing
excitement. He picked up his pot and brought it over to the fire
where Daku hadn’t shrunk and lifted his great head. The others also
looked and groaned, knowing what he was about to say. Of course he
didn’t disappoint “Tell me what you think?” and sat the potted
plant down.

Sean got up the nerve to test the latest
result first. He plucked one and ate it. The surprise grew in his
brown eyes. “Dad! This is good! What is this?!”

“A cranberry. It is both sweet and tart.”

“May I have a few more?” He asked
excitedly.

“Go ahead.”

Sean grabbed his bowl and began picking
till it was half full and in that time everyone else’s surprise was
genuine. After so many failures he got one right and smiles grew around. Cage even
picked a handful and placed it in the recess of Daku’s bottom beak.
He couldn’t chew since he didn’t have teeth, but his strong tongue
did the work. “This will not nourish me, but the taste is rather
remarkable.” As a strict carnivore, Cage knew Daku couldn’t live
off fruit. His beak was meant for tearing chunks of meat, not
mashing produce.

He attempted doing sweet corn, but the
sixteenth try that night gained approval and filled stomachs.

Before falling asleep for a few hours Moril
commented “Chief, keep working on this skill. I will stomach
whatever you make if it will feed our people.”

“I’ll do my best, but each plant is so
different.” He said while picking a few kernels to see if he can
continue to produce more with each growth as what would naturally
occur. “I need sleep. All this magic has worn me out.”

“You’ve earned rest, Cage Love.” Brooke said
while kissing him on the cheek.

 


Three more days brought them well out of
Laqura Empire territory as they’ve crossed the Jamma Ocean to
follow Vlara’s coastline to their left all day. Seeing the land and
coast made each sigh since Laqura Empire’s hold was nonexistent
here beyond some trading opportunities. Each one sighed at the
relaxing land where Meeka pointed out different places and told
stories. The Utala listened attentively since this land would be
part of their life one day in the future. Meeka also recounted the
stories of when she was first captured and Cage saved her then too
and recounted their adventures to the point of becoming Utala. Her
musical voice and ability to spin a story was impossible not to
listen, even hearing it all over again.

Then as evening began to approach with a few
short hours remaining Daku’s body shifted uneasily and Cage stood
as he’d been the only one to understand the slight twinge in the
wing muscles. He walked over and stood on a shoulder when he saw
the outline of his island as a small dot in the distance. “What’s
the matter?”

Daku remained silent and Cage watched those
large blue eyes and the miniscule shifting to know he was seeing
far beyond the range of human sight. In an irritated tone the
griffin asked “I thought you said no one would be allowed to set so
much as a foot on your island per the human king’s promise.”

In a serious and calm tone Cage asked “Are
you saying…?”

“That humans are on the beach…? Yes.” Daku
explained.

Immediately Cage conjured a sight mirror and
focused on an aerial view of his island and spotted smoke and that
of a battleship anchored near the two skull pillars which would be
the only point of access on or off the island due to the deadly
reefs that surround it. He zoomed in and found a blue crow on the
sail which was the standard of Vlara and that of King Tate. On the
pristine white beach were two moored rowboats and a company of men
walking around or sitting near a pair of campfires. A tent had been
erected nearby and Cage sent a spell to seek any other humans on
the island and the spell proved effective as a pair of robed mages
stood at the top of the lone mountain on the island where
everything could be seen.

The others also stood and watched as Daku
flew ever closer, but hadn’t thought to descend yet. “The king
promised none would be allowed on our island.” Came Meeka’s
astonished voice. “He promised to keep everyone off, but they look
to have been there for weeks. They’ve cut down dozens of trees…
What are we going to do?”

A devious grin crept into Cage’s
features as adrenaline began to flow through his body and a glance
from Daku proved he could sense the change and it had an effect as
Daku began to rock slightly while moving his arms and legs in
preparation. Cage said “Everyone better hold on. Daku, make
an impression and scoop up
those two mages I brought up on screen.”

“With pleasure.” A large tingle of magic came
from the griffin as he doubled in size. “All of you better find a
good grip.”

Everyone besides Cage laid flat on
their stomachs, but he had an idea to test. He turned around and
said “Don’t be afraid… I’m going to make sure none of you fall.”
Cage extended a hand as an aid to increase focus as he worked a
modified spell Megdline taught which originally would allow one to
glide a fraction of an inch above whatever surface they were on,
whether it be land or water. He inverted the properties to
stick firmly to the surface without
budging rather than float. The spell worked wonderfully, flattening
everyone and the supplies securely on Daku’s back. It was the first
spell to work on the Familiar other than healing. Heads were even
stuck on the white fur. He held the spell in place before adding a
relief spell to disengage when needed. They all cried in surprise
as he said “You don’t need to worry about falling now, but to end
my spell on your own simply say ‘Release.’ Just wait till Daku
comes to a stop before you do, he’s about to dive.” He then added
the worded condition and placed the spell on a gem so he didn’t
have to maintain focus or worry about them. Before he turned around
he watched Meeka and Brooke manage to take Sean’s hand before
sticking to the soft and warm white fur.

“Aren’t you going to stick yourself to me?”
Daku asked with a lively smirk.

“Where’s the fun in that?” Cage countered and
sat down between his Familiar’s shoulders and behind the neck to
clamp down his legs while single handedly gripping a fistful of
fur.

“Here we go!” Daku exclaimed delightfully and
tilted forward nearly straight down towards the ocean, a mile away
from the island.

Cage laughed loudly and hooted at the sudden
weightlessness and blast of air slamming in his face. Daku matched
the sentiment with a shrill roar. They dropped thousands of feet
and the rush had only him and Daku thrilled while others screamed
in immense fear.

Then at the moment it felt just right, Daku
pulled out of the dive and the increased G’s pushed them all down.
Using the falling sun to their advantage the griffin shot straight
for the pair at the tip of the mountain. The speed slowed just
enough as his facsimile of a human hand opened and made sure his
curved talons would not be deadly. He grew large enough earlier to
completely encompass an entire human in each hand and the perfect
dive and trajectory sped him precisely for the intended, oblivious
targets.

Before either mage knew anything of Daku’s
silent approach, he caught the individuals off guard as he snared
both off the ground and clutched them in his hand. Their surprised
screams lasted for a few seconds before he felt a struggle. In
several more seconds came flames shooting harmlessly from his
fingers in one hand and lightning in the other.

The griffin smirked, knowing that any direct
magic was useless against him.

One stray flame got away and threatened to
harm those on his back, but he was relieved as Cage simply swatted
the loose flame aside with ease.

The flight was short as he blazed past the
island and turned hard to reach the human’s beach encampment. There
came a yell and pointing where the men drew arms and bows at his
approach. Every human came out and continued shouting, but his
approach was too fast. He was slow enough to drop the mages on the
group while feeling the useless thumps from crossbow bolts bounce
off his fur. He turned back to the water and banked enough to turn
around and slow the flight. He could see the mage’s trying to
untangle themselves from the other men and knew he didn’t come
close to killing them. He closed in on the beach and slowed till
his massive form landed on the beach not a hundred feet from the
shouting men.

Cage magnified his voice with a spell. “GET
OFF MY ISLAND!” He stood as Daku knelt for him to leap down. Behind
him he heard Zatal and Lanna say ‘Release!’ and get up to follow
their chieftain to the beach with weapons drawn.

Daku stood dignified as the three landed. He
stood over thirty feet tall and waited.

Cage saw a man wearing more elaborate clothes
carry a long sword shouting for his mages to protect them. Already
mad, the two mages rushed forward and began making their staff gems
glow while working a rather powerful spell, but before either could
finish one they stopped as Cage’s grin grew along with a huge spike
of mana which dwarfed the pair. A black fireball as large as Daku
appeared over the whole group. Its heat alone made the trees wilt
and caused men to sweat in seconds. Using the enhanced voice he
commanded “DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND CEASE USING MAGIC BEFORE I DROP
THE FIRE DOWN ON YOU. YOU WON’T LIVE TO REGRET NOT LISTENING TO
ME!”

“Stand down!” The captain ordered and threw
his own weapon in the sand. With an inferno daring them to resist,
everyone followed. When every last one complied the fire vanished
overhead and immediately the heat was swept away in the sea breeze.
The captain took a step forward to shout “You are tempting fate by
attacking the Vlaran Navy. Leave now before you incur our nation’s
wrath.”

Cage closed in on the man, flanked by
the two warriors with drawn weapons. “This is my island and you
are trespassing. This is Cage Island and I have every right
to kill anyone I do not permit.”

The captain took in the tallest naked men
with cold hate and the two behind, but even he knew the one not ten
feet in front of him is the deadliest. “And just who are you to
give me orders?”

“I’m Cage, owner of this island you are not
allowed on. Leave now before I kill all of you.”

“You Dare…!” Before the captain could attempt
another word Cage, grinned lunged, kicking the man square in the
chest and knocking the wind out of him.

Two went for their nearby swords, but found a
razor sharp knife to their throats as Zatal and Lanna moved like
lightning and the calm warning look in their eyes instilled fear.
The display of skill and magical power stayed everyone. The two
sailors showed their hands and slowly backed away with them raised.
The Utala warriors permitted it and stepped behind their
chieftain.

Cage placed a foot over the captain’s
chest and kept him from moving and stared down dominantly while
keeping every other sailor in sight, but they realized they were
outmatched and held still like good soldiers. “Before I
insist you leave for the last time, I
need straight answers. Why did you set foot on my
island?”

“Orders…” The captain gasped out.

That word alone made Cage angry so he said
“One move and you and your men are dead.” and grinned to prove he’d
follow through.

The fireball took nearly every ounce of mana
to conjure so he drew some mana back from the stores until he had
enough to fortify him for the next task. He focused on finding Tate
by sight mirror, but the image was unreadable and he should have
known better since castles seemed to be protected by means of magic
to look anywhere inside. He then searched for the next best person
and before everyone came the image of General Kurk riding Vin’re’s
streets on horseback with several armed men. Cage manipulated the
spell to receive sounds and added a large quantity of magic to
speak over long distances.

General Kurk jerked on the reigns of his
horse as a black sphere appeared fifteen feet before him and his
men. Each drew swords and a red robed mage seemed to begin a spell.
“Kurk, It is Cage. Tell me why your men are on my island?”

The general gave a hand signal which had
everyone sheathing their swords. His veteran skills wasn’t
completely lost to age for even his calm and fierce expression
showed he still had strength to kill nearly anyone in his way. “I
know this voice and direct speech patterns men.” He turned to the
orb while back on the island the sailors stared dumbfounded at what
they saw. “Cage, it is good to hear from you. How’s the nose from
our last encounter.”

A deep chuckle emanated from the orb. “Wily
old Fox! Good test to find if I’m really who’s speaking. Back at
our last encounter, you didn’t touch my nose. You busted my lip and
cracked a rib, but I gave you a good few reminders. As for the
broken nose, ask Tate since I broke his with a head butt.”

“So it is you!” The general admitted with a
nod and kept his features calm and cool, revealing nothing. “Only
you have the balls to call the king by his name without honoring
his station. So what is this problem with men on your island?
Corbin from Emroc sent me a letter confirming you delivered the
letters and our transaction stands fulfilled. What has Captain
Aiden done?”

“Aiden is it?” Cage asked and the captain
knew this was no trick of magic. “Tell Kurk your current
position.”

He didn’t till Cage painfully pressed his
heel deeper in Aiden’s chest. “General, we were scouting the island
and used the only safe passage in reports. We sent mages to make a
detailed map of the island and…”

“You DID WHAT!” General Kurk shouted in increasing outrage
through the mirror and the sailors saw their highest ranking
general go beyond livid and his features were flushed in outrage.
Kurk went silent in the sight mirror for a moment to compose
himself as his men and Vin’re citizens alike stared at him. He
schooled himself to talk calmly, but the threat in the words were
clear. “I personally gave you
direct orders to prevent
anyone from setting one foot on Cage Island,
including you and the men. What god
possessed you to disobey a direct order passed directly from your
king and stand against one of the most dangerous in all of Vlara?
Do you even realize that you just signed the death warrant of
not only yourselves,
but King Tate as well. That
man before you is a friend of the king, but will kill him for the
deal you’ve just broken!” Color drained from Aiden’s face. “Cage,
believe me, the captain went against direct orders and is now your
domain to punish as you see fit.” Cage grinned and the captain was
on the verge of fainting. “The island is yours as discussed since
you are just as the king expected. Because I have to ask, are you
going to go after mine king for disregarded, direct orders. If so, I need your word right now
to keep him safe. As safe as we can…”

“Kurk,” Cage interrupted.
“if, and I’m stretching the
if, I look the other way just this once, what measures will be
taken to prevent such events from ever happening again?”

“If… look oth…?... oh.” The general had
to understand the contexts and seemed to succeed. “If you show
leniency this one time, which I believe will only be once, I will first strip Captain
Aiden of his command, title and service wages while also making his
men, who also heard my orders, be on latrine duty and other menial
work until spring. I am beyond words by how angry they have made me
by nearly jeopardizing our whole kingdom because ‘they made you
grin.’” The general quoted the secret message which came in loud
and clear to the prophesied warlock. “If you pardon this costly
mistake you have my word that not only will the king hear about
this issue immediately, but that any royal contact will hold
position outside those two pillars, that were reported to me, until
such time as you or someone on your island gives a clear signal to
either approach unarmed or someone goes to the ship. Any further
breaches to our contract will put their life in their own hands or
will be quartered and stripped of everything they ever worked
for, if I ever hear this happening again.”

Cage kept the line open agonizingly long to
see how the words set in for the men and wasn’t disappointed. The
general was too strict to lie, that was certain. Someone of his
rank obviously gained respect by being trustworthy and had honor,
this the warlock figured to be commendable. In the growing shadow
of the mountain Cage finally ended the silence. “Then apparently no
one was here.”

General smiled while sighing. To the
orb he said to Cage “You have my thanks.” and to those sailors on
the island he commanded “All of you who can hear me, since I hear
heavy breathing from a group, are reported to get your sorry asses
off Cage Island immediately! You have two minutes to obey this
command before I can no longer test the rightful owner’s patience.
Place Aiden in the brig and set sail for Vin’re immediately. Any delay will result in worse
punishment. Are my order’s clear!”

The sailors saluted fearfully to the
general’s enlarged image, thinking he was actually staring right at
them, but he wasn’t.

As one they all shouted “Yes, General!”

“Good! Get to it!” with that, Cage ended the
draining spells and the general’s image vanished without another
sound.

The sailors and mages hurriedly retrieved
their weapons and two came closer to Cage with drawn knifes, but
were meant to take the former captain away. Aiden, completely
defeated, complied and went into custody for disobeying orders. The
group worked together by disassembling the large grey tent and
hurriedly placed everything they brought onto ten man rowboats and
were in the water just under the two minute deadline. They rowed
faster when Daku stomped closer, shaking the ground beneath his
great weight.

Cage didn’t look away till the second boat
passed the black skull pillars. Over Daku’s shoulders he saw Meeka,
Sean, Moril and Brooke standing and watching the fleeing boats and
didn’t say a word till they all climbed aboard.”

“What now, Dad?” Sean called out and
observed. “Someone should stay behind so you can know our new home
won’t be taken advantage of. The island will be open if we all go
get the Utala.”

“I will stay!” Lanna volunteered.

“No, I have a better idea. Everyone come
down, Daku and I need to go somewhere real quick.” Cage said and
Daku laid down and moved a great arm forward as a ramp. Cage kept
hearing them struggle and loudly say ‘Release.’ He asked what the
problem is and heard the supplies weren’t releasing. It then donned
that the bags wouldn’t release because they couldn’t speak and
outside efforts would be ineffective. He then manually disengaged
the spell and got thanked before everyone walked down and into the
soft sand. “Good, restart that fire since we’ll likely be occupied
longer than remaining daylight. We’ll be back soon… Daku, you don’t
need to be so large anymore.” Cage began rummaging in his pack for
an empty pouch.

“Alright.” He shrank down to an appropriate
size to carry Cage only. Cage climbed on and waved goodbye for a
short time before the griffin hurried and took to the sky and
glided over by his partner’s direction. “And just where are we
going?” Daku asked while gliding.

“Remember me telling you about how I got my
new arm-skin and… well modified boots?”

Daku glanced at Cage’s normal golden skin
which contrasted to the black gauntlets that fused all the way up
the arms and shoulders along with boots that reached the calf
muscles yet around his open black toes was a firm flap beneath
which would act somewhat like sandals. In the gauntlets, on the
backside of his hands were the engraving of a skull with black
diamonds for eyes. “I do, but why do you bring it up?” Cage
explained and it made the fur and feathered partner smirk. “Oh,
that will be much more effective than leaving Lanna behind
alone.”

“I was actually thinking about them for quite
awhile and Sean’s words about preventing others gave me the idea.”
Cage looked at the canopy beneath and could remember his months of
scouting while relearning how to walk again after coming here and
could almost see exactly what lay beneath the trees. “What takes
you five minutes would take me half a day down there running.”

“Flying is more efficient, but you miss the
small details the ground offers.” Daku replied and flapped his
twenty foot wide wings.

“There!” Cage pointed. “I see the
waterfall.”

Ahead stood the island’s great waterfall as
it continuously fell over the enormous cliff. In the fading light
the mist sparkled from the natural rush of water. Below the cliff
lay a rather spacious void of the near constant tree canopy. Cage
felt Daku’s flinch of surprise beneath him and heard “How
wondrous!”

Slow spirals brought them to a soft landing
where both took in the paradise of wildflowers of stunning colors.
To Cage, it was as he remembered it, except that his work to keep
the waterfall split wasn’t there any longer as it poured heavily as
it did before. The cave became hidden behind the torrent again and
he only hoped those mages didn’t find the passage when they worked
whatever magic. The crystal clear lake still had colorful fish
darting around as the water continuously flowed down a wide stream
towards the ocean.

Together they stared at the island’s greatest
piece of paradise for several minutes till Cage saw Daku turn his
head sharply to a squirrel barking from a nearby tree. Suddenly
Daku shrank down to the squirrel’s size and charged for the tree.
The unexpected change made Cage confused till the smaller griffin
Jumped on the tree’s trunk and scurried up after the squirrel. The
squirrel barked as Daku let loose a shrill roar to give chase. The
nimble creatures sped round and round, Jumping from tree to tree.
If not for the griffin’s white coat Cage wouldn’t have been able to
keep up with his eyes.

The chase lasted for a good minute before
there came a shriek… then silence. Daku returned a few moments
later, doubled in size while jerking his head back and forth. Cage
noticed the bulge in the griffin’s throat along with a fluffy tail
hanging out of the beak. A few more jerks showed the bulge
disappear down to the stomach.

“I thought you preferred rats? What do you
call that?”

“Tree rat.” Daku retorted and licked the
blood from his beak.

“Come on.” Cage smirked at the remark and
Daku leapt to land on Cage’s shoulder as planned.

At the water’s edge Cage inserted magic which
put a thin barrier between his feet and that of the surface to
which he glided across the water without worrying about getting
caught in the current. Daku held tight as they reached the
deafening sound of the roaring waterfall falling from high above.
Without magic, Cage knew he’d have to climb up and create a break
to split the falls again. Luckily that wasn’t an issue as he
created a sharp triangular barrier which worked the moment he
tried. His usual sphere barrier would take a greater pounding than
the simple pyramid design. In his remaining free hand appeared a
baseball sized orb of soft white light.

He plunged into the center of the deadly fall
and could feel the strain put on the protective barrier yet it
held. The strain lasted only a few seconds before they passed
through and entered a pitch black tunnel that led deep into the
very heart of the island. Cage disengaged the barrier, but
maintained the orb and glide spells. “There isn’t much to see until
we reach the end, Daku. The tunnel is exactly like this for miles.
You just rest on my shoulder and digest.”

When the griffin got comfortably situated
around his neck, Cage practically speed skated deeper down the
barren, musty smelling cave tunnel clearly carved from magic
because it was too uniform.

 


Taking considerably less time than walking,
Cage reached the large dome chamber where stood two short pillars
alone in the spacious place. He doubled the size of the orb and
levitated it ahead while ending the glide spell to walk surely
under his own power and relieve the burning in his calves. A
feeling of nostalgia washed over Cage as this is where his second
chance in life was given. He’d met his first spirit who designed
the gauntlets and boots and gave him the start he needed to get to
where he is right now.

Ahead, his eyes caught the glitter he hoped
weren’t discovered and was glad the cave wasn’t. Nearby one of the
platforms of unremarkably smooth stone lay a large mess of crystal.
Cage remembered that to first leave the island he needed to shatter
it physically. The once head sized glowing crystal that protected
the island for over five thousand years lay broken in hundreds of
varying sized pieces. As he walked over to the mess, Daku dropped
down to look around curiously.

Taking the bag clutched in his hand, Cage
began gathering the largest shards, but before that he grabbed one
the size of a fingernail and scanned it with magic and became
confused as it wasn’t flawed in the least, didn’t hold any mana and
the spells layered in it once were completely gone. Since he could
sense within he knew that the crystal could be used by anyone and
isn’t keyed to a specific individual. He tried another crystal to
find it just as the first. After the fifth, he began to realize
that the crystal that once guarded the island was actually hundreds
of pieces bound near seamlessly into one. It began to make sense as
the shards should be much larger if it were actually made from one
piece. Still, he collected all of the largest crystal shards until
the bag was full and scooped the remaining into a pile with his
hands. By the time Daku finished investigating the room Cage
finished. “Ready?” The Familiar asked.

“Yes… Wait, I need to test something first.”
Cage sat the sack down and knelt by the shard pile and plucked one
of the smaller fragments. He sat it in the center of the crystal’s
original platform and backed several yards away. “Granny taught me
how to store my mana in gems, but had me apply fail-safes to
prevent over-saturation. I want to see what happens when I don’t
put that protection on. That fragment should be small enough to do
what I need and its loss will not be missed.” Daku picked the
crystal bag up by his beak and trotted over and waited.

Power flowed from Cage and into the empty gem
and it began to give off a white glow which grew in intensity as it
fed more and more. Soon it began to shake as its glow became the
brightest light in the room. Then Cage felt the fragment’s power
begin to shift as it filled to capacity. The shift gave just enough
warning for Cage to erect a barrier a moment before the gem could
do what it could to release the excess… a loud crack momentarily
preceded a powerful explosion.

White light flared as the object released all
the mana at once in a blinding, deafening explosion with enough
force to send Cage off his feet and thrown several steps back. The
room went instantly dark as the crystal practically disintegrated
into little more than dust and the shock made Cage’s focus slip.
Daku was worried until a second later as an orb of light
reappeared. “Are you hurt?”

“No, Daku, just knocked me on my ass rather
hard.” Cage admitted as the griffin crawled closer to look for any
signs of damage on his partner. None were found. “I sensed danger
just before it detonated and my barrier protected me from the
harsher part of the blast. I didn’t expect that that little shard
could have ten times the force of plastic explosive of same size. I
now see just why gems need to stop consuming when filled… it took
quite a bit of mana, more than I expected, but wow, what a
bang!”

“If you are finished, I believe we should get
back.”

The worry in his Familiar’s tone wasn’t lost,
but he did have a point. “Alright…” Cage said while standing and
retrieving the full bag. “Climb on up.”

 


Daku easily found the others fire and landed
just outside the fire’s light. He and Cage walked in saying “We’re
back!”

The group stood and Meeka saw the bulging bag
clutched in Cage’s hand to ask “What do you have there?”

“Ideas.” He replied cryptically. “Have we
missed anything?”

“Nothing… So what is the plan now?” She
asked.

“I go place a set of spells to keep people
from passing through the skull pillar’s pass. Then we fly over to
find our people.”

“Chief, those pillars have been making me
worried.” Moril said and pointed out into the rolling surf of
blackness.

“It is to keep people afraid and…” He stopped
when she raised a halting hand.

“Not worried in that way. I’ve seen real dead human skills many
times, but those made me think. The water is calmer in the center,
but the waves seem to rise and fall as usual. I began wondering how
someone could carve stone in the water that is so unpredictable.
Even when you, I and the others disabled boats from the empire
stood on the water with your magic, we were lifted and dropped by
the waves… Magic could be the only way to carve those skulls, but
why go through all the trouble? The magic man Ceembura must have
had a reason or skulls of stone would riddle the island, Chief.”
Moril insisted.

The words began to make him wonder just
why Ceembura would do that.
His spirit seemed wily and carefree, but he didn’t seem to be the
kind who did things without a reason. Could
the pillars actually be more than a warning and for safe
passage? He wondered and looked out to the salty ocean
while relaxing in the fresh, clean scents it gave off. The idea she
had had merit and he said “I wonder… Moril, you may be on to
something.” He held out the bag towards Meeka. “Hold on to these
for me please. They will come in handy soon.”

“Alright.” She took the weighty bag and
watched with the others as Cage rushed off towards the sea. Meeka
opened the bag to find crystals, clear and glistening as if
polished. “Why would he seem so excited to have these?”

Brooke took one and smiled. “Our mate can use
these to protect us. I have two emeralds in my tomahawks that
protect me from arrows, but it takes weeks to, as he says ‘charge
them up.’ to stop any. And can do many great things with these
pretty stones. I’ve seen it many times and it has saved us all
because of what he can do with them.”

 


Waves slammed against Cage as he swam out,
knowing that walking on water wouldn’t work till he swam just
beyond where the waves began to crash. In five minutes of well
practiced strokes he made it, rose magically out of the water and
created an orb. He altered the spell to focus the light forward and
blackness began to spread on the backside of the orb till a
powerful searchlight hovered just above his hand. The glossy black
pillars were much easier to spot and he walked atop the water and
reached one, using the passage so as to not be drawn near the
turbulent and deadly reef encompassing the whole island.

With a steadying hand on the cold pillar
where he laid a hand on a skull, Cage first sent the orb around to
see everything and the surface seemed pretty cut and dry, looking
just the way it seemed.

But when he sent his magic inside the pillar
Cage recoiled from the unexpected surge of power as it lashed out.
Blue sparks began collecting, but he expected his wards to protect
him. Instead, what he first suspected as electricity shot to his
hands where the black diamonds jerked both arms forward. The magic
being used felt the four diamonds, seemed to realize the
significance and the light started changing from blue to black, but
Cage dare not struggle for what he sensed within the pillar was a
truly solid crystal fully charged and it dwarfed Megdline’s topaz
store of mana at least nine times over. It wasn’t over yet as Cage
turned his head when the second pillar lashed out with blue energy
and pulled his left arm till he stood trapped dead center in the
pass. Blue light continued changing black and he felt as if his
arms were about to be ripped off, but then when the lines were
completely one color they dropped his arms and he nearly fell. Cage
wanted to get away, but knew somehow that whatever magic that was
had somehow tested his diamonds and accepted them… otherwise he
would have been ripped apart. It seemed whatever he’d done changed
ownership of the crystal as when he felt the great power before, it
didn’t care who used its power, but now it would answer to only
Cage’s specific magic.

Inside he could feel the wards awaiting
command and how it absorbed tiny amounts of mana from all the life
forms big and small, plant and animal, even coral. Two wards he
could sense prominently in the large gem and would prevent sentient
life from passing through and requires a password, but it blocked
the password from being overheard by natural and magical means. The
other seemed to both defend and attack any who used magic against
it or who would try to alter the wards layered other than the new
owner, i.e. Cage. It also had a healing function for the gem since
it isn’t good to use gems offensively. Offensive gem use somehow
breaks down the gem until it can no longer be effective and will
break.

The second task he left alone, but the first
he applied the verbal key with which to activate the ward’s
condition and felt it activate. Immediately it grabbed him firmly
till he said the words and the grip slacked completely. Still, he
thought something was about to appear before he spoke.

Realizing his home wouldn’t be infiltrated by
sea again he began to back away but was surprised again when he
felt a rise of magic as the pillars began to expand away from each
other until they stood more than a hundred feet apart, well enough
to allow a ship in safely through the pass. Eventually the
turbulent water calmed and stilled somewhat, but the now murky
water proved that the whole seafloor had expanded.

When it was all over, Cage felt physically,
magically and mentally exhausted.

He reached shore, but it was Daku who’d grown
enough to drag Cage out of the water and to the beach where the
waves wouldn’t continuously batter him. Sore shoulders made
swimming difficult. “Where are you hurt?” Meeka said as she knelt
by his side. “And don’t lie, Daku nearly flew out to save you when
he saw you snatched by blue lights. Yes, he told us about it.”

“Shoulders mostly.” Cage explained. “No
Damage, but its tender. Let me get a bite and a drink. We’ll leave
soon after.”

He went to sit up till she pushed him
down. “You need to rest after
all that happened today. Even Daku won’t lift a wing till I say
you’re better.”

“Our families can wait another hour or two.”
Zatal said seriously. “Rest, Chief.”

Sean came up with a half full canteen. “Here,
Dad.”

“Thanks.” And he downed the whole contents
before he was allowed to stand and move over by the fire. Then
Brooke and Meeka began rubbing his shoulders, working the knots
out.

After the simple meal of corn and an hour’s
rest Meeka decided that he was fit to travel. They mounted Daku
after kicking out the fire and took to the sky, but the griffin
steered far from the pillars.

 


“You’re amazing, Daku.” Cage stated.

“I know,” The griffin smugly replied. “but
why do you say so at the moment?”

Cage patted the Familiar’s thick neck while
looking down and ahead. “Because it hasn’t been more than twenty
minutes and you’ve crossed the ocean which took me an entire day of
rowing. Being able to fly sure comes in handy.”

Daku purred in pleasure, making most of his
body vibrate. Several hundred feet above sea level the griffin
suddenly ceased rumbling and narrowed his powerful eyes in the
darkness. “I’ve found them.” He stated.

Everyone stood and began shouting
simultaneously for him to show where and he pointed a talon to tiny
dots of fire slightly up the coast and hidden by trees. Only the
aerial view could have found the encampment since the Utala didn’t
wish to be seen. They made a direct route and prepared for a
landing in a nearby clearing since it appeared that the tribe’s
teepees were too close together to make a successful arrival.

Touching down a quarter mile from the tribe,
everyone felt excitement mounting. Daku decided to become smaller
to not appear so much as a threat and claimed Cage’s shoulder as a
perch. Packs were shouldered as Brooke gleefully said “Let’s go be
with our people.” and her bright smile came out clear in the light
of her mate’s five floating orbs that glided all around so that
their traveling would be safer through the brush.

Within minutes of pushing through the thick
forest came a distant voice “Stop and leave this area immediately
or die! You are not welcome here!”

“I know that voice.” Meeka said.

Brooke shouted back wryly while everyone
stopped “Zanza! Are you going to say that to your priestess?!”

Silence reigned for all of a few heartbeats
before a hurried rushing came from the woods. Cage judged by the
crashing sounds that there were three running fast towards them. In
moments appeared a woman and two men with fitted arrows. The
huntress and warrior Zanza has proven to be a fearsome woman and a
good friend. Two large men flanked her and despite their nudity it
was a fact that to look upon any tribal person of the Utala is to
see danger and beauty without the need to hide behind cloth. The
three stared dumbfounded at Brooke and the others. In the magic
conjured light, smiles grew on everyone and the first to speak was
one of the large men who completely dropped his bow and crossed the
short space in a run with open arms while shouting “MORIL!”

“My Love!” She shouted back with flowing
tears and ran for his embrace. They came together as even his tears
began to shed while holding each other.

Zanza turned to the other hunter to say
“Hurry to the village.” As the man gladly ran back the huntress
un-notched her arrow and wrapped her bow over her head and let the
string lay between her breasts. “Priestess, welcome home. I see you were able to rescue our
brother and sisters…” Then Zanza’s eyes widened as she looked upon
the beast of her chieftain’s shoulder and backed away for she’d
never seen something of its like before and her instincts could
tell it was dangerous. She quickly recovered from the shock and
looked over at her newest tribal sister, Meeka and followed her arm
to find a young boy holding her hand. “And who might this be.”

“The newest member of the tribe.” Cage
stated. “His name is Sean and he is my son which Brooke so kindly
rescued.”

Zanza knelt before the rather handsome
boy and pointed to his pants. “If it is not cold out you do not
need clothes, especially in our tribe. Be proud of your body.
Regardless, I wish to also
welcome you to the tribe. You will grow into a fine man for
any mate you challenge one day.” She gave the boy a gentle grip on
his shoulder before standing. “Come! Our people have been so
worried and waited long enough to get you back.”

Everyone started a fast pace through the
woods since the orbs made moving much safer. Ahead grew an orange
glow from several fires and many shouts explained the whole village
was awake and eager.

Bursting into a clearing, Cage canceled the
magic orbs as the fires gave ample illumination. As soon as their
group appeared the village went completely silent, but smiles
dominated. The two groups stood still, smiling greatly. Then a
great commotion happened as Rena came rushing ahead screaming
“MOTHER!”

“RENA!” Brooke, at seeing her dear daughter’s
tears made her own begin to flow. She rushed as fast as her long
legs could move until she had Rena in her arms again. Mother and
daughter cried in unison. Rena’s little arms encircled her mother’s
neck as she buried her head in the curve of Brooke’s clavicle.

“Zatal!” “My Love!” “Lanna!” “Moril!” Came
many shouts as their mates ran for them after seeing their
priestess and Rena kneeling and holding each other.

Cage, Meeka and Sean watched as the mates to
the warriors reclaimed their love once again. Cheering filled the
night air as the Utala got their people back.

Daku crawled over on Sean’s shoulder when he
could see the boy’s unease.

Because of the distraction at seeing Brooke
and Rena holding each other and the eager crowd, Cage didn’t see a
balled fist approach from the side before the pain of being struck
in the jaw was delivered. The powerful punch floored the warlock
for a moment till his fighting instincts kicked in. He rolled aside
a fraction of a second before a hard stomp could connect with his
chest. Adrenaline flowed again and a grin spread at the thought of
a fight. He tightened his stomach, jerked his legs up for momentum,
placed his hands flat on the grass beside his head, pushed when the
backwards roll was just right and fought the pain in his shoulders
to do a momentary handstand till he continued flipping until his
feet landed enough to stand. Fingers curled into a balled fist and
raised up against a large, attractive woman he knew as Chala,
Moril’s sister-mate.

The unexpected attack silenced and made the
Utala gasp. From the look in the woman’s eyes Cage instantly
understood the rage. Chala was emotionally overwhelmed an didn’t
know where to release her weeks of pent up anger, loss and hurt.
She truly didn’t want to ruin this night, but couldn’t let go as
the focus of her emotions fixated on him. And now that he stood
there, he knew the best way to settle the grudge without making a
blood-enemy out of her.

Cage relaxed his fist and stood proudly.
Several members went to restrain her until he said “Chala, I
deserve more than that for not bringing you. You can do better. No
Utala holds back or have you gone soft?”

Chala’s indignation grew as she yelled and
tackled Cage to the ground to begin hammering down blow after blow
on his head and chest. She sat on his solid abdomen to keep him
down though he didn’t struggle. Several went to pull her off him,
but Cage erected a barrier to prevent that. The more Chala struck,
the more pain he endured. He knew if their positions were reversed
he’d do exactly the same if not worse. The strong huntress’s blows
began to weaken as she cried, but she didn’t stop the blows till
they turned to sobs.

The whole tribe watched, especially a stunned
Moril, as Cage sat up and turned the sobbing woman to sit sideways
on his thighs and cradle her to his chest. There was nothing sexual
about the way he held her, especially with a bloody and swollen
face. Her sobbing began to wane as she heard “Feeling better
now?”

“Chief, I…” Chala’s eyes widened when she saw
what she had done and the blood coating her own knuckles. “Chief,
forgive me. I’m so sorry, I didn’t…”

“Yes, you did.”
He explained before spitting out a mouthful of blood and a chipped
tooth. “I’m not mad. Go and be with your family.”

As he helped her stand she watched as his
whole face began to turn bright blue and in moments all the damage
was gone, even repairing the chipped tooth, but blood still covered
his face. The barrier dropped and Chala became highly embarrassed
at her actions and ran from the tribe’s penetrating gaze. Moril
gave her chieftain an apologetic look before she and her loves ran
off after Chala.

Cage stood and asked “Anyone else need to let
off some steam?” The tribe didn’t answer, but Meeka approached with
a piece of cloth from their pack and wiped clean the crimson
blood.

Elder Metak approached, his silver mane
of aged hair flowing in the breeze. He clapped a hand on Cage’s
shoulders. “Welcome back, Chief. You and the priestess brought our
people home. That was very
kind of you to allow Chala to release her anger for not bringing
her. She and many of our people were very hurt as you expected… But
seeing as the two of you returned with all of our people, the Elders and I return you to
position of Chieftain. I would say a feast is in order, but we need
every morsel to survive…”

“Do not worry about that. Throw the party
since the extra food will be too much to carry when we head to our
new home on my island. My skills now can make sure none go hungry.”
Cage said.

The Utala began to whisper, but it was Metak
who asked “How can something like this be done? We need…”

Cage moved to the bulging packs, retrieved a
seed and grew it to maturity before everyone in under two minutes.
The corn stood tall and proud among the astonished Utala. “Go
ahead, Metak. Take a bite?”

The dubious elder plucked the fat piece of
corn, peeled the husk and bit into it and was assaulted by sweet
and delicious flavors. He turned to the people to yell “Prepare a
feast!” and got a great cheer from the response. Elder Shania and
her sister-mates also wished for a bite to be just as surprised and
aware that the Utala wouldn’t go hungry and could rejoice again
without much worry.

The Utala not of the families who returned
rushed for the storage area to retrieve armfuls of food as the
fires were stoked for cooking.

Brooke put her child down in the much smaller
group to say “Rena, I have a great surprise for you.”

Those intelligent brown eyes twinkled as she
said “I have Meeka Mother back with you. What else would I want?”
and Rena hugged her mother’s leg again.

“Love’s?” Cage and Meeka turned to Brooke.
“Bring Sean over.”

Sean looked around as all of the faces
suddenly turned to him as he could no longer hide. “All will be
well.” He heard as Daku whispered in his ear. The boy looked into
the griffin’s small eyes before he flew over back onto Cage’s
shoulder. Daku noticed many eyes turn to him, but he didn’t say
anything yet.

Sean’s new mother, Meeka, took him by the
hand for reassurance and guided him over with his dad stepping away
from seven older people.

Brooke knelt beside her daughter to say
“Rena, I would like to introduce you to your new brother,
Sean.”

Rena’s eyes widened till the white
stood out completely. “Brother? Mother, you aren’t lying? I have a
brother? Did Dad and you have a magic baby…”

“No, Child…” Brooke laughed aloud. “He lost
his family so we are taking him in as a son.”

Rena turned to get a good look at the boy
maybe a year or two older than herself and grinned before squealing
and running forward to give him a hug. “Hello my new brother,
Sean!”

“Hello, Rena.” He hugged back hesitantly.
“Brooke Mother told me much about you.”

Rena pulled away and stared hard at her
mother. “What did you tell him?”

“Only that you always wanted a brother.” Sean
defended.

“Oh.” Rena turned to say “I’ll be right
back to show you to the other children as my brother… I’m going to
love saying that! My brother.”
Rena giggled and turned. “Meeka Mother!” And Meeka was surprised
when the little girl rushed over and tangled up her legs. Meeka
picked her up and hugged her surrogate daughter tightly and quietly
heard “Meeka Mother, I was so worried I’d never see you again.
Welcome home, where you belong.”

With her head turned, Meeka let a tear spill
down a cheek before saying “Thank you, Rena. I’m glad to be back
here.”

The little girl pulled away to meet her
second mother’s watery blue eyes. “Meeka Mother, where are your
beads?”

To Utala, beads in their signified not only
adulthood, but also what made them special. Getting beads is every
child’s dream and they practiced hard to get them.

“The men who captured me cut them off.” Meeka
replied.

“Stupid men?” The girl asked.

“Yes, very stupid.”

“Did you kill them for taking them?”

“In fact I did kill at least one stupid man
before your brother, mother and dad rescued me.” Meeka smiled.

“Good!” Rena smugly retorted.
“Now I don’t have to kill
him.” That remark got the group laughing. The girl then brightly
lit up again squealing “Dad!”

Meeka set her down and Rena took two steps
before Jumping straight in her dad’s arms and got an affectionate
squeeze. “Hey, Kiddo! Glad to finally get recognized.” He
chuckled.

“Priestess, we’ll be going now.” Zatal said
while surrounded by his five beautiful mates and nine children, two
being boys. They turned and headed for the center of the tribe to
help prepare the feast. Lanna said something similar as she held
her joyous son’s hand while leaving with her mates.

“Dad…” Rena giggled and hugged him tightly.
“I was… how you said once… saving the last for best.”

“Best for last, Kiddo.” He corrected while
putting her down. “Go show your brother around and help out. We’ll
talk more later.”

“Yes, Dad.” Rena turned around and took
Sean’s hand. “Come, Sean Brother. Let me show you to the
others.”

Before he could attempt a reply Rena nearly
dragged him towards the teepees and disappeared.

“We better go to the center and help.” Meeka
stated while hoisting her heavy pack off the ground.

“There will certainly be questions.” Brooke
announced.

Shania stepped closer. “Our tale will likely
be shorter I think than yours.”

“We’ll see.” Daku finally spoke and it got
wary glances from the elders. Before Cage could make introductions
the griffin jumped off his shoulder and grew to the size of a lion
in the time it took to reach the ground. The elders reaction to
this was for them all to draw their knives defensively. Daku kept
his head held high and explained himself to be Cage’s Familiar
before strolling away into the camp, eliciting startled cries.

Cage and the others hurried to where the
largest teepee stood in the heart of the village, the home of where
the chief, priestess and their mates are only allowed to reside.
They found Daku lounging without a care in the world as dozens of
arrows were trained on him. Lanna and the others who have been
through much together yelled to vouch for Daku. It would have been
hysterical if not for the serious intent to kill from the hunters
and warriors. Arrows were finally lowered as the warlock asked
“Daku, you could have handled that better.”

“It was more fun to see a few fall over
themselves.” He responded smugly.

“The beast can talk?” Someone stated.

“I am no beast.” Daku looked to the humans.
“If not for me, none of your people would be alive or be enslaved
forever.”

That got
everyone’s attention.

Cage set his bags beside the large tent and
sat down meaningfully before Daku with his lower back pressed
against a wing. “He’s right. Plus, he will not harm anyone unless
attacked. You have my word, as chief, that he is a protector. You
will soon find he is rather fun.”

The area fell silent for awhile while
preparing a feast, but the looks from the tribe were uncertain.
Then the elders returned and sat in a semicircle around the chief
and strange creature. Metak finally broke the silence. “Chief Cage,
I am grateful your plan succeeded and you brought your people home
unharmed. I doubt Priestess Brooke needs to hear of the tale to
pass on down the generations.” Brooke nodded and sat beside her man
as Meeka was over by another fire, whispering to another to take
some food to prepare. “Allow me to start by saying that the tribe
was disappointed and hostile that you two left without a trace. It
took hours to explain, but most agreed with the mindset I had to
explain as you did to me. Eventually we moved on as you gave me
position as chieftain, which was the only way to stop some of our
people from trying to pick up your trail. Some, like Chala, were
harder to keep together. Still, I led our people as you directed.
Emroc patrols didn’t bother us too much since they couldn’t force
all of our people to do anything. As outsiders, I did not give them
knowledge of our destination. We reached the beach several days
later and found traveling much easier. I must admit, much of the
tribe seemed to enjoy seeing it for the very first time and for
myself, it made me feel like a young man again… Some of the
children went swimming and if not for the adults I fear they would
be lost to us. Many were unprepared for the waves because they are
used to the calm lake on the plains… We pushed on for weeks,
gathering as much food as we could and hunting for fur. It was
hard, but none starved thanks to a few hunters who learned to use a
spear to get fish.

“A week or so passed before Hammit and Quitte
found us and it was a good sign for our people.” Meeka sat down
with a large wooden bowl to begin creating a stew and a small
amount of bread. Metak glanced at the golden haired beauty.
“Sixteen days ago, hunters found this place and we took it for our
own since it was near the ocean, a clean stream and our hunters
found much game. The deer and boar are quite plentiful, but don’t
have the meat a buffalo has.

“When our people were secure by the
next day, I took Meeka’s knife and did as you said and found a man
by the name of Cillian. I took six warriors with me since I do not
know how the tribe of Kote would act. They found us curious and
were kind enough to lead me to Cillian in a large wooden place in
the center of the tribe. I gave him the knife and” Meeka gasped at
what her father’s reaction was, but the elder continued. “told him
that Meeka was taken by the Laqura Empire. As you said, Chief, he
believed me because of the knife. Cillian is a large man and when
he heard me say she was taken became enraged till I said
you went after and he actually
calmed. Cillian seems to respect you greatly. He had me sit in a
wooden seat while clutching Meeka’s knife and had me tell him
everything, which I did. I know not why he laughed when I said she
became yours and the priestess’s mate, but he seemed to stop
thinking for awhile. He asked many questions which I could not
answer or didn’t know. He is very concerned for you, Child.” He
said last towards Meeka.

“My father, have you spoken to him since?”
She gulped dryly.

“No, I have not.” Metak stated. “Without a
priestess’s blessing I cannot discuss tribal matters, not even
where we are located or towards your birth parents.”

Brooke reached over and laid a hand on
Meeka’s shoulder. “Love, in the morning we will go see them to put
their minds to rest.”

“I’d like that very much. I so want to see
them again… Mother needs to know I’m well. Father too…” She looked
down, lost in thought.

Cage then said, since nearly everyone
listened in “In the morning I’ll take Meeka to her parents and come
back soon to begin crafting boats to send our people to the island.
Our hands will be full enough carrying not only ourselves, but
teepees, dogs, horses, weapons and all our other supplies. We’ll
need to store a day’s worth of water and enough food for no more
than three days.

“Anything else is dead weight.”

“If that is your command it will be done.”
Cage gave a serious nod to Shania. “How long will we have till we
depart?”

“Three days is all I’ll need to work, but
I’ll need help…”

“Why can’t Daku fly us all over?” Meeka
wondered and turned to the griffin.

“Because he isn’t a pack mule or a
carrier.” Cage explained. “Our people need their own way on and off
the island. Daku was generous enough to carry us, but as a
Familiar, he’s told me his only
priority is to me as mine is to him. He deserves more respect
than to be seen as transportation.”

“Thank you, Cage.” Daku stated and looked to
everyone. “I’m a griffin king and I cannot allow other humans to
lose respect for me when all I’d do is seem slave to ferry other
humans all over. These humans are all warriors, let them keep their
dignity. If I flew them all over they would get fat and lazy,
something I will not allow those my partner has taken to protect. I
agree with Cage greatly, especially if I’m not around and they need
to use a floating tree to cross the ocean.” His sharp blue eyes
turned to those staring back. “Or am I wrong in calling you
warriors and you want others to carry your weight?”

A moment later there came a whistle as a
knife flipped end over end, passed between two of the elders heads
and bury itself an inch away in the ground from Daku’s left
forepaw/talon hand. Daku smiled. “See what I mean, Meeka? How can I
make true warriors lazy?”

Cage pulled the knife out and sent it flying
back the way it came. A hand struck and snatched it out of the air,
handle first. None of the tribe shifted or seemed
uncomfortable.

“Now how about you tell us what has occurred
in the search for our people?” Elder Shania requested.

At that moment many children came out of a
few tents with platters of fruits and dry meat and brought it to
their families. Sean carried a large platter while following his
new little sister through the throng of adults and sat it down
before his dad with a sigh, glad to not have tripped or thrown the
dish. Rena sat down in her mother’s lap and Sean was surprised when
his new mother Meeka gestured for him to do the same. He felt
uncomfortable by all the curious stares by the naked copper skinned
men and women, but sat down on one of her thighs anyway.

“First, I’d like to say” Cage gestured to his
left. “this is Sean, the newest child of the Utala and my son and
before you get the wrong idea, no he is as normal as every one of
you. His tale comes later, but his life is hard and he chose to
become our son and one of the Utala.”

A cheer went up that made the former thief’s
cheeks redden. He still managed to wave back appreciatively.

Cage raised a hand and the tribe quieted so
he could say “I’d like to apologize for upsetting all of you, my
people. But when you hear the story you’ll understand just why I
did what I had to, not want to. Just listen and if you do not
believe me, ask Zatal, Moril and Lanna for their story.

“After Brooke and I snuck away when we all
stepped outside Darshay Mountains, we hurried to Castle Emroc and
on the way we ran into bandits…” Cage told the story with Brooke
entering in at key points. The entire Utala sat entranced by their
exploits. The celebratory food was spread out among a silent tribe.
The engrossing story made it hard to remember to eat before the
food cooled. The most amusing face to watch was Rena at what her
mother went through. Then at the part of Lord Doyle’s place in the
story the whole tribe seethed silent rage and eventually laughed
when hearing of the priestess’s revenge.

The story lasted hours, many asking
questions, but few asked about being a warlock and when he asked
why only few asked one stated “Chief is the chief, so long as you
are worthy to be one it doesn’t matter what one is called.” and
heads nodded.

The news of being long lived startled the
tribe, but Metak said it would be best to discuss that topic for
another time. Those words were a gentle command.

Eventually, with only a few hours of night
remaining Cage stood. “Everyone, I’m glad to return with all our
people who were taken. We will be together for awhile so let’s get
some much needed sleep. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow. Good
night.”

With that Cage had his family get up and go
inside their tent. After listening to Daku and seeing how he
changed sizes, the tribe remained wary, but not hostile.

Inside crackled a small fire and in minutes
everyone laid down. Rena continued asking many questions to her
mothers and new brother. Before long, they started yawning and
laying together with Daku guarding the flap entrance. Cage remained
the only one awake and he pulled out a three quarter inch piece of
crystal and began layering spells he’d practiced in secret, on
himself. The spells were accepted into the crystal and began to
gather mana, mostly from himself at the moment before he linked it
to belong to another.

He perfected the absorption rate and how much
the primary dual wards would expend along with a warning ward
designed to get very hot when the internal reserves get critically
low.

By the time he finished the spells he laid
behind Brooke clutching the back of Rena to her front with Meeka
doing the same for Sean, sandwiching the kids and smothering them
with love. He too fall deep asleep.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


Waking just before sunrise, Brooke knew there
would be much done with little time in which to do it. Between her
breasts she clutched her daughter’s adorable head and missed the
closeness she had with the beloved child she gave birth to at so
tender an age herself. The near two months apart had been hard, but
getting back had been so worth it. Little Rena began to wake at the
subtle movement of her mother and turned to smile sweetly. “Good
morning, Rena.”

“It is, Mother.” She buried her small face
between the soft breasts.

Their words woke the others and Rena noticed
how Daku had become small and slept on her dad’s wide, but flat
chest. Meeka had to lean back as Sean stretched and came
dangerously close to touching her lips.

With everyone in the tent waking to a dark
room, Rena asked “What are we going to do today?”

Darkness backed away as orange fire shot from
Cage’s fingers towards the small pit where he added twigs and a
log. He said “I’ll take Meeka over to see her parents…”

“I would like to see them for myself, they
who raised the woman I love.” Brooke stated after a deep, lung
filling yawn.

Rena excitedly asked “May I also come and see
who my grandparents are?”

“I wouldn’t mind seeing what they look like.”
Sean asked hesitantly.

“But we have so much…” Cage was about to
say.

Daku grew to a size of a large dog and placed
a rough hand on his human’s leg. “I believe this to be acceptable.
Meeka will be safe with her family and I see no reason why those
she loves cannot be introduced anyway. Cage, you and I can visit
for a short time and leave them there. We will make the floating
logs to get these humans across. You will be more busy and later,
when they are ready I’ll go collect them.”

“Thank you, Daku!” Rena said.

Brooke didn’t like the idea of bringing a
child away from the tribe’s collective safety, but they had been
apart long enough. She placed a hand on her daughter’s arm to say
“If we are to go you must wear clothes. Your other mother says
walking naked isn’t allowed in her tribe, but as long as we keep
our nipples and flowers covered there will be less confrontation…”
Brooke looked away to her woman. “I wish I had better leather to
wear to meet your parents…”

“But I made you winter clothes, Mother.” Rena
pulled away and crawled over to a pile of furs and supplies. The
little girl moved bundles aside till she grabbed what she looked
for and brought over two thickly wrapped bundles. “When I was alone
at night with the other girls or elders, I was given a deer fur. It
took me a month, Mother, but I made these as a return home
gift.”

“Such a thoughtful cub.” Daku said as Brooke
was beyond words.

Slowly the mother smiled, took the hard
worked leather and set it down to hug Rena tightly. “Thank you.
Working leather is difficult. Did you make sure to sharpen your
knife? Where did you get salt? Did you trade along the way?”

Rena beamed. “Yes. The hair was harder to
shave off than buffalo, but scraping tallow was about the same.
Elder Shania helped me stretch the skin to dry and showed me where
to cut since deer was unfamiliar… For salt, one of the children
used a pot to boil water till nothing was left except hot salt. The
elders asked and he said that if the water tasted so salty that if
it had any it would show up like dirt when he left the water to
boil too long one time. The ocean has provided us much salt and
with plenty of trees we won’t fear fire shortage…”

“Have you made some for yourself?” Her mother
inquired.

“My winter cloth isn’t ready. A hunter gave
me her boar pelt the day before the strong storm and I haven’t been
able to stretch it out yet. I’m trying to make a stretching rack
myself while the salt cures, but everyone is working so hard
already…” She replied bashfully.

“I will help you make the prettiest wither
clothes of the whole tribe when we get settled on the island. Hurry
and gather your strap and bottoms. Show me where this stream is
where all of us may bathe and not smell so disgusting when we meet
your other mother’s parents. All of you are in great need.” Rena
went right to it and easily dug out her tribal strap and bottoms.
Brooke gathered the fruits of her child’s hard work to say “We all
need to get ready.”

Cage secretly clutched the special crystal
and kept it from sight for now. He stood and gathered his pack to
remove the dark robe and tucked it under a shoulder while Sean
found his only shirt and Meeka gathered her white dress.

Outside the tent waited several standing
villagers. He asked “What is this?”

Zanza stepped closer with another woman
holding a wooden container. The huntress/warrior Zanza casually
stated “I did not mean to intrude, but I was coming back from the
stream and overheard you are all going to visit Meeka Sister’s
parents. You have all just
returned… but we know the reason you must go. We warriors
discussed that you will not leave the tribe without warriors going
as well. We who stand here were not intimidated by heights when we
traveled the mountains. Chief, please allow us warriors to
accompany your mates and children…” Her expression in the darkness
was stoic and firm, but her eyes begged that they wouldn’t
interfere much. “I heard you and Daku will return and we cannot
allow our people or children unprotected in our sister’s home
tribe, even if they were kind…”

Daku strode forward and looked up at the
fierce men and women. “I will allow no more than five to protect my
partner’s family. Choose among yourselves and prepare for a full
day.”

Zanza and four large men spoke and greatly
appreciated the griffin’s consideration. The warrior woman gestured
to the woman beside her with the container to say “Meeka Sister,
you need new beads since the last were taken.”

Meeka came forth and smiled when the woman
displayed three colored beads exactly like those she lost. She
smiled and turned her head to receive them. Gentle tugs in her hair
were due to the application of beads near her left temple and the
end was tightened in such a way that the only solution to removal
is by cutting them off again. Meeka grinned “Thank you for this, I
missed them greatly.”

Brooke said “We must go bathe before sunrise.
Come children.”

Cage waited behind until Meeka disappeared
with the others as Rena led the way. Out of hearing range he said
“Zanza, I need you do something for me real quick. Go find a strap
of extra flat leather about eight inches long and three wide, any
pieces of metal to spare, I don’t need much and will bring some
back with me, if I’m allowed. I’ll need it before we start flying.
Then you and the men need to slip something on to be seen by others
and do another check over on your weapons.”

“I will hurry… But how long is eight inches?”
The woman said.

He explained with his hands and knew he had
to bring the tribe’s literacy up.

 


At the water’s edge they all submerged in the
icy water and used white sand to scrub off all the sweat, dirt,
grime and smell. The sand even cleaned the scalp and washed away
clean, without protest.

Then, when the bath cleaned every inch of
skin, Brooke untied the string and unraveled a pair of golden brown
pants and could clearly see her daughter’s needlework with thin,
sharp bones and was impressed. Rena’s sewing skills improved as the
seams were sturdy if not unpleasant. Much work and experience would
be needed, but she was well on her way. Patterns colored into the
leather were clearly Utala and accentuated the material nicely and
where the back would hug her posterior was a dark marking nearly
identical to what was blessed upon her. Her long, sculpted legs
slid into the cavities and realized her legs from mid-thigh down
were overly loose while her round hips were a little too tight.

The second piece was a top which had leather
strings running up and down the front so that it could be adjusted
for easy access to be on or off. Brooke sighed that Rena seemed to
be more careful on this and it looked much more appealing. She
loosened the crisscrossing string and slid it on. The shoulders
were much too loose, but her arms were comfortable. Then she tried
tightening the front closed and found out her large breasts didn’t
take kindly to the top and tried closing it, but her impressive
cleavage wasn’t wanting to be hidden.

“How are they, Mother?” Rena asked in fragile
hope for approval.

“The work needs help, but I’m amazed at how
good a task you did… How does it look on me?”

Meeka stepped in behind Brooke after sliding
the short slave dress over her head and grabbing her woman’s
luscious hips. “Brooke, you look so beautiful I could cry. But your
breasts look amazing this way.” She kissed the soft curve of
Brooke’s neck before looking at the little girl. “Rena, you did an
amazing job.” The girl beamed brightly. “Later, I want you to make
me one just like Brooke’s so we can share looks. Many women will be
jealous of how good we look thanks to our daughter’s hard work.
Soon every woman who is proud of their breasts like us will want to
wear what you made.”

“Do you think I can get good trades for it?”
Rena asked.

Meeka nodded with honest enthusiasm.

“Rena,” Sean approached in his wet, washed
clothes. “if you can teach me how to work leather, I would like to
learn and help.”

“I would like that, but as a boy you must
first prove you can hunt before anyone can show you how to make
proper leather.” Rena explained. “If you want to learn, you must
bring food for the tribe first. When you provide, I would be glad
to work with you, but I still have much to learn myself.”

Sean turned around as Cage tied a knot in the
sash to hold the robe together. “Dad, can you teach me to
hunt?”

“Sure, but that will have to wait. Right now
I think it would be best you learn more about the tribe and what it
takes to be a Utala child. Rena’s been good about guiding the other
children every two days with what I taught her… Yes, Rena, I’ve
been watching and I’m very proud of how responsible you are.”
Rena’s coppery cheeks turned a shade redder as a smile seemed to
dominate her features with her family back. “I must also resume
training the kids as well as the adults. See where you can help
tomorrow since the next three days will be busy.”

Hearing the clear tone, Sean understood.
“Yes, Dad.”

Rena took her new brother’s cold, wet hand
and led the way back to the village where nearly everyone had
awoken. In the front stood the five prepared warriors wearing an
eight inch dagger, a metal tipped lance as tall as the individual
and a bow with several stone tipped arrows strapped over their
torso. The four tattooed men wore only leather pants and kept their
knife strapped to their forearm like Sean while Zanza held hers to
her bare thigh like Rena. Brooke had to go to her tent for a moment
to strap her tomahawks to her thighs, outside the new leather
leggings. Cage noticed Zanza tightly clutching something rolled up
in her fist.

Beside the warriors stood five of the seven
elders. Elder Shania spoke since Metak lay asleep. “Chief, I have
been informed of your plan to visit Meeka’s worried parents and
hold no objections…”

“Why is it I feel a but coming?” he smirked.

The elder woman smiled. “But” She chuckled
twice softly. “what is it you want us to do before your
return?”

“Search the area for me.” The older matriarch
blinked. “Find me the biggest and fattest trees in the area. Oak
would be the best.” His sharp intuition saw she knew the tree’s
generic name clearly.

Daku stepped forward to finish what Cage was
about to say. “Cut down fifteen and remove the more nuisance
branches. I will then drag them out to the coast so do not worry
yourselves about dragging them. Gather the animals and keep them
together for when I get large they will scatter otherwise. Also
begin gathering your belongings and move to the beach.”

The elder couldn’t believe such a statement.
“We will do so, but to drag a tree the like you say would be
impossible…”

“You will understand soon enough.” And then
Daku shrank down to fly and land on Cage’s shoulder. “We must go
before the sun rises. Cage, use that clearing I landed in earlier
to take off again. I cannot be large enough here to carry everyone
without destroying these fragile nests.”

“You heard him!” Cage said and created orbs.
As he passed Zanza she handed off the goods without raising
suspicion. Since he led, he saw the simple prize and it looked just
as he needed. Even enough metal was gathered, less than the size of
a metal spoon’s worth was available. Plenty to use. Behind, he
heard more than those Daku would allow and realized that the others
wanted to witness.

While he had a quarter mile to travel through
thick brush he wound the leather magically around his wrist, a
thought of focus cut the excess and he manipulated the treated
fibers to create a sleeve a half inch wide. The sleeve slipped
through the side of the leather bracelet as he manipulated the
metal into a square, saving an inch long piece before looping and
welding one end to the center of the square. The buckle became
locked in the edge of the opposite end of the bracelet. Adjustable
holes were punched in the center every half inch, totaling six
holes. He then canceled the spells and singlehandedly bound the
leather bracelet securely, using the sleeve to hold the excess. It
felt snug, but his wrist is larger than the intended recipient.
Daku sat, watching the work closely and with amusement. Now that
the bracelet works he removed the crystal and carefully used
manipulation to reshape the object without causing cracks or losing
integrity. It soon transformed from an irregular shape into a tenth
of an inch thick triangle and was integrated into the center of the
leather, estimating where it would fit on the owner. He then added
a protection spell to prevent scratches, cracks or breaks. The
remaining spells remained unaffected.

Reaching the clearing while adding the final
touches to the bracelet, Daku pounced off and began to grow larger
than they expected the creature to be and the Utala’s reaction
pleased him.

Startled gasps came from the Utala as they
witnessed the size altering creature grow twice as tall as any man.
Whispers broke out and the elders knew that their questions and
disbelief were answered just by gazing upon Daku’s pure
magnificence. Elder Shania bowed respectfully and apologized for
doubting him and he smiled back, glad to see that these human’s had
not only pride, but humility as well. He lowered his hulking form
of large muscles beneath pristine fur.

Cage hid the bracelet for a second to help
Sean and Rena climb. His son taught his sister how to move safely
and the best places to hold on so she didn’t slip or fall. Meeka
went next while Brooke ascended unaided. Seeing the lack of
hesitation from their priestess the five warriors approached and
required some aid in climbing the unfamiliar animal while balancing
a spear in one hand. Cage took a running start after giving last
minute instructions to the elders and stood between Daku’s wide
back. Before he sat down Sean asked “Dad, can you stick us to Daku
again? I think Rena and the warriors would find it less
unsettling.”

“Why not?” The chief smiled and fixed
everyone sitting with crossed legs in his field of vision and
outstretched his hands. “Don’t move for a few minutes. Wait till
you feel comfortable before saying ‘Release!’ and the magic will
end.” He was about to implement the spells before he gestured for
the warriors to hold their lance securely. The spell worked and
everyone, excluding the caster, could no longer even lift a butt
cheek.

Feeling everyone settled in, Daku stood,
making the ground shake slightly to those nearby. His great wings
spread from one side of the clearing to the next with little room
to maneuver. The full stretch felt great before the feathered wings
stretched up like sails. Daku pushed his arms to achieve an angled
position on his two back legs which bunched greatly. With a lunge
from the release of tension he jumped while throwing his wings
down, creating a blast of wind beneath himself. The Utala below
rushed to get away and one was knocked over from the current. Daku
cleared the trees and beat his wings several times to reach a
steady rhythm a hundred feet above the canopy.

On a clear route in the dim predawn light,
Cage spun around and sat before his two remarkably attractive women
while pulling out the bracelet. “Meeka, hold out your left hand.”
She did with confusion written in her tan expression. He wrapped
the leather bracelet and buckled it comfortably to her slender
wrist and had to magically sever another inch of excess the sleeve
couldn’t hold without looking gaudy. As he suspected, the crystal
was embedded almost perfectly center on the topside. It wasn’t very
noticeable so he left well enough alone. The clarity of the gem was
like glass as it showed her skin beneath.

“What’s this?” She asked while marveling at
the belt-like leather around her wrist and the gemstone standing
beautifully in the heart of it.

“Something to give your life more freedom,
but I must make absolutely sure the wards I put on the crystal will
even work.” He stood and began looking around to find a small bird
flying as far away as it could from them. A magical hand enclosed
around the sparrow and jerked it back. It fought futilely against
Cage’s power until hands clamped down securely on the small wings
and head to keep the beak from pecking. He knelt while holding out
the struggling bird. “Meeka, I need you to kiss the bird.”

Her blue eyes widened. “But why? What would
be the poin…” she then stopped talking to look down at the bracelet
with the crystal before meeting his sure gaze. Hoping if her
assumptions were real she leaned forward to place her lips on the
feathered creature and prayed it would be well. She barely felt the
feathery sensation and pulled away quickly. Her eyes opened to see
Cage grinning before he threw his hands up to release a flapping
miracle.

The sparrow flew away with all haste.

Meeka’s eyes began to water as her hands went
to cover her quivering lips. “Cage, is this a dream? Did I just
kiss something without my curse freezing it?”

“Did you feel the effects normally associated
with the curse?” He smirked.

She felt numb while shaking her head. “No,
but… but how can this be?”

“First, tell me how the kiss felt?”

“I’m not sure… I’ve felt feathers not
attached to birds before, but it felt somehow… less than I
remember…” She admitted.

“It was just like I experienced.” Cage
explained. “Yes, before you ask, I’ve found a way to protect others
from your curse…” Meeka suddenly tried to leap over and kiss him,
but found she was stuck and remembered the word, but not before
hearing his laughter at her struggle. She exclaimed ‘Release!’ and
threw her arms around him and was so emotional that she could do no
more than that and cry. She dare not kiss him without losing
herself and taking him.

He rubbed her head soothingly as Brooke broke
her seating spell and whispered in Meeka’s ear “Love, this is
wonderful. You can no longer worry about unintentionally harming
another.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourselves.” His warning
had both drawing away to look at him carefully. Cage took Meeka’s
left hand in his and used the other to point at the bracelet. “This
solution, let me tell you, was difficult. The crystal has more
wards than Brooke’s emeralds she keeps hidden in her tomahawks, but
your curse needs the better protection. I designed the bracelet so
it would be on your skin at all times, especially to keep the
crystal close. If it gets so much as an inch from any part of your
flesh your curse will be as deadly as ever.

“I had to link the crystal to you, but be
careful, if another mage learns it holds mana he can use it against
you. Its primary power comes from you Meeka, but I can add some
when needed. I had to figure out how to isolate only your lips and
create a thin enough barrier that you can feel without being so
thin that even a tiny gap anywhere on your lips wouldn’t feel the
flesh of another and trigger your curse.” He let go and pointed to
a diamond on a balled fist. “While on our way back from Eeroan I
used pain spells on myself to get the sensation of feel as close as
I could without breaking it and zapping myself… You must still be
cautious, but the wards will place a barrier over your lips when
living flesh gets within an inch of your lips. Without me to give
aid, you may kiss no more than three or four times a day and for no
longer than a single second by the amount of mana you can sustain
being constantly pulled from you.” He tapped the crystal again. “If
the crystal’s energy drops below a certain point it will be like a
painful burning sensation for only a moment and won’t really cause
damage. It is just to get your attention to quit kissing so it can
recover. If you persist the curse of your lips won’t be protected
any longer.

“As another precaution I also placed wards to
thwart arrows and magic attacks thrown at you. And like before, it
will need power so don’t be frivolous. It will take weeks, like
Brooke, to hold enough power in a gem to block even an arrow. And a
spell will keep both the leather and crystal from harm so long as
it has energy.”

“Anything else I must know?” Meeka asked,
taking all the information in.

“Yes, I need you to clearly say ‘Frostbite!’”
And she did. “Good, now I added your voice command to the wards. If
at any time you are in need of your curse simply say that word and
you will have ten seconds to use your lips without protection.
Afterwards, the wards will return and will tirelessly keep anyone
from accidently being killed by a kiss.”

“Before I give my hoped up, can I get you to
kiss me and make sure.”

He smiled at Meeka and pressed his lips to
hers and already hated it. He could faintly feel the tingle of
magic from creating the barrier and her lips felt like the surface
of jello, soft and flexible, but the texture wasn’t right. Then he
was surprised as her lips moved while saying “Frostbite.” and
immediately the barrier dropped and he felt her lips and a sharp
spike of magic from her curse gave exciting chills that made it the
kiss he loved. Ten seconds later her sharp tingle evaporated as the
quality of her lips returned to jello again.

Meeka pulled back with tears flowing, unable
to express just how much she wished to repay such a gift. Before
she could say a word Brooke said “Let me try.” and kissed her the
same way. After, the priestess said “Meeka Love, I do not like your
lips protected so when we are alone I don’t want you to wear
it.”

The healer smiled again. “I already planned
on it. I like the full feeling of your lips without the protection,
but I’m so… Overwhelmed is to light a word.”

Rena crawled forward curiously. “Meeka
Mother, if it is safe now may I get a kiss too?”

Tears sprang anew. Beyond words, Meeka sent
an inquiring look towards Brooke who grimly stared at the innocence
of her daughter. Both knew it was a tremendous risk, but suddenly
the worry disappeared as Sean came close and placed his hand over
the entirety of Meeka’s mouth. The surprise on Meeka’s face was
genuine out of years of fear, but as he pulled his hand back
unscathed he saw all eyes turned to him. He scratched his head to
admit with shifting eyes “I had to make sure, Meeka Mother. I never
had a sister before, but I couldn’t let her try before making sure.
Especially since she’s actually Brooke Mother’s actual
daughter.”

Fire lit in Rena’s eyes as she stood up
tenuously and glared. “Sean Brother, thank you for risking
yourself, but you’re my actual
brother too. I don’t want you to coddle me…”

“Rena!” Cage shouted and she turned to see
her dad staring right to her soul. She didn’t like the emotionless
look and missed his smile. “You’re used to being the only child and
priestess in training so let me say that brothers naturally look
out for their siblings. Don’t forget he is your older brother and
is also new to the role. He’s a good kid out of his element, thrown
in a tribe he doesn’t understand. If he wants to protect you by
doing something dangerous so you do not have to, bite your tongue
and let him. And if I hear you use that tone on him again because
you don’t approve of him taking care of you I’ll spank your ass
raw. Do you understand me, young lady?”

Her little lips parted under those words for
no adult ever spoke to her quite like that with her mother being
who she is. Brooke said nothing, agreeing fully with her mate’s
command or would have been firmer. Timidly Rena said “Yes, Dad…
Sorry for being rude, Sean Brother.”

Both her dad and new brother smiled finally.
Then Rena asked again and Meeka, realizing it was safe, pressed her
magically protected lips to Rena’s brow. Rena giggled finally and
said “That felt funny.” before leaning away unharmed.

“Oh, Cage…” Meeka cried emotionally. “You are
amazing.”

Then before he could respond Daku said “I see
the town of Kote and the house you showed me where this Cillian
lives.”

 


Tiffa worked early in the kitchen on
preparing breakfast when Cillian entered behind and rested a chin
on her shoulder. He inhaled deeply from the sizzling meat. “That
smells great.”

“That is why I’m the one cooking. Burnt food isn’t my
favorite.” She bantered. Tiffa smiled before kissing her husband’s
freshly shaved cheek. “I’ll be done in a few minutes. When will Ren
and his sons be here?”

“In a few hours.” The mayor of Kote leaned
back against the wall to give his beautiful wife room. “I just got
in from the barn and had to scrub some rust off the traps we’ll be
taking. My yew bow’s still in good condition. The other, well it’s
gone.”

“How long will you be gone again?” She
wondered while pushing the skillet of hot sausage links on a plate
before removing the biscuits from the brick oven.

“Ren and I discussed no more than three days.
The hunt will likely be shorter since Kitty told me she saw a
rather large herd to the western hills outside her home. I’m going
to see if I can bring back one for her since she told us.” A
yapping in the other room caught their attention as their new eight
month old guard dog Sassy alerted them to something. “Likely them
squirrels taunting her again.” Cillian smirked while heading for
the door.

An odd whooshing sound preceded a heavy thump
as if something crashed. The whole house shook slightly though
nothing fell. Their dog, Sassy, went from yapping to growling as
Cillian and Tiffa suddenly stared at one another. The mayor deftly
drew a long knife from his boot while Tiffa claimed a heavy skillet
hanging on a hook while following her husband into the dining room
to find their dog still growling with hackles raised and bristling.
Cillian gave a sharp command and the dog obediently sat and
silenced though her lips quivered, ready to attach to a bodily limb
as she’d been trained by him.

Cillian pressed an ear to the door and tried
hearing whatever it was that made Sassy so unnerved. He turned to
meet Tiffa’s steady gaze. “I hear several voices outside.”

“Be careful.” She replied, knowing that look
in his eye.

He opened the door to shout “WHOEVER YOU…”
and nearly choked on his tongue at what stood not a hundred feet
from his home. Tree trunk-like limbs supported a great white
creature he never even heard told in story, but it looked back at
him with great, intelligent blue eyes. Then there came movement
around the legs that drew his eyes to show several adults that
stole his breath away.

Then came a voice neither Cillian or
Tiffa dared hope to hear again. “FATHER!
MOTHER!” Meeka began running from the foot of the
creature and her long blonde hair trailed like a flag behind
her.

“MEEKA!” her parents shouted in surprise and
ran forward, both dropping their ready weapons.

Tears flowed freely as Cillian and Tiffa
barely out the door and off the porch before embracing their
daughter, unable to think of anything else. Sobs of happiness
escaped the two women and Cillian tightly held them together, not
wanting to ever let go.

Then the frighteningly unexpected happened as
Meeka planted a kiss on each of her parents cheeks. It took a
moment for either to realize what just happened and then they
jumped back from her as if being struck by a deadly snake. When
neither felt themselves dying or that the kiss was anything of a
mistake Cillian and Tiffa looked to each other in astonishment.

Laughter, true laughter drew their attention
to their beloved child. Tiffa asked “Meeka, your curse… why…”

Their grown child smiled. “Mother, Cage found
a way to protect others from my curse…”

Hearing that, Tiffa rushed forward, gathered
her grown daughter in her arms and gave her a quick kiss to find
nothing happened. Tiffa cried all the harder at this, unable to
suppress her emotions to get her daughter back.

Sassy suddenly rushed outside barking till
she saw the creature and yelped before turning tail and running
back into the house.

Another laugh, a deep male one, drew
Cillian’s attention from his wife and daughter holding each other
close. Standing well over a head taller than all the others he saw
Cage’s unmistakable form along with six copper skinned individuals
and two children. Seeing his wife and child holding each other
close and not wanting to spoil the reuniting Cillian took a step
closer. His movement caught Meeka’s attention as she managed to say
“Mother, Father, I want to introduce you to my family and a few of
my tribal brothers and sister.” She took each of her parents hands
and led them over.

Tiffa and Cillian instinctively jerked to a
halt when they clearly saw the gigantic creature shrink down to the
size of a large horse in the early morning light. Meeka smiled
encouragingly while pulling them closer. “Mother, Father, you
already know Cage. This here is my tribal sister Zanza and my
brothers Hammit, Melo, Kakrq, Elio and Gart.” Meeka let go of their
hands and stepped forward to take the hand of the most beautiful of
the two women and said “This is Brooke, Priestess of the Utala
tribe I’m now part of…” Meeka’s cheeks reddened. “She is also my
lover. My curse won’t harm her at all.”

Cillian laughed aloud before stopping and
realizing none joined him, not even Tiffa. “Wait… you’re serious?
Meeka, how…” He shook his head. “That old man Metak wasn’t lying
was he?”

“No,” The woman Brooke spoke clearly, hearing
the doubt in his voice. “Elder Metak isn’t a person who stretches
the truth. Meeka truly is my woman as I am hers. And we both are
mated to the chieftain who won us for mating rites and also has our
heart.”

“Cage?” Tiffa asked as she saw how everyone
seemed to instinctively either glance or stand near him, ready to
be told what to do and were willing to do it without question. The
top healer of Kote looked closely at him and could see he changed.
He still had an air of deadliness around him and seemed more
mage-like in a robe, but the lonely quality that seemed to haunt
him was gone.

“A lot happened after Meeka and I left, which
I know the elder explained. And yes, before you ask, Meeka and I
truly are Utala though not by birth, but through action. I became
their chief by defeating their deadliest member, Brooke here.” He
stepped in behind and laid a hand on her shoulder. “In doing so I
not only became chief, but also her mate. Meeka was admitted after
defeating a man…”

“Only after she ruthlessly killed a stupid
man of our tribe.” Zanza remarked with a proud smile. “Her strength
earned her a place as a smart and deadly sister.”

Tiffa gasped. “Meeka… You’ve killed? You’ve
never intentionally harmed another in your while life.”

A slightly haunted look passed Meeka’s
features. “Mother, I’ve killed six men since leaving home. One even
received my curse before he could rape me.” Meeka saw her mother
blanch at such a statement. “We can discuss why later, I want to
show you my new children.” The two children came forward at hearing
this. “Rena here is actually Brooke’s flesh and blood, but since
I’m Brooke’s mate our laws say that she is my daughter as well.
Sean though was rescued and taken in as our son. He’s even newer to
the tribe than I am since he’s not even had a full day with the
Utala… And lastly, this is Daku.”

“It is a pleasure.” Daku dipped his head.

Before Cillian could control himself he
exclaimed “He can talk!”

“He can talk!” Daku exclaimed back with false
surprise before laughing slightly. “Yes, Cillian, I can talk.”

“So you are Tiffa Grandmother?” Rena asked
while stepping closer. “You are very beautiful and have fine
breasts. I see where Meeka Mother gets hers and her beauty
from.”

“Very fine breasts.” One of the men
confirmed.

“Watch it!” Cillian growled as Tiffa pulled
the top of her blue dress up some.

The copper skinned people all blinked in
confusion until Cage diffused the situation. “Cillian, do not get
upset by this since you do not understand their ways. Rena and Gart
were simply giving a harmless compliment. You might compliment a
woman has beautiful eyes or hair, but the tribe has no use for
clothing except in winter so they normally prefer to be naked. Look
at Zanza, see what she’s wearing? Women rarely wear more outside
the tribe except when it’s cold. For them to say Tiffa has fine
breasts, hips or ass is a sign of respect. Such respect will have
her be very strong since she would have to fight off men for mating
rights and only the best man could have her or she him.”

Brooke nodded. “That is correct. Since it is
true, why should Tiffa hide her beauty behind cloth? Be proud of
holding her, Cillian, as her mate. Look at me, my own fine breasts
has made many men try to challenge me, but only Cage had the
strength to defeat me. Be proud to be mated to such a woman. I know
I am.” She smiled while giving Meeka’s hand a squeeze.

Beyond words, Cillian merely gave a courteous
nod.

Tiffa eventually cleared her throat and
looked down at the innocent looking child’s unwavering brown eyes.
“Then I thank you for the compliment… Reda?”

“Reeenaaa.” Rena said, showing her teeth and
giggled.

“Rena, sorry. How old are you?”

“Seven.” Her little expression
inquisitive.

“Well you are very pretty yourself.” Tiffa
said while kneeling and gently touched her small nose. “That is a
beautiful toy dagger. Do you play fight?”

“But it is not a toy…” Rena drew the dagger
from her thigh and showed how real it was by effortlessly cutting a
lock of her silky black hair.

“You let children play with sharp weapons?”
Tiffa asked the more clothed woman beside her grown daughter.

“Of course. How will they defend themselves
otherwise if there isn’t an adult nearby. All children at the age
of six get a sharp dagger and learn quick that they aren’t to be
played with, especially when they cut themselves.” Brooke
explained.

Tiffa didn’t personally like children
with weapons as she had healed and lost so many children because of
them, but it wasn’t her place to judge another entire lifestyle.
She sighed before meeting the child’s gaze again. “So… my prayers
have been answered. I finally get a grandchild… sorry,
grandchildren.” Tiffa amended
before gesturing for Sean to get closer for a better
look.

“Hello, Grandmother.” Sean then turned
to Brooke as she cleared her throat pointedly before seeing his
sister with her hands on her hips. “Sorry, Tiffa Grandmother.” He corrected
himself.

Cillian watched his wife fall instantly in
love with the kids before asking “Cage, so how did you get my
daughter back from those Laqura bastards?” his tone dripped with
distain.

“May we do this inside, Father?” Meeka asked.
“I don’t want to endanger or expose my friends and loved ones until
they are safe.”

“What’s going on? Not safe? What trouble is
there here in Kote?” He asked, ready to go prepare the home guard
for a fight.

Meeka shook her head. “It’s nothing like
that, Father. The Utala do not like to be outside from the tribe
for long and being out in the open is dangerous. Since we’re
preparing to go…”

Brooke placed a hand over her mouth. “My
Love, though they are your parents, I will not allow them to know
our plans until our people are truly safe again. When we settle in
our new home you can tell them.”

“Do you mean Cage Island?” Cillian asked and
saw the tense reaction settle in on the tribal men and women. They
not only stiffened but the more silent and dangerous looking
warriors, by the way they carried themselves, gripped their lances
more tightly.

Very cautiously the priestess took her hands
away and settled a cold stare on Cillian and he realized she was
highly dangerous. “What do you know?”

“Do not be so angry, Young Lady. I simply
reasoned this to be a likely idea. A man in my position needs not
only information, but also a gut instinct to piece things together.
Before the old man, Metak, arrived in town and told me how Meeka
was taken and that you and Cage were going to free her, I was
visited weeks earlier by a royal envoy of King Tate explaining how
my daughter and Cage saved him from being assassinated and wanting
to know all I knew of you.” He glanced to Cage before returning to
the stone-faced woman. “I wouldn’t have believed he struck the king
and fought General Kurk after dealing with the assassination, but
dealing with him those few days gave little doubt to the accounts.
I also learned from the envoy that the forbidden island off the
coast had a new name now, Cage Island. Then your elder came weeks
later to tell me what happened and how Cage became your chief.

“Though I didn’t know any tribe’s by name, in
my time as a Vlaran soldier I heard of the Tribal Plains and the
fierce people who live there. The tribes never run away so I asked
myself why your people were here, had Cage as a chief and were near
an island obviously named after him. I don’t believe in coincidence
so the only solution was that you were here to go to the island. I
asked where you were all staying, but Metak didn’t say. I still
found out regardless. If the Utala are going to be Kote’s neighbors
then what choice did I have? Pretend half naked men and women
didn’t exist? No, I think we’ll need each other, especially since
my daughter is linked to my wife and I and you… though I’m still
trying to process all this.” Cillian rubbed his throbbing
temples.

“Do not tell anyone! I will not have my tribe
endangered.” Brooke stated.

“I haven’t said a word and don’t plan on it
until you, or whoever you send as a representative wants me to tell
the town. Only I and two on the town council know where your people
are located in the forest and we don’t care. That whole area is
dangerous to hunt.”

The five warriors laughed. Zanza then said
“Not for us! I slit a deer’s throat with my knife a week ago by
stalking up on it. Hunting buffalo is much harder and dangerous
than anything we’ve found where we are staying. Life in the forest
is effortless compared to what we are accustomed with.”

Cillian shrugged. “Ah… Brooke is it?” She
nodded. “You have my word as Meeka’s father that your location is
held secretly until you are ready. If there is anything you need,
let me know. Especially since you helped save my little girl and
are so attached to her.”

“Very well, but we won’t need anyth…”

“Actually I need to borrow some tools,
Cillian.” Cage spoke. “The tribe doesn’t have much metal so I’ll
need some axes and hammers.”

“Bring them back when you’re finished.” He
replied casually. “I see you dress like a mage now… and is Daku
what they call a Familiar?”

“I am.” Daku spoke for himself.

“As for the robe, it’s all I have to wear and
no, I don’t like it. The material is too constricting when I need
to fight. Do you think I can borrow some money and go get a fresh
set of clothes in town.”

“I’ll call it a trade if you can fix
something for me. I accidently broke my grandmother’s glass vase a
few days ago and as the last thing I have of hers…”

“Done, that will be a simple fix and I like
puzzles.”

“Good, for it shattered into a thousand
pieces.”

“Let’s go inside, out of the grass.” Tiffa
proposed.

The five warriors hurried inside to be sure
all was safe, Sassy didn’t even growl at the strangers as she
cowered from the sight of Daku. When Zanza said it was clear the
others walked towards Cillian’s home. A warrior stood at the front
and back doors while two stay near an open window, staring down the
wagon trail to the road leading in and out of Kote.

Before going inside Meeka asked “Mother, why
are there so many weeds in the healing herbs?”

Tiffa took her daughter’s hand. “I
haven’t had time to bring in a new healer to train yet and without
you to help all the time, the weeds grow as they always will. And I
expect to hear everything. Did
you do as I asked and learn more healing methods from
Cage?”

Meeka’s eyes twinkled. “I did actually. And
you were right, he knows a great many things… Did you try any of
his advice?”

“I did and let me say that it worked better
than I imagined.” She turned to Cage. “I tried to make that potion
you wrote down and a boy broke his leg two months ago. His pain was
great till he drank it and didn’t feel anything for an entire day.
Many healers have also come for the miracle potion and I shared the
ingredients along with a few other of your ideas, just as you told
me to do and it did happen.” Tiffa’s blue eyes widened again. “Oh,
and when we had guests they truly loved the Pizza I prepared. Even
when Lord Kallerian visited he wanted to learn the recipe, but I
didn’t tell him. I think you should sell the ideas of your homeland
for money, it would quickly make you wealthy.”

“I could care less about money. If people are
willing to learn or try new ideas I say let it be free.” He
responded.

“Lord Kallerian…” Meeka asked as she sat down
at the table. “What did he say when he came by?”

Cillian finally burst out laughing, relieving
all the tension he had built up ever since his child left. “My old
friend said how you tricked him into taking you to the Summer Ball.
I’m proud of you Meeka. That man finally got used by a woman and
got what she intended. I never believed it possible to manipulate
that old strategist, but you must take after me more than I ever
imagined. You get your mother’s looks and my mind. I sw…”

“Are you inferring I’m not
as smart?” Tiffa asked with a raised
golden eyebrow while tucking a few loose strands of blonde hair
behind an ear.

Wisely, Cillian smiled before saying
“Of course, Tiffa. No sane woman would have ever married me.”

That got those at the table truly
laughing.

Tiffa also laughed lightly, conceding at
that. Then she stopped as Daku came in much smaller to sit on
Cage’s shoulder. She then distracted herself by saying “Meeka, he
also brought over that pretty dress he said you asked him to send
home. I found it beautiful and folded it the chest, in your
room.”

“Good, I really liked that dress.”

“Will you show me later, Love?” Brooke
asked.

“Oh yes, I’d love to. I’ll also take more
clothes since winter’s coming. I can probably help some sisters who
need the clothes who are near my size.” Meeka thought up
quickly.

“Now with all that taken care of,” Cillian
started at the head of the table. “Can I ask how long you’ll be
staying?”

Daku spoke up. “Three days. Cage and I must
leave by no later than noon, but I will return in the evening to
retrieve the others. Tomorrow we must wait in Kote itself for his
teacher. The day after, we will leave and settle the new nests.
When we shall return, I know not.”

Cillian then stood, left the room and hurried
back with a metal bucket. He sat it down before Cage who saw it was
the remnants of the vase. “Since your time is so valuable and we
made a deal, hurry and let my daughter tell us everything.”

“Gladly, I’m tired of constantly retelling
the story.” He picked up the bucket. “Kids, do you want to help or
listen to the story?”

Sean stood, but Rena obviously wanted to
listen to it again so he took Sean outside on the porch and dumped
the glass on the table outside. Together Cage, Sean and Daku began
the tedious and remarkably calming task of piecing the vase back
together. When one found a matching piece, Cage sent his magic to
seamlessly repair the crack with a gentle green glow.

Sassy stayed hidden beneath the table, even
with Daku outside.

While they worked they heard the room gasp
from time to time as Meeka first told about the Wyrm encounter.
Just after explaining how Cage made a deal for Cage Island with the
king of Vlara, Tiffa came out and offered berries, sausage, eggs
and biscuits. The food was wonderful and the vase was coming
together rather well.

After another hour there came a shout from
inside as riders were spotted coming and it was the home guard
leader Ren and his sons. The old soldier still didn’t talk much,
but he seemed genuinely pleased Meeka had returned home safely.
Cillian had to cancel going hunting and trapping, but let the men
use his traps. Ren understood, but couldn’t stay. Ren also gave
Cage a profound handshake and said he was glad he had saved her
from an unjust fate. They left within an hour as Cage returned to
the puzzle of glass. Inside the house the story deepened as Meeka
recounted her time in the Laqura Empire. Brooke explained their
part in her rescue and what it took to save everyone. Cillian and
Tiffa sat mostly in silence as the story grew, but knew enough that
nothing was a lie or came close. It was a firsthand experience.
Eventually Cillian and Tiffa could understand how their daughter,
the priestess of the Utala and Cage could be together and found
peace in that they were all inseparable.

The only subject left unsaid was Cage’s
warlock heritage and his being born on another world.

 


Morning passed quickly and as noon arrived
the once shattered vase had come together again. The larger pieces
were easily repaired, but many of the shards were far too tedious
to be fitted. Those shards were crushed into a dark blue powder and
worked into the missing places and melted into the vase. When it
seemed complete Cage used his magic to sense the object for any
faults and found several, but the errors were corrected. In all,
the expended magic barely made Cage yawn as he lifted the vase to
say “Good job, Sean. Daku and I wouldn’t have finished so quickly
if not for your help. Can you get the door?”

“Sure, Dad.” Sean stood from the chair and
opened the door.

“… and the mages were trying to find
how my curse works by making me kiss all manner of animals. The
only time I was allowed to rest was at night. Then Cage showed up…”
Meeka’s eyes shifted to the door opening. “and interrupted their
routine.”

Cage smiled and sat the large blue glass vase
heavily on the lacquered table. He said “All done.”

“My word…” Cillian stood. “It looks better
than before. Thank you, Cage.”

“No problem. Sean and Daku helped a lot…
Well, we need to be heading out in a few minutes. Is there anything
you all need?”

Cillian held up a hand to leave the room
while the others said all is well and the warriors had the
situation under control. The mayor of Kote returned to hold out a
hand and showed four silver coins as payment for quality services.
Cage accepted the coin and pocketed them in the robe while looking
to his right shoulder and seeing Daku ready.

Outside, Cage walked out to the barn where
the two horses were stabled. Cage found a sack and used it to hold
several hammers, axes and hand saws. When the sack was full and
heavy, Daku grew enough to carry only his partner and took to the
sky. Before the house disappeared from sight, the two of them saw
Tiffa and Cillian staring with jaws agape while they flew off.

 


“I’ll drop you off by the beach. Have the
tribe understand what you will be doing and where they can help
while I go retrieve the felled trees.” Daku said.

The sight of the ocean already came as the
griffin glided down. A dozen pointing individuals brought more out
from the trees as the Utala saw the return of their chief. Daku
landed carefully and waited till Cage dropped down before flying to
where he saw the trees that were cut and awaiting his strength to
move.

Cage sat the heavy sack down as a quarter of
the tribe approached. They asked what they could do and he began
passing out the tools while explaining what he needed to be done.
Until the trees arrived though, Cage knew he needed rest.

A half hour passed as there came a heavy
stomp along with the snapping of branches as something gigantic
made its way to the beach. The tribe around their chief all stood
ready as Daku arrived, standing twenty feet tall at the shoulder as
he carried a whole, mature oak tree on his back with much of the
greenery cut. Muscles straining, Daku pushed his way out of the
forest, leaving a clear sign of his passing. Behind followed six
hunters carrying simple axes used to cut down said tree. With the
area clear of obstacles and not in danger of being washed out to
sea, Daku tilted his massive frame and allowed the oak tree to drop
unceremoniously on the sandy ground.

“I must rest.” Daku’s voice reverberated
tiredly as he laid down. His eyes closed while he breathed deeply.
Much of his white coat was covered in sticks, mud and leaves.

“Only you could have gotten the tree here so
quickly.” Cage said. “You’ve earned your rest.”

Daku’s shield size eye opened to say “I just
require a few minutes. The humans have cut three great trees like
that one and are working on the others.”

“I know. I sent the axes Cillian let me
borrow to go help.” Cage then turned to study the large tree. “Now
it is time I got to work.”

The aged oak looked to be prime for
harvesting and had seen more years than any non-mage had lived.

Its rough bark and firmness would be ideal
for long term use.

Cage stood by as the trunk alone was as
tall as his ribs. How to cut it
best? He debated internally. He had never made a boat
before, just rafts so he had to think more. So the tree had been
cut as low to the base as possible. Cage noted the thought. The
bark would have to go, but that could wait. He studied the most
optimum way to harvest the tree and not leave much
waste.

Finalizing his thoughts, he mentally pictured
the circular shape of a saw with edges to bite and chew through the
wood with a razor’s sharpness. Thinking of the object by how he
made his swords, Cage extended his fingers and let the mental image
guide the magic. A green rotary disc with a six foot long blade
appeared before his hand. Cage then jumped on top of the sturdy
tree and turned to align his magically conjured cutter down the
middle of the tree. When he guessed the center he put a tremendous
spin on the blade. It didn’t have the usual deafening roar of a gas
powered machine, but it was far from quiet. A powerful whoosh and
buzzing came from the creation and it didn’t hurt the ear. Cage
felt the winds caused by the spin to realize the moment he began
cutting that he’d be pelted with debris and crafted a shield to
prevent wood and sand from hitting.

His outstretched fingers were two inches from
the extreme spinning blade. He then lowered his arm and the moment
the cutting blade bit into the tree he felt a sudden drop in not
only rotation but also in what it would take to cut through. Cage
pumped more mana into the disc and watched as the blade sliced down
the wood till it reached bottom. He took a step back as he pulled
on the blade sawing the tree in half. White smoke from the cutting
showed the friction created a lot of heat.

About halfway through he needed a break as he
started getting lightheaded, but if he stopped, the cut could be
uneven so he pulled on the spare mana in a diamond to quickly
replenish and finish the task. The cut returned to its former
speed.

When Cage reached the upper branches he
stepped down.

The disc continued halving the tree till an
unmistakable cracking from wood sounded. He cut through and sat
down to take a breather.

“Chief, would you like us to cut these limbs
so it can roll apart?” Someone asked.

“Yes, but be careful. That tree weighs a
couple tons so when it starts to roll, move away quickly before
getting crushed.” He replied and heard the sounds of handsaws at
work.

Cage sat with his head in his hands to
recover from the exhausting work. He heard Daku get up and leave
without looking up. Several minutes later the spots began to
disappear and he watched the men and women cutting the limbs off
while children pulled the pieces away to be used for a fire. The
linger ones were saved to later be used for paddles. A cracking
resounded and the sawing abruptly stopped as the men and women
moved safely away.

The tree, without support, fell apart down
the middle relatively equally.

Circular scorch marks stood out on the new
flat surface. Cage stood and absorbed more of his mana since he had
a fair amount to expend on the tasks. The tribe also sat to rest
under the direct sunlight and remained silent as their chief worked
ideas on what to do next.

As Daku returned with a second oak he found
Cage standing on the flat top of the halved tree. He shrugged off
another heavy tree and watched as a Cage suddenly knelt.

Cage created a thin thread of hot orange fire
completely focused and under control. He manipulated the fire as if
it were a wire and made it sink into the wood as it created the
rough shape he desired the interior of the canoe to take on. White
smoke rose from the fire attached to his index fingers. He cut out
the shape and had help from Daku to roll the half-tree to the side
as the center fell out in one long, heavy piece. Cage then could
see that the cavity was perfect like the piece he cut out. “Those
with hammers, get the wooden stakes I had you make and nail four of
those long limbs to the ballast I cut out. Remember to cross two
beams in the center.” The women with hammers went to work, knowing
how to do it after he explained earlier. “And dump some water
inside to make sure the embers don’t start a fire.”

Meanwhile, Cage knew he could no longer use
easier methods as the tree he stood beside needed to be reshaped so
the proportions were perfect. After Megdline taught manipulation
magic, Cage made his ocarina perfect by binding the wood fibers
together. Turning a tree into a boat was just an extension of
that.

He sent magic into the felled tree and
mentally immersed himself in the entirety of it. The heavy oak
fibers were strong and didn’t want to move without a struggle. He
began spreading the tree out and it started to glow a faint green
as it slowly reshaped. With the trunk’s base being widest he had to
pull it forward. The front and back of the large canoe began to
narrow. He made ten bulges grow into seats since his calculations
would need no less than that per boat for twelve trees. The
remaining three trees would be different to bring the horses, dogs
and chickens across.

Three hours passed and finally the first
canoe was ready. He began cutting out another chunk from the second
half while the others hammered the side support to the canoe for
added stability. The first boat was then complete and ready.

Knowing better on what to do a second time,
he finished in two and a half hours.

By the time the sun settled down, Daku had
drug all fifteen large oak trees to the beach before saying. “I
will go get the others from Cillian’s nest. Cage, you need
rest.”

Not debating the exhaustion, Cage leaned down
in the cooling sand, watching Daku shrink some before taking to the
sky. He barely closed his eyes before hearing “Chief, a moment of
your time please.”

Cage sat up to find Elder Metak standing
several feet away. “What’s on your mind? … Oh, you can sit down. I
didn’t know you were working just as hard today.”

“I’m old, not dead.” The elder replied while
sitting comfortably. “I see you’ve made considerable progress. The
tribes along the ocean said that it takes weeks to make even a
proper fishing boat yet you made two in the course of an evening.”
The elder saw the chief not impressed with his attempt at gradually
reaching the reason why he needed to discuss something. Metak
sighed and spoke clearly. “Never before have the Utala had a chief
like you. Even when I led our people in my prime, they didn’t hold
nearly the amount of respect you earned last night by bringing our
people home. We are all proud to have you as a brother and want you
to continue doing as you have, but last night was not easy for our
laws when you told us that not only you, but the priestess and
Meeka will be long lived so long as there aren’t any accidents.
Little Brooke obviously explained our laws that once fifty years
have passed that none of you will be allowed to lead. You may
become protectors with limited influence, but if the tribe decides
to expel you…”

“Metak,” Cage spoke softly. “That’s fifty
years from now and when that day comes you’ll be a spirit. I will
still keep my island and if we are expelled the tribe will simply
have to leave. Who knows how things might turn out that far away.
Honestly, I’ll be surprised to live so long. The way I love a good
fight will likely end me one day, but if I do make it to such an
age I hope to be the same person. Nevertheless, even if I’m
expelled I’ll still watch over my people regardless. Ever since
Meeka and Brooke came into my life I’ve made more bonds than I ever
imagined. Even if I weren’t chief I would still keep doing my best
for the tribe. They all see how hard I work and in turn, they help
me. Look at how even the children are helping to scrape off the
bark. We are working together, I’ll not ruin all the faith they’ve
put on me.”

“This eases an old man’s mind… I’ll have food
brought over. Rest, Chief.”

 


Daku landed outside Cillian’s home as night
started claiming the sky. The warriors exited and climbed, but
before he took off with everyone Cillian had said “Meeka, we’ll
meet you in town tomorrow morning at the tavern.”

Meeka dropped a large cloth bag holding all
of her dresses and winter clothes to hug her parents. “See you
early in the morning.”

When everyone settled in, Daku took to the
sky and returned to the beach, guided easily by six large
fires.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


Early the next morning Daku landed in an
empty field just outside Kote’s view. Cage, his loves and three of
the Utala’s best spearmen accompanied them. Two were women, just
like much of the tribe since women far outnumbered men. Rena and
Sean wished to come, but they had to stay. Brooke said that Rena
needed to help immerse her new brother in the tribe and she
eventually relented. Daku eventually shrunk down to get carried by
is human partner.

Following the road, Cage and the others
proceeded pass farmhouses before the town came into view. The
buildings lined either side of the wide road and the simplicity and
quaintness gave a semblance of peace. Cage remembered the first
time taking this very road while being showed around by a naive
Meeka. It was these old western-like establishments that really
made him understand that he was no longer on the technologically
advanced Earth. Horses were the common mode of transportation, that
or using your two legs rather than cars.

“Thinking about the first time we met?” Meeka
asked while noticing his nostalgic expression. He turned to give
her a smile.

“Of course. After ridding myself of the
island, you were the second person I’d seen in months. That and how
you were my guide that night.” He admitted while noticing her long
blue dress again and how it moved.

Their open march into the town from the
southern road didn’t go unnoticed. Early shoppers and vendors were
preparing for another day. Some stood in a state of shock at their
arrival. None really bothered them till someone said from a
distance “Meeka?!”

The group turned to see a lovely woman
approach. Meeka blinked before recognizing who she was. “Jakie?
What happened to all your long hair?”

Jakie approached with hesitation while under
the cool stares of the half naked people with spears, knives and a
bow. The young woman in her prime of beauty touched her short hair.
“Oh, my new husband has a mill and for my own safety he wanted me
to cut it.”

“Husband? When did you get married?” Meeka
asked in surprise.

“Last month. He is a good man and he’s very
handsome.” Jakie looked at those before her. “Good morning, Cage.”
He replied in a kind, similar way. “I see you’ve returned to Kote.
Who are these new people? They look like those who came several
weeks ago.”

Meeka spoke instead. “These are my new
friends. And this” Meeka laced her fingers with her woman. “is
Brooke. Brooke is my… well she’s basically my wife and we’re wives
to Cage.”

Jakie blinked till the information fully
absorbed. “Odd. Did I just hear you say you married another
woman?”

“And Cage.”
Meeka admitted.

“I cannot say I understand, but you’ve never
seem to be like other women.”

“And just what kind of woman are you
referring to?” Brooke asked coldly. She remembered everything Meeka
ever said about what it was like growing up.

Jakie backpedaled her words. “Sorry, it’s
just I cannot understand how women can like women in such a way…
Wait!” Her eyes widened as she looked between her once hated person
and a fiercely beautiful woman. “Does that mean you are also
unaffected to her curse?” Brooke nodded smugly. “Does that mean,
Meeka, that your curse is gone?”

“No, my curse will likely forever be part of
me and it is still beyond dangerous. Brooke and Cage were meant to
be the only ones destined for me. Besides, I found a whole group of
people who accept me. See the beads in my hair, it marks me as one
of them.” She displayed them by turning her head. “Hopefully we can
talk more later, Jakie. I need to go meet by parents at Big Tim’s
tavern.”

“Right, I need to finish buying supplies. I
hope to hear what you’ve been doing since you left. It must be one
long story.”

Meeka grinned, but the smile didn’t reach her
eyes. “You have no idea.”

Jakie separated and the group continued on
ahead.

“You all go on. I need to stop in and
purchase some clothes. I’ll meet you shortly.” Cage said and angled
at Kote’s only clothing store beside Jom’s chandler’s business. As
he lightly stepped onto the walkway he noticed Meeka leading the
group ahead. Daku remained quiet while taking everything in.

Cage opened the door to find only one person
behind the table sewing together fabric by hand. He knew the older
woman and as she looked up he said “Good morning, Millie.”

The woman broke into a smile. “Back in town
are we, Cage? It isn’t often I get a man of your stature in here.
More so looking as a mage ought. So what brings you here?”

“I’m in need of proper clothes. These robes
are too excessive for my tastes and they don’t offer the
flexibility I require. Mind if I browse?”

“Go right ahead. You know where your size is.
I haven’t rearranged my store.”

He walked over and began sifting through
clothes. He guessed how much it would cost and retrieved three sets
for himself, all were pants of dark brown or blue with similar
shirts, one short sleeved with two long. Cage also found fifteen
more sets he could give to the other average size men in the tribe
to help lift the burden of clothes making for winter.

Cage brought the items to the table and
Millie didn’t ask questions, even after realizing not all were his
size. Then Daku jumped on the counter and the seamstress laughed
“How adorable!” before picking up the palm size Daku before he
realized her intentions. Cage couldn’t completely suppress a laugh
and failed to hide it in a cough. Daku glared at him, but didn’t
say a word. Millie asked “What kind of creature is this? I’ve never
seen its like before.”

“Few have.” Daku rumbled and the woman
squeaked when she realized who spoke. She then apologized while
setting him down.

“That will be three silver and two copper.”
Millie said to change the topic from her embarrassment.

Four silver coins were exchanged for the
clothes and eight copper coins were returned. Cage stuffed the
coins in the leather pouch and removed a leather belt from his robe
pocket. He retrieved a pair of dark brown pants and a blue shirt to
put on in a little dressing room.

By the time he exited he felt much better
equipped to move about without the robe containing him. The pants
were better for many reasons, especially when the need to kick is
required. Robes were too cumbersome. Cage took his empty backpack
and stuffed it with all his newly acquired purchases. “Later,
Millie.” Cage said as he walked out the front door with his trusty
pack on his shoulder.

From the growing number of townspeople
turning in his direction, Cage realized word had spread quickly
throughout Kote of their return. Some called out warmly or greeted
with a wave and Cage returned the welcoming gestures.

One of the female warriors, a middle age
woman, nodded to her chieftain as he climbed onto the few steps
leading to the tavern. Inside were only a handful of usual patrons
all looking over at one large table where Brooke and the others sat
with Cillian and Tiffa. Meeka’s parents were actively speaking with
bowls of steaming stew on the table. It seemed that everyone had
their own bowl.

The aroma alone made Cage’s stomach cramp. He
walked over to the table to drop off his bulging pack, gave a quick
“Morning, you two.” and then ambled up to the counter where the
proprietor gave a warm welcome. “Hey, Big Tim!”

“You’re looking well, Mage. I see you brought
back little Meeka and a bunch of other exotic looking women to
boot. What can I get for you?” Big Tim asked.

“Some of that amazing vegetable stew I had
last time and some hot biscuits with butter.”

“You got it!” Big Tim replied before stepping
back from the bar table and through the door. Cage placed four
copper on the table to pay for the large bowl brought out on a tray
with three biscuits already buttered to perfection.

Cage accepted the tray and sat down between
Cillian and Brooke as they left a chair just for him. Before taking
even a single bite Cage sent a spell to search for any poisons and
since nothing turned black to positively identify deceit, he dug in
with gusto. The glass of water was also cleaned till it tasted
delicious. The bacteria and contaminants gathered in a tiny blob of
stink and he hid it in a cloth. He listened to Cillian tell what
had happened since they left which wasn’t really all that much.
Cillian even thanked Cage for repairing the old vase yesterday and
was told where the money was spent and pointed to the pack.

“Oh I almost forgot…” Cillian said when there
came a lull in the conversation to reach below the table and pulled
a knife. He froze as two spears seemed to magically level at him
when the warriors saw the weapon. “Easy you two.” The mayor said
when the tips didn’t move further. He turned the blade so the
dangerous end pointed to himself. “It’s Meeka’s knife. I’m giving
it back before she runs off again.”

“It’s alright.” Brooke said. The spears
pulled back.

“Sorry, Father. And thank you.” Meeka said
and took her knife back, glad to hold the life saving object. Its
comfortable handle gave her reassurance. She knew that without a
sheathe it would need to be carried because her borrowed shoes
couldn’t hold it either.

Cillian chuckled. “Don’t be sorry. I might
not have been ready, but the two of you” He pointedly met the two
warriors stares. “just proved my daughter is in good hands. Good
for you.”

“You must be a warrior.” The man said while
leaning his lance against the table.

“I was before Meeka was born. I served a few
years in the military before becoming mayor of Kote.” Cillian
admitted.

“Once a warrior, always a warrior… until you
die and join the spirits.” The man said.

“Can’t dispute that, I guess.” Cillian
chuckled. Beneath the table his grip on his own knife handle
slacked as he put his foot down. The steady gaze of Cage told him
that he was the only one to notice the slight movement.

Just as Cage popped the last piece of biscuit
in his mouth there came a sudden tingling that gained his
attention. He grabbed his glass and drained the water. “Alright, I
think Granny is here. I just sensed magic.”

“Chief!” came the voice of the woman warrior
outside as she entered. “A woman with a large cat appeared after a
light winked out.”

Cage grabbed his pack while standing with the
others who also finished their meal. The others stood and
followed.

Outside, standing in the middle of the dirt
street stood Megdline and Frill. The two were scanning the area for
their students. Megdline stood out in her bright yellow robe with
her staff clutched in hand. Many of the townspeople gawked openly
at her arrival. The search ended as they heard “Granny, over
here!”

Frill and his partner spun around to find
Cage exiting a tavern with a moderate group following. On his
shoulder sat Daku and clutched in a hand was a pack filled to near
overflowing. Megdline walked ahead, fully aware her arrival would
be spoken of for some time in the small town. “Good, I see you
safely made it! And you’ve found your people. Any problem’s I need
to be aware of?”

“Nah.” Cage said. “The only thing that didn’t
go according to plan was some Vlaran sailors had to be kicked off
my island. No one was seriously hurt. Other than that the plan is
going smoothly. How’d it go on your end.”

Megdline smiled brightly. “You’ll be
glad to hear that the First Council has unanimously agreed
to not have you
killed!”

“What’s this?” Cillian asked suddenly, not
understanding the situation. “What council even thought to have you
killed, Cage? What have you done?”

Megdline looked to the well dressed man with
a powerful frame and said “You must be Cillian, Meeka’s father and
mayor of Kote I presume?” She really didn’t have to ask as she saw
enough of his features in the girl along with the mixture of the
beautiful woman at his side who appeared to be an older version of
Meeka.

“I am… Sorry for being rude. My daughter said
your name is Megdline correct?”

“Correct. I do not wish to be rude, but this
matter doesn’t concern you. I must speak to Cage, Meeka and Brooke
alone if you don’t mind.” Megdline said in a way that wouldn’t seem
rude.

“It’s alright, Granny. In a way, he’s family
since Meeka’s my mate. She might even accidently let it slip one
day and it wouldn’t be good to distance myself from him since my
people will likely be trading with Kote pretty soon.” Cage
stated.

“Are you sure about this?” Megdline
asked.

“If they aren’t in danger anymore I don’t see
why not.”

Daku suddenly jumped down and grew to the
Meemthia’s approximate size. “Frill, why they talk how about we go
hunt for mice.”

Frill smiled with his sharp teeth and meowed
“Good idea. I haven’t eaten in awhile. Is there a granary nearby?
Those places always have the fattest rats to eat.”

“Follow me.” Daku said and took off like a
white flash down the street with Frill keeping pace.

“Perhaps we should sit down.” Megdline
requested and Cillian offered the meeting room of his office. “That
would be wonderful.”

 


It didn’t take long for Cillian to open the
front door and see his faithful assistant. “Good morning,
Kitty.”

The older woman replied “Hello, Mayor. I
didn’t expect to see you here so early with Meek… Oh, you bring
guests. Hello everyone.” She said and noticed Cage first and
couldn’t help remembering her first encounter when he arrived that
first night. Her wrinkled cheeks reddened as his physique looked
more impressive. She could not bring herself to understand who all
those following behind the mayor were, but she asked “Should I
bring refreshments.”

A woman in bright yellow robes said “That
would be kind, but we’ll not be staying that long. It will be a
quick meeting.”

Cillian opened the double doors across from
Kitty’s desk which revealed a meeting room. He shut it when
everyone, including the warriors, entered.

Just to be sure the conversation wasn’t
overheard, Megdline wove a spell around the room which scrambled
words incoherently. It was much easier than completely blocking
words. She sat with everyone except the attentive warriors who took
up strategic places to defend should there be an attack. She sighed
before turning to her student “Cage, you have no idea how glad I
was when Twilight’s First Council voted to end their relentless
observation to finally decide whether or not to kill you.

“After I left you all, I did as I said
and returned to Twilight. My husband found me and didn’t say a word
or indicate that the council had made a decision not a day prior.
He took Frill and myself directly to the assembly hall, before all
the convened counselors to tell me that they will not use their
power to eliminate you for several reasons. The largest asset in
your defense is because of Daku. His presence in your life makes
the greatest benefit to your well being and continued survival. The
dragons, when the southern glacial colony got word to those in the
Blind Mountain colony, that Daku disappeared and his castle was
destroyed, they feared the worst. When they did eventually find him
following you they banned the council from attacking unless
indisputable proof was given to them detailing you as a worldly
threat. At the time though, they didn’t explain themselves or of
Daku’s presence. They wanted to follow you with intrigue. Without
irrefutable proof of you endangering Raliea or a large population,
the dragons would intervene because Daku must remain protected and through him,
you. The Magical Council knows that
the dragons wouldn’t interfere in human affairs unless there was a
great reason, primarily not allowing true extinction of any one
species, even if there is little to no hope of said species ever
rising in population in the future.

“I did not know this at the time because it
all happened after I set off to become your teacher. It was also
the dragons who proposed that none influence our path when we went
after the missing Utala and Meeka. It was for that reason that we
didn’t hear anything in those weeks. They didn’t want to cause a
distraction or get us killed. Not only did the council watch you,
but since they placed the spell so that only Twilight’s council
could observe, a dragon elder also watched over you, one old enough
to remember warlocks well.

“It was frightening that a warlock and
griffin were paired again after ten thousand years, but after our
relentless pursuit to recover those wrongly taken, it was deemed
that our actions were justified. The dragon also seemed to believe
you would be less a threat since you weren’t born with magic and
had time to grow to maturity without being influenced by magic the
way your ancestors were. Being alone also contributes to less
hostility from those with power. One man alone is less likely to
cause the trouble which first got warlocks Jumped to Earth.

“Even destroying Bepop actually helped your
case. Killing all those Laqura mages gave Twilight’s own residents
hope because our power is significantly less than the empire’s in
recent years. We’ve barely been able to keep them at bay all these
centuries. The battle mages I spoke with back home especially
seemed to respect you. My husband was worried and nearly Jumped to
Bepop when he saw us outnumbered, but when Daku got us out he said
he felt his presence wasn’t required.

“To further give you personal power, outside
of magic, was from both King Tate and Skylar who sent reports
detailing their interactions with you, even openly sharing that you
are the one the Great Prophet spoke of before coming to tell Meeka
and Brooke theirs and bestowing magic on each. There is so much
happening around you, Cage, that even I cannot comprehend
everything.

“Eventually what made those frightened
council members, who wanted to have you killed immediately,
reconsider their actions is by how you act. Yes, you cannot stop
fighting because of your nature, but when the innocent and those
close to you are in danger, you step in and personally deal with
the situation.

“You don’t kill needlessly though you
honestly don’t feel any remorse for those who do die by your hand.
That part of your personality really hit a few nerves, making some
believe you are callus. To ease the worries, the council had to be
reminded that spirits call you Lord Death. For whatever reason that
is, is unclear. No spirit summoned will even hint at why you are
called such, even though all seem to have some knowledge of who you
are.

“And as your teacher, I showed the
council that although your power is great, you do not use it to
subjugate others. With their worry dwindling they began to realize
what you can do for them…” Cage went to open his mouth, but she
raised a hand to forestall the interruption. “I know Cage, but they
already realize you won’t be part of them. You’re too independent
and smart to play into their political games. You are to do
as you will from hence forth.
You, My Friend, don’t have to
do a thing they ask if you do not want to. Especially since one of
the councilors told me that currently your power has grown so much
that only sixteen first class sorcerers are more powerful than
yourself currently. And if your growth is any indication, in three
months that number will be reduced to eleven and in a year you will
likely be the most powerful mage in all of Vlara and
Emroc.

“Your strength will rival dragons. Even
dragons said as much. You would not have been bound to the white
king otherwise.” Silence lasted for a few moments while Megdline
took a few breaths. “My husband wants me to also tell you that he
wants to meet you personally in the next few months and extend an
open invitation to Twilight. The dragons also wish to meet you. It
isn’t some ceremonial or political reason they want to speak upon.
Mostly, they wish to know what you are like and how it was to live
on Earth, without mana. You’ve sparked interests and imaginations,
mine included… and yes, I reminded that there are many things you
won’t talk about for the safety and stability of Raliea. They know
from my reports that Earth’s technology is slowly killing the
planet and will value your need to keep certain information as such
so that the mistakes aren’t repeated here.

“With all I’ve said, it is clear you
value life and
that is what Twilight stands for. You
don’t actively go to kill anything. Because of this, Twilight will
not interfere in your affairs and will remove the spells constantly
watching the moment I give the command on your island. You will not
yet be allowed into Twilight until my husband brings an invitation.
But Twilight’s citizens are still prohibited from visiting because
of curiosity. Anyone caught magically breaking the ban anywhere
near your island will be severely reprimanded.”

“Good to hear.” Cage commented when it looked
like she finished. “If that spell is going to be removed I’ll need
to find a way to block people from seeing me. I’ve royally pissed
off the Laqura Empire and they’ll be out for blood. If I cannot
figure out something soon there will be a shitload of angry mages
who’ll try to take me out. I cannot even use the sight mirror on
myself to experiment.”

“Not to worry.” Megdline said. “I know the
spell well and it must be said aloud because it is long and
complex. You’ll likely need extra gems or crystal since it wouldn’t
be wise to link the spell to your hands. The amount required to
maintain such a spell indefinitely would be too difficult.”

“I have a bunch of shards.” He admitted.

“So long as there are no less than fifty the
size of a pea, the spell will work.”

“Then we are good to go.” Cage smiled and
sighed, glad to have one giant monkey off his back. Hearing the
council had made up their damn mind was relaxing, but not so much
that it could all be a rouse. Cage knew the council could say one
thing and make Megdline believe it, but he’d need more time to
prepare if they all chose to attack. The only thing working at the
moment is Megdline came alone and not with an army. That is certain
and if the council kept their word it would be a great ally should
they be needed. The only ones he truly trusted is Daku, Meeka and
Brooke. And he would do anything to keep them safe.

“So Cage, how are you progressing by growing
food?” Megdline wondered.

“I can grow four of the same plants
simultaneously and keep the taste delicious, but when I do two
different plants like tomatoes and squash I have issues regulating
them and the flavor is revolting.” He admitted.

“Then you are progressing nicely. Are the
flavors that succeeded have a mildly sweeter taste with your
intervention in their growth?”

“Now that you mention it. The sweet corn was
delightful.” Brooke said.

“Hold on a damn moment!” Cillian suddenly
burst out. He heard everything and didn’t understand maybe half.
“How can you so easily shrug off the fact that the Magical Council
of Twilight wanted to kill you?” He asked Cage. “I’ve never heard
of them willing to commit murder for one man. What did you do to
upset them to such an extent? What is this being from another
world? I thought your homeland was small and hidden? Cage, what is
going on here?”

Tiffa laid a hand on his forearm. “Peace, My
Love.”

“Cillian,” Cage said. “I personally
didn’t do a thing to provoke the council. It is what I am and what
my ancestors did so long
ago that the council fears.” Cage then personally explained the
story told to him about what his forefathers had done. He even
showed the mark of a warlock and how it grows when he uses magic.
To prove a point, Cage conjured a compact orb of light, covered it
with a hand and made it so bright that the light passed through his
skin and revealed the bones beneath just like a strong flashlight
would do. The magic made his mark grow two more loops to explain
why he’s different. He explained how he cannot eat meat and why
he’s so dangerous because of his potential as an elite warlock. The
mayor sat in silent shock and knew he wasn’t being played a fool by
everyone’s clear expressions, especially his daughter, who didn’t
reveal anything. “I’ve been waiting on the council’s decision for
awhile and now that they say they won’t come after me, I don’t need
to fret. That is why I can talk so carefree about my lessons with
my teacher. Yes, I’m even more dangerous than I ever was on Earth,
but it didn’t change who I am. Now that others can see it more
clearly I won’t need to figure out how many scenarios I’d need to
kill those who seek to kill me.”

“But to be more powerful than first class
sorcerers, I find hard to believe.” Said Tiffa.

Megdline leaned forward slightly. “I’m a
second class sorceress and Cage’s power surpassed mine weeks ago.
Do not be fooled, he is someday going to singularly hold the power
of a good sized army. Though there is little known of elite
warlocks, he will be the best ally or enemy our lands will ever
know.”

Her statement squashed any further
debate.

Then Meeka suddenly brightened. “Megdline, I
have something to show you!” she then leaned over closer to her
mother and before the sorceress could react, she kissed her
mother’s cheek.

Megdline stared openly while saying “But your
curse…”

Meeka held out her bracelet with the
triangular crystal. “Cage somehow gave me this and it blocks my
lips somewhat from triggering my curse.”

“That should be impossible!” Megdline
stated. “I also researched your curse all those years ago. The
sorcerer who saw you did everything possible to protect others from
your curse, even trying to place a barrier. As a baby your lips
passed through his strongest
barrier like air. The curse shouldn’t allow for anything to stop
your lips from touching the target… Your mother should be dead and
frozen by now.” She then stared hard at the gem and sent her magic.
For several silent minutes she worked out the wards to eventually
speak uncertainly “I do not understand… the ward does prevent your
lips from truly touching flesh, but to stop the
unstoppable…”

“Granny, the same could be said of my
drilling a hole in Skylar’s castle. Maybe my magic is
different.”

“No… I mean yes, your mana is strong, but my
mana and yours are similar, only different because of our bodies in
how much we produce and the speed at which we recover. That is what
I read.”

“But when you tasted my mana you said my
quality of mana is pure.”

“I did say that, but that was a simple test
to see how strong your potential is. We work spells exactly the
same way, Cage… We mold mana by our focus and intentions to work
spells. Since it takes a mind to create and cast magic the only
assumption I can hypothesize is your mind not only thinks
differently, but it can also cast spells unlike other mages. I will
have to discover how you can do what was thought impossible.” She
decided.

“Knock yourself out…” Cage saw the confusion
in his teacher’s expression after that statement. “I mean, do what
you need to. I’ll help in any way I can.”

The conversations ended several minutes later
when there came an odd scratching sound before the door opened
thanks to Kitty as Daku and Frill entered, looking very satisfied
from their hunt. “All done?” Frill asked.

“We are.” Megdline responded. To the others
she said “We have a lot of work ahead of us and sitting here isn’t
helping. Cillian, Tiffa, it was a pleasure meeting you. I expect
we’ll be seeing more of each other in the future.”

 


Sweat dripped off the tip of Sean’s nose as
he shaved off the last piece of bark from the tree and as he
stretched his cramped lower back from hunching a flash of white
caught his eye. He looked up and called over his shoulder. “Rena,
Dad and the others are back.”

His declaration had everyone stop what they
were doing and look up to find Daku’s unique form descending from
the north. Rena came over to get a better view of those returning.
Daku blew the topmost level of fine sand from great wings flapping
to slow and ease the landing. He knelt as those he carried wanted
to exit.

All of the tribe ceased activity when they
got their first glimpse of the magic woman spoken so highly of.
Sean went to go greet Megdline till Rena grabbed his arm and shook
her head. “No Sean. We are not allowed to approach.”

“Why not?” He asked and noticed all the other
children either heading to the safety of the trees or hiding behind
the soon to be made boats. “Is there something I don’t know?”

“Sean,” Rena explained. “we children cannot
be endangered when someone not of our tribe comes. Mother, said in
the past that other tribes who come to speak used to kill children
so we couldn’t grow to defend our tribe. Even one adult is enough
to make our parents make us hide. We are not allowed to get
anywhere near the visitor if they are not Utala. Because it is
clear she is a magic woman, we won’t be able to get close without
the elders approval, even if you know her and she helped bring our
people home.”

“That’s stupid. I’m going to say hello.” Rena
balked as he walked around the tree. Before he took another step an
arrow zipped and impacted the ground not a foot ahead. Fearfully,
Sean turned in the direction the arrow was fired from to see a thin
woman with a bow angrily pointing for him to get back behind the
tree. He never expected to be warned in such a way, but it was
clear that his intentions wouldn’t be tolerated, even to friends.
He quickly ran back around to stand beside his new sister with a
slight shake of fear.

Rena placed a hand on his shoulder for
reassurance.

Sean eventually recovered enough to see
nearly every adult crowded around Megdline, Frill and his parents.
The elders seemed to sit down to speak with the sorceress,
periodically they could hear their dad and mothers voices over the
constant wind. The other adults who surrounded constantly clutched
a weapon, never relaxing. It made Sean wonder just how hard it was
to live if such precautions were taken for a friend. What would it
be like for an enemy?

An hour passed before the adults began to
disperse. As Sean noticed this, the other children who were in
hiding began to reappear from the forest. “Can we go now?” He asked
Rena.

“Yes, we may go.”

Sean stood and made his way over to find his
parents and everyone else speaking to the seven elders. “… are
welcome to eat if you are hungry.” Elder Shania finished
saying.

“I’m not hungry quite yet.” Megdline
admitted. “Cage and I have a lot of work to do if we are going to
get your people across and ready by morning… Hello Sean.” She said
while turning her calm grey eyes down upon him. “And you must be
Rena.”

“Hello, Megdline.” Rena returned with a
curious smile.

“It is a pleasure to meet you in person,
Young Lady. We will get to know each other very soon, but there is
so much that needs doing.” Her grey eyes moved over them to find
the idea of how Cage wanted to make the boats easy enough to craft.
“Come Cage, we must get started.”

Cage greeted his kids with a quick rub on the
head before following his teacher. He showed her how he first cut
the tree long ways to create two nearly identical halves. Less than
half of the trees had been debarked so he showed her how he made a
saw disc to work it.

“Crude, but effective.” Megdline responded.
“Let me show you a less mana draining way.” She focused on one of
the shaved trees from standing at the base and Cage watched as a
golden thread appeared from the tip of her finger. “Cage, imagine a
thin string with the intention of separating the bonds which hold
the tree together. It is a form of manipulation which solely
unbinds the wood fibers from wherever the string touches.” The
golden thread magically grew in several feet per second as she
ordered it to go all the way across, curve and burrow its way
beneath the ground before reemerging near her feet. The thread made
a loop around the base of her thread and forefinger. Then she began
retracting the line without moving. The moment the string began to
bite into the wood there came a faint hiss as the thread pulled its
way through the length of the tree.

“So it is somewhat like I did when I cut off
the rudders of the ships when I designed the micron wires…” He
thought aloud.

“Yes and no.” Megdline replied. “Your wires
were designed to cut without giving way to the fact that you’d need
magic which could give away your intentions. What I’m doing is
simply separating the fibers so the cut will have less flaws and
not create splinters or debris from being thrown around. As a plus,
separating like this requires less mana and is easier to keep a
straight line since it cuts from one end to another without the
need to constantly reposition oneself.”

Cage gave it a try to find that his string
was black, but as she had explained, the cut was clean and far less
demanding than slicing through with a conjured giant saw-blade. The
tree then split down the middle in two halves. Instead of using the
fire string like before, he tried the new method to scoop out the
central piece. Daku still helped remove the heavy piece.

Megdline though, didn’t have an easier way of
molding the boats themselves. Since she was more accustomed to
manipulating wood, she finished two boats and even smoothed the
outside, where the bark had been scraped off, before Cage barely
finished one.

 


Morning and much of the afternoon passed
before Megdline and Cage had to rest after the constant use of
magic wore them down. They had finished shaping the boats and side
ballasts to perfection, at least for the humans who would use them
regularly. They watched as the tribe hammered all the pieces firmly
together and worked to bring every scrap of what the tribe owned to
the beach.

“Granny, before we craft the last four trees
into a barge, tell me what else happened in your time in Twilight.”
He asked while stroking Daku’s soft fur.

Megdline turned away from the constant buzz
of excited Utala. “My husband was very glad to have me back… I
cannot recall the last time I had ever seen him so relieved. He
told me how he nearly jeopardized everything when he saw me
wounded. Apparently the other council members had to ask him to
wait because the dragon, I know not who, seemed to understand what
Daku here was planning.” Daku raised his large, bull size head. “My
husband supposedly couldn’t speak when you saved us because the
dragons didn’t inform the council of your following of Cage. Some
of the council didn’t believe you still lived Daku.”

“I’m sure about it.” The griffin replied.
“After a few centuries, even long lived creatures tend to forget
what was without a reminder. For this reason, I stay hidden for so
very long.”

“And what a surprise it was from my husband’s
explanation of that day you came to save us.” She smiled. “He said
that the whole council was speechless for several minutes after
your timely arrival.

“After I was told of the decision to let you
live I actually laughed. I so feared what would happen should they
go down the other path because there would be too much needless
bloodshed. As a friend, I don’t know if I’d be able to actually
face you without holding back because of said friendship. When it
was clear you would be granted an uninterrupted livelihood and I
could continue to be your teacher, a great weight lifted off my
chest.

“I spent quality time with my love, telling
him of my experiences, even if he read every report I sent back to
the council. I visited some of my worried grandchildren and even a
few curious dragons came to ask me what it was like traveling with
a warlock, when they learned I arrived. Cage,” His black eyes
remained unwaveringly on her. “your presence, I will not understate
this, has gained much excitement in both man and dragon alike. Even
some of the most ancient beings want to truly meet a man not only
from a world void of mana, but also as the only living warlock to
exist. And many wish to speak to you too, Daku.”

“So I’ve become a celebrity without even
trying.” Cage sighed with great disappointment. “Great… now I’ll
know even less peace. I’m more used to blending in to avoid
attention because it will be harder to recognize me. With fame, it
will be much harder to get around.”

“Such is the price to be king of a flock.”
Daku said. “Before the Great Divide, when all warlocks and most of
the flocks were Jumped to Earth, I and the five other white kings
and two white queens were always the center of attention. There are
benefits and risks to everything. As leaders, Cage, we must be
looked to as hope or even enemies, should that be required of us.
We must be what is needed. Though it will be more difficult to go
unnoticed, it can also be said that others will listen our words
more readily than some unknown stranger. It was bound to happen to
you, even back before your ancestors were removed.

“As an elite warlock, your path would still
have placed you above others just as my colorings and power did for
me when the flocks were still around.”

Megdline then added. “Anyways, Cage, I know
you well enough to realize that if you put in effort that you can
be seen without being seen. Do you understand what I mean?”

Cage smiled and said “Want to see one of my
skills from Earth in action?”

“Why not.” Megdline responded.

Cage shrugged out of his shirt and pants and
began moving in an odd way to Megdline, Frill and Daku. He walked
straight, but still in an odd languid way before suddenly running
flat out. Each one of their jaws dropped as Cage wove through and
around people, staying just out of peripheral view or causing
others to believe that something was amiss. He moved around like a
ghost, weaving in and out of people so closely that if someone so
much as leaned a fraction in any unforeseen way that he would crash
into someone and cause an uproar. Only three members of the tribe
saw their chieftain speeding around and were confused by it. Then
the next moment he was gone as if by magic. Those few who saw,
blinked as if their minds were playing tricks.

“Where did he go?” Megdline asked a minute
later when she couldn’t find her student anywhere.

“Cool huh?” Cage said and startled Megdline,
Frill and Daku.

All three turned around to see him leaning
against a tree with a broad grin.

“How did you do that?” Daku asked in complete
surprise. “I didn’t even sense you using magic and few times have
my eyes failed me. I do not understand.”

“Neither do I.” Megdline affirmed for
herself.

“Did you see how I moved differently before
running?” All nodded to him. “I was using my body language to
subconsciously tell everyone that all is well and to relax. When I
saw my movements quickly put everyone at ease I needed to be free
of clothing so the fabric didn’t make even the most subtle noise to
alert and give away my position. I then ran in everyone’s blind
spots in such a way as to not raise suspicion. I had to control my
breathing even, so that nothing would make someone’s instincts warn
of my nearby presence. The strong breeze and soft sand also helped
dull my sound.”

“But how did you disappear?” Frill asked with
curious golden eyes. “We would have felt you using magic. And how
did you sneak up on us?”

Cage grinned. “I didn’t disappear. Though I’m
by far the tallest man here, your eyes saw what I wanted you to
see. I found one of the men heading to the trail Daku made when he
brought the trees in and I nearly perfectly matched how he walked.
Once in the trees I crept around to stand where I currently
am.”

“If I hadn’t seen it for myself I would swear
such a thing to be impossible without magic being involved.”
Megdline spoke. “I wish to learn how to do that. It could be useful
one day.”

“No problem, Granny, but to pull it off
successfully you’ll either need to get used to being naked or wear
clothing that doesn’t rub and make noise.”

“If I want to I can modify my robe to be form
fitting with but a word.”

Her statement made him curious. Cage asked to
see such a feat and watched as she stood and whispered a word under
her breath. Her pyramid of topaz twinkled as the robe began
writhing as if unseen hands pulled on the fabric. Cage had seen the
sides split magically before when she went to ride a horse, but he
watched as her robe transformed into a single piece bodysuit
without seams. Her every aspect was form fitted by the yellow
cloth. The only difference that stood out was two pockets hugging
either hip.

“Granny, after I master growing crops, you’ve
got to teach me how to make something like that.”

“If that is what you want, but I must admit I
thought you’d prefer to learn how to fly, Jump or learn storage
magic first.” She teased.

“Nuh uh.” He grunted. “Clothes that magically
tailor to different needs, that intrigues me more. I’ll have more
use with clothes for the moment. I’ll learn flying and Jumping
afterwards… will I have to make my own clothes.”

“Why of course, Dimwit. You have to learn how
to create from scratch for the clothes to properly function for you
alone. Making magical clothes are threaded differently than those
made by people without our gifts.” She then said another word and
the skintight clothes slacked before returning to the normal robe
form. “I have your word to learn that trick of running, but it will
wait for we need to make the last boat to hold all the animals
safely.”

Together they left the shade and proceeded to
the remaining trees yet to be altered. With the aid of the whole
tribe the trees were rolled together.

“You know how it needs to be done, Cage.”
Megdline said as she sat right next to him with crossed legs.
“We’ll do this together. We’ll first meld the trees flush together
before widening and flattening it. Remember that the weight of the
animals will be great so we’ll need to trap air inside in strategic
areas to keep it afloat. We’ll worry about the railing and pens
later.”

Cage closed his eyes and focused on sending
his magic into the felled trees and began the demanding task of
seamlessly binding the trees together. Megdline did the same on the
other side of the slowly forming barge. The difficulty involved
required intense concentration and a constant flow of mana. To keep
from getting exhausted Cage and Megdline’s gems glowed as they used
it to fortify themselves. The diamonds and large topaz gave power
back to the owner and the draining did little in Megdline’s gem
since she’s been storing for far longer than her apprentice. The
wood groaned as it was reworked and had any flaws removed.

Slowly the barge began to take shape like a
large, flat oval shell. Beneath ran three large blades that would
keep the barge from tilting and leaning. Long tubes of air were
trapped when the wood sealed over the holes so that the wood could
withstand greater weight. Slight curvature would funnel water to
the center and wash back should waves breach the barge’s side.

Hours passed and the barge’s shape and form
were finished as the two mages had to take a break and eat. Both
were irritable so few got up the nerve to speak. Even Brooke and
Meeka could only help by giving their man a backrub to relieve the
pent up tension. And one of the middle aged women also rubbed the
tension out of Megdline who groaned when skilled hands went to
work.

Feeling better after a meal and a relaxing
massage, Cage and Megdline went back to work to finish crafting the
pens out of limbs for chickens and a gated fence to hold the
horses.

Just before midnight Cage and Megdline
finished binding all the boats securely. The wooden nails used
earlier were woven into every fiber without a seam, almost as if
every boat had been grown specifically this way. Cage found his
diamonds nearly empty after using them so much so he slightly
increased the siphoning rate, but only enough to not be a
hindrance. He sensed the level in his teacher’s topaz and had to
shake his head, he couldn’t even tell she’d used even a drop of
mana with so much still contained.

Finished with what he set out to do, Cage
called it a night and fell asleep, exhausted in Brooke and Meeka’s
arms. Megdline was invited to rest with a small family still wide
awake to get some rest as they watched over everyone.

 


“Rise now, partner.” Daku brushed a large
knuckle against the side of his partner’s head.

Cage’s eyes opened from his ever usual
dreamless sleep to find Daku’s form much larger than he’d been
earlier. He’d slept so hard that neither Brooke nor Meeka were
laying beside him. A quick scan located Meeka’s beautiful mane of
blonde hair over by one of the boats as she helped Brooke and other
villagers to finish securing supplies to them. He found that most
of the village was excited to reach their new home and had already
stretched the leather walls of their teepees across the framework
as a platform which would hold all of their supplies and were
lashed down by rope and leather straps.

Judging by the dripping water from Daku’s
fur, he’d recently been in the water and seeing the barge floating
with all the animals tethered and secure made sense.

“Morning, Daaaku.” Cage yawned openly before
standing and shaking the beach sand from his hair. “You got the
barge in the water I see.”

The griffin’s deep voice carried though he
tried to talk calmly in the early dawn light. “Yes, the other
humans kept the animals from being too frightened and hurting
themselves while I pushed the floating tree into the water. It
floats well, better than I expected it to.”

“I can see. It will be more difficult to
maneuver, but it should hold well.”

A full bladder took priority in Cage’s mind
as he left the beach for the trees to relieve himself. He then had
to meander over to the nearby stream where he splashed cold water
on his face to wake completely and feel invigorated. When he looked
closer at his reflection to see he’s missed shaving for several
days and a stubby beard fought for control of his jaw line. He
conjured a mirror image of himself for better clarity along with a
three inch black knife created purely by magic. Unlike normal
knives or swords which are just as dangerous as the real things,
this blade’s only purpose is designed to cut hair only. No matter
how hard it’s pressed or used, it will cut only hair, leaving skin
unmarked. The short bristles of beard fell away as the magic knife
shaved his jaw smooth.

His fingers soon couldn’t feel any missed
sections, but he decided his hair had grown a little long. All
through his travels, it seemed men of this world preferred longer
hair unless they were soldiers, but Cage never liked his hair long
because it could become a hindrance in certain circumstances. The
knife went to work and the magic made the task much easier since he
could create a second mirror to see the back of his own head. Soon,
his hair was much shorter, but still long enough to comb with his
fingers.

A quick dip cleaned him and chilled to the
bone.

Cage returned to the beach a few minutes
later to approach the lead boat he’d be using for his family and a
smaller family with one young man of nineteen years, his three
women each around eighteen and four very young children he’d
fathered. “Anything I can do to help?” he asked the group.

“We’re almost done, Dad.” Sean said as his
head popped up from the mound of packs. Rena looked up beside him
to smile before tying down and putting a knot in a rope.

“My, don’t we look handsome.” Meeka said,
strutting over to run her fingers along his smooth jaw. “I was
beginning to think you were intentionally letting your hair
grow.”

“Nonsense.” Brooke laughed. “I would have
shaved him in his sleep soon if he didn’t take off the scruff. I
don’t like kissing him as much with a rough beard. It chafes my
thighs when you mouth my flower.”

“Noted.” Cage said.

“Mothers, were finished!” Rena said while
climbing down.

Brooke and Meeka turned to their children and
checked to make sure all is secure one last time. The children did
a good job.

“I need to go tell the elders and boat
captains the password real quick. By the looks of things, we’ll be
heading out shortly. Hey, Kiddo” Rena turned to look up at her dad
since she liked the nickname. “go find me a bucket, fill it with
some beach sand too.”

“Alright, Dad.” And off she went, her little
legs speeding across the sand.

Cage made sure the spell Twilight had on him
remained in effect to find his sight mirror showing only white and
nothing he tried made any difference. Reassured, he found the
elders surrounded by children as the little ones listened to them.
The elders were reminding all children were to sit in the middle of
whatever boat their families used and were to stay inside at all
times. Thankfully, Cage knew that all children over three years
knew how to swim unaided for a brief time. Soon the children
scattered to finish last preparations.

To the elders Cage asked “Have you stored the
day’s worth of water I cleaned last night?”

Elder Metak nodded. “Yes, along with those
light wooden rings you call lifesavers. Many of us woke early to
finish and not wake you or Megdline…” his aged brown eyes turned to
give fair warning that Megdline herself approached them. Cage
turned some and acknowledged his teacher with a smile. She didn’t
say anything, just listened after a great yawn. “As I was saying,”
Metak continued. “Daku helped get the barge, as you call it, into
the water safely. We will all have a simple meal of bread and eggs
from what remains of our last of supplies.”

“Good work.” Cage said. “Now, you must know
the words needed to enter the island safely. Now remember this
carefully and tell the other leaders of the boats. The password is
‘Blue Lagoon’ it is simple and will be changed soon when I’ve got
enough time to develop a better one. I already told you it will
hold you still until you give the correct password. It will let you
leave if you want, but it won’t let you through without that
password.”

“Blue lagoon?” Metak asked to be sure he said
it correctly. Cage nodded and the elders all said it several times
under their breath and went to the individual boats they’d be
leading and some spoke to the other older members of the tribe.

Back when Cage first had to apply a password
to the skull pillars he chose blue lagoon for much of the island
reminded him of how beautifully it correlated to the old classic
movie. It was simple and accurate for a temporary password.

“Granny, you still planning on sticking with
the barge?”

“Yes, it will need some help if the boats are
going to stick closely together.” She explained. “Dimwit, you keep
the lead and I’ll make sure the barge doesn’t lag behind.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Nearly everyone gathered around the cooking
fires where some women were passing out wooden plates of scrambled
eggs. Everyone ate their fill, but Cage still couldn’t bring
himself to tell other’s it wouldn’t be a great idea. Brooke, Meeka,
Zatal, Moril and Lanna all chose to pass on the meal, not giving
any explanation since they all went through seasickness to varying
degrees.

“Let’s get going while the tide is high!”
Cage shouted and led the way towards his boat with his and the
other family. Most of the boats were all near the lapping water so
it made pushing easier. Sean and Brooke sat together on one seat in
the center of the boat while taking care of the four much smaller
children. Cage and the other man pulled from the front while the
five women pushed. Together they managed to get the boat moving
forward.

In moments the boat’s weight diminished upon
the water. The design of the canoe made it safe and harder to
spill. Cage and the other man held the boat relatively still as
their women each climbed in. Thanks to the weight of supplies and
the buoy system, Cage pulled himself in without problems. The man
in the back pulled out one of the paddles and began rowing with the
help of his mates. Meeka and Brooke helped row from the beach as
well.

Daku, remaining large, helped others who were
struggling to get into the water. Before long, every boat had
cleared the beach and were rhythmically rowing due west for Cage
Island.

When it was clear that the boats were all
holding together and were cutting through the water, Cage turned
around to ask “Rena, where’s that bucket?”

“Here, Dad.” She said and struggled to lift
the heavy wooden pail. Her mother sat a paddle down to take up the
weight “Good spirits, Child! Did you leave any sand on the land?”
Brooke huffed teasingly. Meeka laughed and passed the bucket
forward to Cage who took it with one hand. “Thank you.” He called
back to his daughter who smiled at the praise before entertaining
the younger toddlers.

Finding too much sand, Cage dumped out nearly
a third before collecting and funneling water from the sea by a
simple spell. The sand oversaturated and filled the bucket with
another inch of water. He sat the sloshing bucket down between his
legs and reached over where he found his pack within reaching
distance, pulled it close and found the small pouch with all the
larger crystal shards. He selected six and put the others back. He
began feeding them some mana to be able to use the wards he
intended to create.

Just as he added spells to not allow the gems
to absorb more than their allotment Daku fluttered to sit on the
bow of the boat no larger than a hawk. He didn’t say anything as
Cage had a look of deep focus evident in his expression.

Then Cage, when he felt the crystals were
prepped, he dropped them into the bucket of saltwater and sand in a
rough circle and watched them settle down and sit just below the
water’s surface. He then began a complex series of spells he’s been
imagining up recently and put them in practice.

Sometimes Daku would watch his partner
working and saw how from time to time the water in the bucket would
writhe differently than the waves that undulated the boat. The only
time he stopped testing was when he took a break around noon to
take a drink and munch on a small piece of flat bread.

He then went right back to work.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Making it to about three quarters of the way
to the island and in the oppressive early afternoon sunlight, Cage
stopped actively testing out different magical ideas when he sensed
something not quite right.

Out over open water where anything could be
laying in wait, Cage turned to find those aboard with him still
paddling hard and breaking only when needed. The other boats also
seemed to be keeping pace and a dull tingle of magic spoke of
Megdline doing something to keep the cumbersome ferry from falling
behind.

“Something wrong, Cage Love?” Brooke asked
curiously after noticing how he scanned the area through narrow
eyes.

“Don’t know.” He admitted, barely audible and
stood up for a better vantage.

Alert for something amiss, every adult on his
boat drew a knife, or in Brooke’s case, her tomahawks. Meeka even
drew her faithful knife from a new thigh-sheathe someone offered
before departing yesterday. Rowing stopped as every set of eyes
looked for trouble. They stayed ready for nearly a minute as
another boat came closer to shout what the problem is. Cage
responded “Must be my imagina…”

A brief flash of movement beneath the clear
azure water caught Cage’s peripheral attention. He turned to where
he saw the flicker and the eyes of others turned to look in the
same direction. Even Daku went on alert and took to the air.

Seconds after the griffin lifted off,
something huge slammed into the boat.

Being the only one who stood, Cage’s
precarious position suddenly lost footing and slipped. The violent
hit knocked Cage overboard and into the water. He quickly recovered
beneath the boat and tried resurfacing. Just as he was about to
break the surface for a fresh breath came the frighteningly
unexpected.

Rows and rows of triangular, razor sharp
teeth in a monstrous mouth consumed Cage’s already blurry
underwater vision. Cage threw his arms forward with all the
explosive strength he could muster and managed to move out of range
of the maw, but not before getting hit in the face by a hard fin
moving fast. A large tail smacked Cage violently again, sending him
tumbling.

Cage fought through the pain to watch as a
gigantic tiger shark went ahead before jerking around effortlessly
for another pass. More movement caught his eye as another huge
tiger shark rushed in.

Lungs burning and starved for needed oxygen,
Cage knew he had only seconds to remain lucid so he tore for the
surface. His wits returned thanks to the always welcome jolt of
adrenaline battle creates. With his mind returned, he focused and
willed the magic to shoot him faster, using water as an aid.

The next thing he knew, he shot nearly twenty
feet out of the water thanks to magical properties. With a huge
gulp of air, excitement filled him.

A grin spread as Cage found battle.

The whole tribe watched their chief
explode out of the ocean before hearing a frightening laugh of pure
enjoyment. It was then followed by “Hell
yeah!” before everyone saw their chieftain dive right
back into the water without pause.

Back beneath the surface, Cage knew the
sharks had the advantage of being equipped for aquatic life,
especially as a third joined in all the fun. Their advantage also
was more due to their eyes more adapted to life underwater. He knew
these sharks hunted alone back on Earth, but didn’t rightly care at
the moment why three were here. Especially since he’d never fought
a shark before.

To equalize the playing field, Cage sent his
magic out to the abundance of water around him again to manipulate
it as he would his arms. The first shark who knocked him out of the
boat, streaked for the kill, but a sudden change in the water
jerked Cage around the apex aquatic predator. Cage could see enough
to locate the only weakness a shark with bone hard, sandpaper-like
skin really had. Its large black eye. Cage balled his fist and like
a spear, he punched unerringly for the eye and connected solidly.
Though the beast couldn’t scream, it did learn a painful lesson as
it swam off.

Before Cage could react, the second shark
rushed up from behind and chomped down hard on his exposed right
arm. Unlucky for the shark, it was like biting down on steel. The
permanently applied gauntlet didn’t allow penetration, but Cage
felt teeth break. The shark pulled the grinning warlock without
letting go. Its whole body jerked violently to rip off the limb.
Cage’s excitement grew as he began painfully grabbing for the gills
with his free arm while thrusting a knee in the jaw, breaking off
more teeth in the process and leaving a trail of blood behind.
There came a slack of pressure on his captured arm and Cage used
the opportunity to jerk his right arm out along with a few fresh
teeth for souvenirs.

The second shark also seemed to have enough
with this unsuspecting prey before it gills could be grasped and
ripped wide open.

Cage went to locate the third beast to find
it using the same failed tactic as its brothers. Feeling he could
hold his breath for a few more minutes, Cage swam with both his
arms and magic, leading the shark into chase.

It didn’t last long as a large body, twice
that of the shark, dove into the water with tremendous force.
Bubbles further blotted out weakened vision and when they cleared
it was replaced by a tremendous cloud of bloody water as the huge
shark had been quite literally ripped in half, barehanded by the
powerful Daku. The griffin clutched the two halves of the once
great predator in clawed hands as he used his wings and back legs
to swim effortlessly.

The rush of battle and a furiously beating
heart consumed all of the contained air so Cage swam for the
surface to exchange stale breath.

As he caught his breath, Daku’s great head
surfaced several feet away, his inner eyelid blinked the saltwater
away.

Then both laughed.

“DAD, ARE YOU HURT?!!!” Their laugh ended as
Sean sounded worried. The pair turned to see the paddling Utala
boats giving their all to reach their chief.

“No!” He returned and used a spell to
escape the water’s grasp and walk on the surface. “I’m Fine!” He
walked over as Daku swam leisurely beside him, chuckling. “That was
an awesome fight.”

“Indeed.” Daku chuckled again. “And we’ve got
our first meal to celebrate our new nest.” He said and continued
holding the shark halves.

“I’m fine!” Cage said again when he reached
the worried boats. “Those sharks didn’t know who they were up
against.” To prove it, Cage opened a fistful of fresh teeth with
chunks of meat clinging to the roots. “Here, start a collection.
Thankfully he bit my arm. If I didn’t have these gauntlets I’d
likely have lost it.” He handed the teeth down to his kids.

Feeling exhilarated from the fight, Cage said
“We need to get settled in, especially since Daku so kindly went
fishing and caught a big one so you can celebrate your new
home!”

Cheers went up as Cage stepped into his
canoe.

“I will go ahead to put these in a safe
place. You should arrive in two or three hours.” Daku estimated
before taking a deep breath and disappearing deep beneath the
water. He went so deep that his white coat disappeared. Then Cage
noticed a whiteness rising. Daku’s wings pumped with immeasurable
strength before eventually breaking the surface in an explosion
that sent droplets in all directions. In his furry, wet hands were
clutched the remnants of a once powerful predator. Daku soon found
a rhythm and flew towards the island with his prize like some great
osprey.

“Cage, are you sure you are alright?” Meeka
asked.

“Sure. That was a thrilling fight.” He
grinned lazily as his eyes twinkled in delight before shaking his
head to rid himself of the water. “We need to get going and I need
to get back to work. Let me know if something else happens. I doubt
we’ll be attacked again.”

Rowing resumed as did Cage’s worked on
wards in the bucket between his feet. He could feel the intentions
finally beginning to work. The tribe couldn’t help being in awe and
terror at who led them. He could feel their eyes, but didn’t let it
distract him. Still, he couldn’t believe he fought
sharks and it kept him
smiling.

 


“Love, we’re here.” Meeka said, leaned
forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. She didn’t realize how
hard he concentrated till he jerked and grabbed her hand in a
painful, vice-like grip. She froze, understanding that any movement
would result in greater pain. Then the grip slacked when he turned
and realized the situation. He apologized. “Don’t be sorry. I
forget you don’t like to be touched from behind when you are
preoccupied. But we are here.”

He scanned ahead to see the two pillars with
hundreds of carved skulls not a half mile ahead. Their ominous
positions oddly made Cage feel comfortable. It was around late
afternoon and beyond the pillars, sitting on the beach was Daku and
the bloody prize. “We made it… Good thing too. I think I’ve got the
spells figured out.” He stood and turned around to find all the
boats accounted for. “Let’s proceed to show how to enter.” He used
a little magic to retrieve all six tiny crystals before upending
the bucket of sand and seawater. Cage also took a paddle from one
of the young mothers to give her a break.

About a tenth of mile away from the pillars
Cage said “Put your oars down. I feel the pillars activating.” He
heard the constant paddle slapping of water cease and the hollow
sound of wood hitting wood while the tingle of magic between his
shoulders grew to the point it felt like his whole back itched.

The boat jerked forcibly to a halt by a
powerful, unseen influence. Unable to move further, the only thing
to do was wait upon the water. It wasn’t long before a swirl
appeared between the spaced pillars. A white human skull over teen
feet in height appeared. To Cage, he could differentiate the
illusion, but to others, it looked frighteningly real. Magic hummed
in the air as the bottom jaw lowered to ask in a hollow voice
“To enter, the answer must be
known.”

Cage shouted back “Blue Lagoon!”

The lifeless, floating skull winked out and
the unforgiving hold on the boat relaxed. The tingle of magic soon
disappeared entirely.

Password being accepted, Cage picked up his
paddle and began rowing through the only safe passage to the
island. Seeing their chief rowing, the others joined in to make the
last push for shore. Unlike the last time he was here on the water,
the murky effects had cleared after the pillars separated. The
white sand about sixty feet from the shore looked to have settled
somewhat.

Nearly to shore, Cage turned around when he
sensed magic. The skull appeared, but as the jaw moved, nothing
could be heard from it or from a shouting elder. She sat down when
the skull vanished. Cage was glad to see the original wards still
effective, even after five thousand years of dormancy. He liked how
Ceembura crafted the pillars and the wards, especially the one to
protect the password from any form of eavesdropping. When the
second boat passed safely, Cage sighed.

The waves had calmed enough to push the boat
close enough to shore so that Cage and the other adults safely
exited into the water to drag the boat ashore. The six kids waited
patiently while the rocking boat came to its final destination.

“Any further problems?” Daku asked while
approaching the size of a horse.

“Nope.” Cage popped the p. “Alright kids, out
of the boat. Start unpacking quickly to pull the boats up higher so
we don’t mistakenly lose one.”

“Go help the others, Cage Love.” Brooke said.
He nodded and waded up to his waist to help bring in the next boat
and the next.

 


It took nearly an hour to get every boat to
the island, the barge being last to approach the beach. Due to the
sheer size and weight of the barge it would be too dangerous to use
conventional methods to moor the boat. Cage shouted from shore
“Granny, have everyone hold onto something!” he saw her wave and
made gestures for everyone to do as he said.

Realizing that there wasn’t much to think on,
Cage extended his hands and focused on the calm waves constantly
pushing and pulling. The magic flowed from him and into the water
in a similar way that he used earlier against the sharks. Instead
of allowing the water to pull the barge, he manipulated a narrow
stream in a pushing wave. Water changed habits under the spell’s
effects and began to push the cumbersome ship. The boat approached
slowly, making the spell harder to maintain. Working all day had
already taken its toll and now forcing a boat ashore took even
more.

The boat surged forward, thanks to Megdline
who understood, by adding more power to the current. With one last
push, Cage conjured a wave which rolled beneath and lifted the
barge enough so that when the spell ended the boat firmly landed
nearly halfway on the beach. The overuse of magic forced Cage to
take a knee from the wariness and to fight against the spots from
wanting to pass out. The ending of the spell allowed the water to
wash downhill, leaving the barge full of animals and a half dozen
villagers firmly secure on shore.

“Here, Cage.” Megdline said as she knelt
beside him. In his slowly clearing vision he saw one of her
delicious homemade energy bars made of oats, honey, wheat and
molasses. “I made a fresh batch before Jumping to Kote.”

“Thanks Granny.” He accepted the offer, sat
down, spelled the food for dangers and found it clean before
wolfing down the hearty snack. Food did help, especially when one
of the children brought him a drink of water.

In a few minutes he recovered enough to stand
and put two fingers to his mouth and whistled. All heads turned to
him before they walked over. He flourished his arms when the tribe
all gathered. “I’d like to first say that I’m sorry. I know each of
you miss your home back on the Tribal Plains, where the Utala name
was well known to be respected and feared. This tribe had few who
were a match to be a threat. I’m an outsider not even born to
Raliea who became the chief, pulled you from your home and forced
you to endure great hardship by making you go somewhere you’ve
never been by the word of someone you don’t even know. All of you
have shown me trust I didn’t earn and for that I’m thankful. Behind
me is the island I was taken to and where I was granted use of my
body again. Ceembura gave me this island because I was chosen by
these.” He held up his black arms. “I first expected this island to
be my lonely home for the rest of my days, but each one of you have
made me feel like family. You’ve done the same for both Meeka and
Sean. Such good qualities I never expected to see. So in return for
all of your faith and generosity I welcome you to my island.

“It will be a haven and a home, if you want it. I will not force any
of you to live here and if you find you do not like the island and
wish to return to the Tribal Plains one day, I’ll figure a way to
get you there. I have many pressing matters I must learn to truly
make the island safe from enemies so just wait till after winter
passes before you reach a decision. As Chief, if you don’t find you
like it here, tell me. Just know, this is my island and my home
away from annoying individuals.”

He paused to take a breath. “My island is
very large, but not so large that we can be greedy with its
resources. Last time I was here there were two packs of wolves, six
cougars, sixty herds of deer, scattered boar and plenty of birds. I
didn’t find any deadly snakes, but there could be. I ask that you
refrain from overhunting since the ocean surrounds us. There is
plenty of fish, crabs and all sorts of edibles around the island.
I’ll have to figure a way to do something about the animal
population so that they and we can thrive…” He thought the last
part aloud before catching himself. “I will be busy the rest of the
night and most of the morning, but in the afternoon I will take
everyone to the two most important places of the island. Since it
takes no more than a day to get from one side of the island to
another, you’ll have to figure out how you wish to live. I already
know where I’ll be making a home for me and my family. I don’t
expect everyone to be making a home where I will. Again, the choice
will be yours.

“There should be enough supplies remaining
for three more days… so in two, I’ll begin growing all that
everyone will need to survive. Some have learned to spearfish so I
doubt that anyone will go hungry. I’ll also make a smokehouse to
make any extra food you catch preserve longer.

“Lastly, I wish to say,
Welcome to my island.”

The Utala didn’t cheer for they could hear
the complete truth in his words. He didn’t even try to sugarcoat
the reality of his speech. Each adult knew he had more to deal with
than any one of them and he had to make priorities. For the next
few weeks each knew they would mostly be on their own.

The silence ended as one of the larger male
warriors asked “Chief, will you still be willing to teach us how
you fight and be as deadly as you are?”

In all seriousness Cage said “You bet I
will. I promised to train the children three days a week and any
willing adults twice a week. I will try to honor my commitment I
made back on the plains. Just because we’ll mostly be isolated
doesn’t men I’ll be making your lives leisurely. The Utala will
grow to be renowned as the deadliest fighting force to live. That
will be a promise, should you want to learn from me. I’ve made
plenty of enemies recently and they will likely find me and use you
to get to me as the wounded cowards they are. I’ll make damn sure
they realize every Utala man, woman and child is not to be
underestimated.”

“Then I’m not planning to ever return to the
plains.” The man stated confidently. “You are a great warrior,
Chief. I want to be greater.”

“So that you can become chief?” Cage
asked.

Unabashedly the man nodded. “Of course. Every
warrior strives to become chieftain. If I become stronger, I will
challenge you honorably.”

Cage grinned. “Then I await such a day. I’ll
make sure you’ll be well trained for such a task.”

“If we’re speaking on the future of the
tribe, may I say something?” Meeka asked and many heads turned to
her. When none objected she said “I think it would be good if the
tribe knew how to write and read. Since we are near Kote, we’ll be
trading for supplies we cannot get on the island. After we get
settled in I’d like to start teaching everyone, especially the
children. I don’t want any of you taken advantage of because you
cannot read…”

Red cheeks of embarrassment allowed
Brooke to step in to her woman’s rescue. “I welcome such knowledge.
Brothers and sisters, in my time traveling with Cage I was
embarrassed to not even understand where we could be housed for a
night. We need to learn such a
skill if we are to thrive. I’m going to learn myself. Any who are
willing will be welcome, but as priestess I say all children will
learn as part of their training.” None protested their priestess’s
order.

“I believe it would be a good idea,
Priestess. I feel our tribe is changing for the better and the
young must grow so that we will prosper.” Elder Shania said while
stepping forward. Her eyes caught that of Megdline. “What of you,
Magic Woman? What are you planning that will influence the
tribe?”

“As I said before,” Megdline replied
casually. “my only responsibility is to further Cage’s study so he
can live a full and healthy life. He’s my friend as you’ll all
likely one day be. I have absolutely no intention of being part of your tribe
whatsoever. Because Cage though has become part of you, I’ll be
helping should there be need, especially if he cannot master
growing enough to keep all of you from starvation. I have little
doubt my intervention will be needed, but just incase, I’m willing
to help. I have other duties and inclinations that won’t bind me
here for too long. I will not influence the progression of your
tribe in any way nor will I teach what I’m not allowed to any but
Cage. What he does, is up to him.”

“What if there is danger, would you help our
people?” Shania asked.

“Only against
another mage, should such a thing occur. If there is a situation
Cage cannot handle, I will give aid. Anything else, you’ll be on
your own.”

“Very well.” The eldest female of the Utala
said. “Chief, is there anything more that is to be discussed before
the evening arrives?”

“No. Everyone, go start the cooking fires and
celebrate your new home.” At last there came a cheer from the whole
tribe.

Some hurried over to finish cutting the fresh
shark meat while others helped free the animals and finish
unpacking. “Cage, a word.” Frill meowed beside Megdline as they
approached.

“Yes?” he asked to the gigantic cat.

“I didn’t get a chance before to ask, but
what were you doing all day?” He then licked his whiskers.

“I started designing wards on a few
crystals that would protect the island from siege. I know Granny
said no less than fifty would be required and I assumed that they
would need to be spread equally over the perimeter of the island. I
had trouble linking the crystals to prevent certain circumstances
like tsunamis over a certain height to be prevented by using a
wedged barrier to slice the danger away. Any senses of magical
usage to forcibly gain access here will first be bound and pushed
away from the island and any forced entry would send an inverted
barrier to hold them. I found out what damage even a crystal,
slightly larger than a grain of sand, is capable of and it had
one hell of an impact. As a
last resort, one crystal will fly and detonate as soon as the
caster or object is touched.

“I also would prevent flying of anything
larger than a large hawk from being allowed to pass the barrier net
dome to catch any intruders and ask for a password, just like the
pillars did to you earlier. And if they magically fly they would be
gripped for a password. Should they struggle to still get closer,
an inverted barrier would snare them which causes pain enough to
render anyone unconscious, but unharmed. I learned that personally
from Skylar’s hospitality. Any advanced attacks will also result in
a crystal automatically homing in on a intruder and hold enough
power to kill anyone if they do not surrender to the protective
island’s wards. Any hostile attacks will be dealt with swiftly. Oh,
and any long range magic attacks will be blocked and redirected by
an automatic triangulation spell I’ve designed which would
calculate the original firing point and send the spell right back
at the caster.”

“But you had trouble, didn’t you?” Megdline
asked knowingly.

“Yes, I need a central control crystal with
which to properly regulate the output of magical energies and
direct them where they’re most needed. Since the crystals will be
small and limited in number, they will be in danger of a two-sided
attack. If that happens I’ll have to rely on the attack wards
implanted in those pillars to take up the slack and send their vast
stores to the other location to ruin any foolish attempts to bypass
the natural reef barrier surrounding the whole island. I’ll need to
create more crystals out of the beach sand to make a more efficient
defense system since I don’t have enough money to buy crystal in
any large quantity. It will be good practice in understanding
crystalline structure and why they have such a functional use for
us. It will take weeks just to make one small crystal. I’ve already
begun storing mana in one of my diamonds for the expressed purpose
of crafting more crystals from the sand. I will rest easy only when
I have no less than six hundred crystals with which to mount a
decent defense. Until such time, it will take a while to fully
saturate the current number of crystals, but I believe it will be
effective.”

“Effective?”
Megdline rolled her eyes. “Cage, if I didn’t know you were raised
on Earth I would swear you were a master strategist with no less
than sixty years of magical knowledge under your belt. Seriously, I
believe you’ll soon have the defenses of a city like Vin’re or
Castle Emroc before long. Since gems are highly regulated by the
Magical Council, your best option is to make your own, as you
already figured out… unless you suddenly become rich. Have you
stumbled upon a way to disguise yourself from being spied
upon?”

“I’ve tried, but every time I look for an
object I spell, I see a black dot where I was looking. That won’t
work since someone could still easily learn the location just by
studying the area. It’s like a rock under a blanket. Yes it’s
covered, but as soon as you run your hand over it the rock will
easily be found.”

“Good analogy.” She responded. “And you won’t
be able to hide forever the way Twilight’s observation spells
affect you from being targeted. The mana of the island’s plants,
animals, people and yourself won’t be able to amount to the level
Twilight absorbs from all the mages and dragons who can withstand
more powerful siphoning spells. The most effective spell you can
implement will work just like the enchanted castles do. Any spying
will be unable to clearly see or hear anything that occurs inside
an affected zone which will encompass the whole island, which I
assume is your goal?” She got an affirming nod and smiled at his
honesty. “It can be done, but you’ll need to speak the spell in
order for it to be effective. The control crystal, as you call it,
must be in nearly the center of the zone you wish to create.”

“Granny, I need to ask, do you have any
crystals I might borrow till I make more?” Cage asked. “The ones I
have are too small to regulate properly.”

“I don’t think so, but let me see…” She
shoved a hand down a pocket, whispered and removed an empty hand.
She shifted hands and did it again, this time even she was
pleasantly surprised. Megdline extracted a hand and removed two raw
crystals about the size of large walnuts. “Well what do you know…
these… I haven’t seen since I made my topaz.” She smiled. “I have
no need for them. Here.” Megdline held out the two egg size
crystals.

“Thank you.” He took them and sensed for what
they contained. He paused. “Ah, Granny, they’re full.”

“I know, they took months to fill. You can
use the energy. Use it to recover so we can get started on creating
this design you’ve thought up.”

“CAGE, NOOO!!!” Daku roared a second too
late.

Megdline could sense Cage mystically pulling
on the crystals she used to store her mana. There was only the ward
preventing over-absorption and nothing else. She didn’t expect what
came as a result.

He tried recovering by using the great
quantity stored within one. He pulled with but a thought as he’s
used to with his diamonds. The energy came willingly enough, but
then every muscle in his body cramped as the foreign energy bonded
to his own. His mind lost immediate consciousness, but his body
crumpled into the dirt to begin thrashing.

Daku raced over with wide eyes and seething
hate to demand “Megdline, why the fuck did you tell him to take
your mana!”

“I… I…” She stuttered and looked down to see
Cage foaming at the mouth while seizing violently. “Wha… What have
I done?”

The worried roar gained everyone’s immediate
attention. Brooke and Meeka instantly turned to see their mate
struggling as if possessed. Dread filled them till they went cold
of spirit as Daku yelled and Megdline shook fearfully. The two
women screamed for their love and ran, dropping what they were
doing. Brooke’s longer legs made it to Cage a moment before Meeka.
The priestess dropped to her knees and tried to hold him down to
suck in a breath. “He’s burning of fever! What happened!” She
demanded of the griffin and withered sorceress.

Daku’s rage lessened as his eyes tore away
from Megdline’s. He looked down to his flailing partner as worry
grew higher. Neither of the two women had the strength to keep Cage
from thrashing in the sand. Still, Meeka and Brooke tried their
hardest to hold him down. Old knowledge returned as the griffin
said “Get him into the water before he dies! Hurry, before the
damage is too great!”

Brooke and Meeka didn’t question and grabbed
an arm. Although Cage is tall and leanly built without obvious
large muscles, his weight explained just how solid he is. The sand
made it difficult to drag in conjunction with a powerful
seizure.

Help arrived as the whole village rushed to
the pair. Hands reached down to get hold and some were struck by
the violent movements before they firmly secured the chief and ran
him straight into the water. “Help me keep his head up!” Meeka
shouted over the struggle.

Most of the tribe stood in the water to help
while the children stood worriedly on the sand. Strong men of the
tribe gathered and held on with every ounce of strength to restrain
their chief without question. Each one gained new respect for how
much he held back, but as a group they held him secure as he fought
unconsciously. Brooke and Meeka held his head above the water while
those restraining, held the rest of him below the surface. His body
felt on fire, even below where the water was much cooler.

Daku waded into the water to worriedly look
down upon his partner. He then heard Meeka shout and use one of
Cage’s sayings “What the hell is happening to him?”

Eyes turned upon the Familiar and none could
deny the anger and worry in his tone. “He cannot absorb another’s
mana.”

“What do you mean?!” Megdline broke her
reverie of what happened. “I’ve taken in another’s mana without
something like that happening. What happened?”

His darkened blue eyes turned on the
sorceress and even she could tell he was nearly ready to kill her.
“He’s a warlock, Fool! His
mana is completely different than yours. He cannot absorb any mana
other than his own. Absorbing mana is far worse for him than eating
meat. It can kill a warlock.”

“But…” Her frightened grey eyes turned to her
still writhing pupil. “But the books say he can to the same kinds
of magic… What have I done?”

“Megdline,” Daku forced himself to
maintain restraint. “your ignorance on warlocks are too great. No
mage today can ever hope to understand a warlock. You’ve already
bore witness to him doing things once thought impossible. He healed
a spirit, cut through a warded castle unaided… I can keep going,
but you get my point. Warlocks are utterly unique. Yes, they can
use the same kinds of spells and use wards with multiple mana
sources, but haven’t you wondered why he does things all on his
own? Has he worked his diamonds to absorb anything from other than
himself? No, he hasn’t. Cage didn’t recognize why, but he was
protecting himself without even realizing it. His mana
cannot mix with anyone at all. You
have your own mana and can assimilate from some other sources to
make it your own. He cannot.
Even as his partner, he cannot even use my vast mana for
himself.

“By taking your mana into himself, he risks
death if he cannot cool down till the time he awakes. Other’s might
be able to heal him, but no mana can mingle inside him without him
intending. Only he can pull on mana to allow another’s in. That
said, you can try and push your mana towards him, but until he
allows it, you will just be wasting vital energy. It is like your
gem, only you can store and retrieve your energy. You can do it,
others cannot. It is the same for warlocks.

“All we are left to do now is hope he pulls
through. I just hope we weren’t too late and he didn’t absorb
much.”

“Is there anything I
could do?” Megdline
pleaded.

“Haven’t you done enough!” Daku snapped back.
Then a thought appeared. “There might be… Megdline, cool the water
and trap him in ice. He needs to keep cool so his mind isn’t ruined
to the point his spirit leaves his body and so that he doesn’t hurt
himself further.”

“No, I’d freeze him to death.” She
explained.

“His body is too hot for that. Do it or if he dies you’ll be
dead before I too drop to never draw another breath.” A deep,
resonating growl emanated from his chest that all felt. It was a
promise.

Immediately Megdline said “Everyone back away
quickly.” Only Brooke and Meeka remained close enough to keep his
head above the water. Neither were able to bring themselves to
leave. The others pulled away, one man got a knee to the sternum
when he let go and didn’t get away in time. Megdline’s topaz began
to glow with a fiery golden hue as she wove a freezing spell upon
the water. It was difficult to accomplish due to the salt, but the
water’s temperature plummeted as ice formed protectively around
Cage’s feet and crawled up each leg before firmly locking them
together straight. Ice grew rapidly around his body, giving much
greater restraint than a dozen slippery hands. Soon his middle
became encased. The ice began to float, holding Cage on his back.
His arms were soon pulled and frozen safely to his side. At her
command, Meeka and Brooke reluctantly released their hold and as
soon as they did, most of Cage’s neck, head and face became
immobile. Only his eyes, nose, mouth and the top section of his
chest lay exposed so he could breathe. He was frozen, encased in
ice, but his expression and foaming at the corners of his mouth
showed he was still in a traumatic experience.

Cage lay in an ice coffin, floating on top of
the water.

“It’s done. He won’t be able to hurt
himself.” Megdline stated as her staff stopped glowing.

The worried griffin put a large hand to hold
the ice prison steady while putting his back to the oncoming waves
to take the impact before they could do anything to his partner’s
vulnerable position. Brooke and Meeka stood to either side, keeping
the ice from any form of movement. Meeka put a hand on Cage’s bare
chest to say “He’s still burning of fever. Daku what can you tell
me that will help?”

“There is nothing more we can do.” His beak clicked in
frustration. “All we can do is hope he will recover from this. It
didn’t occur to me that something like this would happen so soon.
His mana is trying to expel the foreign kind, meaning they are at
war. If only I knew how much he consumed I could say he’ll live or
that the two of us will leave these physical bodies before
long…”

Megdline’s sudden movement caught the eyes of
many. Some drew knives, blaming the magic woman for this. They
stopped when they saw her drop to a knee to dig in the sand as she
searched for the crystals. She located the two and narrowed her
eyes in focus. Megdline stood and said “He didn’t take much. I
think he tried recovering enough to continue working, but not so
much as to be refreshed.”

“Then there is a fair chance he’ll pull
through.” Daku said no more.

 


Nightfall arrived and still Daku, Meeka and
Brooke stayed in the water, holding onto the ice. The tribe was
subdued as they ate, many keeping an eye on the water or on
Megdline as she sat in the sand looking miserable at what she
ignorantly did. The water’s constant motion kept circulating the
chill caused by the ice so neither of the two women needed to warm
up, though they wouldn’t leave his side if it were the case.

Rena and Sean sat together quietly with the
other children. They were worried for their dad, but had to eat.
Few seemed to enjoy the shark’s tough meat, but it was filling.

In the darkness Daku’s sharp eyes noticed a
subtle change. Cage’s tense facial expression began to slack and
the white foam at the corners of his mouth stopped frothing. “Check
him again.” Daku said softly.

Meeka reached to lay a hand down on Cage’s
chest to let out a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods, he’s finally
cooling down and breathing easier.”

“Thank you great spirits.” Brooke praised in
relief.

The griffin stood fully on all fours and his
movement in the dark was quickly noticed. As he said “I believe it
is over. Let us push him to the land.” the tribe began standing one
by one before hurrying over. Together they got him up on the beach.
“Megdline, please remove the ice now.”

She nodded and approached. She then held a
hand out above the ice to create a warm orange flame with the sole
purpose of melting ice. His wards activated at his, but the heat
managed to soak in while the actual flame was resisted. Megdline
began moving her arm up and down the ice’s length, melting the
solid liquid into streams. She continued the process under watchful
eyes.

When the flame disappeared, most of the ice
had melted from the warlock. All were worried he’d begin thrashing
again, but he didn’t move. It was like he slept, but the pale
pallor of his usual golden tan explained he’d gone through
something traumatic. Meeka felt for his pulse and counted without
being interrupted by questions. “His heart is beating steady again.
Help me get him on some soft bedding.” A few approached and grabbed
hold to hoist him carefully and bring him over to the fires where
Rena and Sean had unrolled their mother’s fur out on the sand. They
laid him down and backed away as Daku lay down just above, and used
a furry hand to lift Cage’s head and lay it down on a soft arm as
one would use a warm, if wet, pillow. Meeka found a cloth which she
used to dry off her love.

She noticed that where she once wiped,
wetness seeped from pores. “Daku, why does he sweat when his body
feels cool?”

“Because his mana is pushing out the
other.”

Not a second after he said that, Cage sat
upright with a gasp. The sudden move startled everyone and he
nearly butted heads with Meeka. His dark eyes were wild for a
moment before he felt the pain assault him in full force. Every
muscle screamed out in soreness, but as he gritted his teeth, pain
in his mouth demanded the most attention. Copper, like the taste of
blood, coated his dry tongue. His hands jerked to his jaw while his
tongue felt around. Many of his teeth were cracked down to the
roots, some broke almost entirely. The amount of force required to
break molars would need to be beyond what would normally be
exerted. He took hold of the tremendous level of pain before he
could moan or shout his great discomfort. Without a second thought
he focused inwards to find his teeth in serious need of repair and
his mouth glowed blue. When the personal dental work finished, that
area of pain diminished. “What happened?” He hoarsely asked when he
noticed himself surrounded. His own voice sounded alien and
raspy.

“How do you feel?” Daku said from behind and
Cage turned around.

“Like I just ran hard, fell off a cliff and
got the living shit beat out of me.” He admitted. “I haven’t felt
so beat up since I kissed Meeka for the first time. Daku, who
managed to do this level of damage to me?” The griffin’s blue eyes
studied his partner closely before retelling events over again
while also explaining how Cage should never again do as he did.
“Don’t worry about that. I won’t make the same mistake twice… And
to everyone I hurt, I’m sorry.”

“You were not in control of your own body.”
Brooke said, laying a hand on his thigh. “None are to be blamed for
this mistake, Love. Megdline truly did not know her magic would
harm you like this. None except Daku did.”

“Granny, don’t beat yourself up.” Cage said
when he found her standing over by a tree alone.

“I almost killed you, Cage.” She admitted solemnly, unable
to meet his stare. “Believe me, I’ve tried to remember ever reading
anything that could have done this to you. I didn’t read even a
reference to our mana being different. If I had known I wouldn’t
have had you take my mana into yourself. I feel horrible about this
and not knowing everything there is about a warlock.”

“Some things cannot be told without
secrets being broken.” Daku said cryptically. “There are many
things I’m not allowed to say, but some secrets are connected and
can create dangerous situations. Mana of warlocks and mages
do not mix and that is
all I’ll explain.” It was clear he’d
say no more on the subject and let others come up with their own
theories.

“I need to…” Cage knew much needed to be
done, even if he felt miserable. He went to stand, but couldn’t
find the strength.

His stumble had Meeka react by pushing
him back. She could feel him trying to resist, but in his condition
her own strength surpassed his. “You
need to rest. That seizure took much from you. You
will eat and go to sleep. Whatever you need to do can wait. At
least, you are still yourself.”

Using a pitiful resistance, Cage surrendered,
unable to dispute her orders as a concerned healer and worried
mate. He eased himself into a comfortable position as bread and a
vegetable stew was brought for him to eat hungrily. Heavy eyes and
a full stomach made him fall asleep and the constant pain left.

“We should all get rest.” Elder Metak stated
to the tribe. “I believe we are safe for the night, but if there
are wolves and cougars here we need to keep our animals close. Have
the dogs close to warn us if anything get near.”

With that, everyone settled in for the first
night on their new home.

 


Morning greeted Cage with a sore, tired body.
His consciousness returned to feel as if needles were being stabbed
all over. He couldn’t withhold a groan or the fact that even early
dawn light was nearly blinding.

His groan roused Brooke and Meeka, but it was
Sean who didn’t get much sleep and who walked over to say “How are
you feeling, Dad?”

“Not too good, Buddy.” Cage replied. He
winced as he tried to sit up as a sharp twinge came from his side.
Two pairs of hands appeared at his back, but it made him gasp
through clenched teeth. Meeka and Brooke worriedly met each other’s
gaze and immediately withdrew their hands.

“You need to move your body or else the pain
will linger.” Daku observed.

“Already… figured that part out.” Cage
retorted through clenched teeth. Knowing it would be best to do it
quickly, he frowned and jumped to his feet.

“Do not be so hasty, Cage Love.” Brooke said,
standing at his side.

“Aw, Cage, you’re all bruised, especially at
your ribcage. Is anything broken?” Meeka asked, afraid to touch him
again.

He stood still, sensing the entirety of his
body magically for damage. “Nothing’s broken, but there are a few
deep bruises. My muscles are strained and in knots. I need to get
the blood flowing.”

“Best to do a little swimming. It will be
better than running.” Meeka took his hand while Brooke claimed the
other.

Together they led him down to the water’s
edge, seeing how he tried to hide the pain, but his body betrayed
him by limping. The water quickly eased and took up his weight. The
pain however was worked through by swimming methodically so that
each joint got proper range. The swim slowly began to loosen
cramped muscles. Blood flow increased due to the movement and with
it came less prominent pain. Brooke and Meeka swam seductively with
him for a reason until his limbs were numb enough to feel like
pudding.

“Thanks you two, this helped.” He said
kindly, unable to take his eyes off the two striking women.

“Are you going to take the day to rest?”
Brooke swam closer.

“No, my mana has recovered plenty. It’s my
muscles that aren’t exactly strong for heavy lifting. I still plan
to show the island after creating some spells.”

“Are you sure you’re up for it?” Meeka asked as she did
lazy breaststrokes.

“I cannot be coddled when there is so much to
do with so little time.”

“I didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t.” She
retreated some.

“I know you mean well, Meeka. I’m already
running behind in my estimations. Ready to get out?”

“Certainly.” The blonde beauty smiled
wistfully. “But I’d much rather have you in.”

“As would I.” Brooke mischievously gave him a
kiss on the lips. “You had better feel better if you wish to join
us tonight… otherwise you won’t be satisfied while we make love.”
The tantalizing incentive already made him feel better and it grew
when Meeka swam up behind Brooke and gave her breasts a teasing
squeeze from behind. “Meeka Love, you’ll pay for that later.”
Brooke reached around to pinch Meeka’s bare bottom and got the
squeak she desired.

Openmouthed shock transformed to revenge as
Meeka splashed water in her woman’s face. It escalated into a
splashing contest full of laughter.

“I’ll be there.” Cage promised his two
generous mates before swimming to shore.

Gravity returned fully without the buoyancy
of water and it was much more difficult to amble around than usual.
The tribe also began to wake from the playful, watery antics and
many looked to their chief and saw he had some color return to his
features. Brooke and Meeka went over to the fire to help prepare
for breakfast while Cage moved to rest on the fur. Daku remained
silent, seemingly glad to have Cage recover from the latest
ordeal.

“Rena, can you go bring me the bag of
crystals from my pack please?” His request was answered by the
spindly little girl who moved over and rummaged around till she
located the bag and brought it over. He thanked her and then looked
down to the soft, brown, bison fur before upending every piece of
crystal. Thanks to the fur, the gems stood out. If he’d done this
in the sand they might end up lost. He then began situating them in
a circle between his legs.

Megdline woke when she felt magic at work and
spotted Cage intently focused on something on the ground. She stood
and approached. She then noticed the crystal pieces being warded as
they twinkled with power. He only looked up when she tried sensing
the wards he layered into the group. His focus returned.

Meeka and Brooke brought food back so
everyone can eat. Their lover took a break to enjoy the meal while
staring out over the ocean, feeling at peace.

 


Little was said to Cage as he worked without
another break for close to five hours under the shade of trees till
he asked Megdline for her crystals. Many protested, but he promised
to not do as he did yesterday. Stating he needed them, the tribe
relented. Then he went back to work for another silent hour of
enchanting the control crystals.

“Alright, Granny, I’m finished implanting my
personal spells for the island. Will you tell me how to word the
disruption spells now?”

Megdline bobbed her head. “Repeat after
me while inputting the wards. Disrupt
magical sight to blind any who wish to see what is not allowed
by…”

Cage repeated word for word for nearly a half
hour as the most complex spell he’s yet to implement. The
complexity didn’t fall on deaf ears as he could understand the
subtleties that would work well. The spell progressed to even hide
all traces of the gems so that only the caster could locate or
alter them. Any tampering without permission would result in
decisive action. Most of the spells had to be absorbed by the
primary dual crystals to work properly and not cause a
contradiction or conflict with another spell in the exchange
network.

When he finished the spell and linked the two
crystals to the sixty one smaller pieces, he felt the gems working
a constant tingle of magic. He was prepared for it and the feeling
was exactly like it was in Vin’re and Castle Emroc. To test if it
worked, he grabbed a stick, laid it down in the center and willed
the conjured sight mirror to appear, to find the stick he desired.
An image appeared, but the texture was indiscernible to make out
anything while giving a headache. Holding the mirror active a
little longer, he reached in and removed the stick. The sight
mirror instantly cleared to see the stick hovering in the air.

Why does it look to be
floating… my hand is right there… Then Cage remembered
why the stick appeared to be floating, he was still invisible to
magical observation while the stick wasn’t.

Seeing proof that the spells worked with his
own two eyes he manipulated the sight mirror to alter for a sky
view of the whole island. He saw everything the island offered, but
he had a purpose in doing this as he mentally marked the precise
locations around the reef protecting the whole island. Each marked
point he linked to one of the sixty, one to a spot and moved
on.

When everything felt in order he fed the
crystal network enough mana to complete the landing task. He then
waved a hand over the pieces to say “Disperse.”

The sixty pieces levitated before shooting
off in different directions, guided precisely to their
destination.

All that remained behind were the control
crystals.

“How did you make sure they will stay once
they reach their destination?” Frill asked after watching the
crystals fly off under their own power.

“Each one has been told to bury itself deep
within the reefs. So long as the reef stays, the gems won’t move
unless there is an attack.” Cage retorted. “Also, the gems will
protect the reefs from being tampered with.”

The tribe, seeing the sparkle of stones shoot
off, got up and gathered around their chieftain. Cage held up a
hand, forestalling any questions while staring down at the two
gemstones faintly giving off a weak white light. Within a minute
there was a flash that emanated from the objects. Most nearby heard
him say to himself “They’re in place and secure.” Cage had set the
crystals to flash brightly once as soon as each one settled in and
began actively exchanging information through the linked mana
network. “Now to make sure it works…” the gathered retreated
several steps as an inky shape appeared and grow to a flat oval
screen. The sight mirror tried showing any aspect of the island and
nothing could be discerned. He pumped in more power, but no matter
how hard he tried, the image didn’t clear in the slightest. He then
chose to locate Kote and found it busy. “Good, you can see out, but
not in… Perfect.”

Cage ended the magic and fell back to the
ground to sigh. “I’m done.” He laughed for a short time.

“Not yet.” Megdline spoke up. “For the spells
to work more efficiently you must place the control crystals
somewhere safe… preferably in the center of the island to be most
effective.”

“Understood.” He replied and then sat up. To
the village he said “Pack enough for two days. We’re leaving in a
half hour.”

“All of us?” Someone asked and got a nod.
“Some should stay with the boats and animals.”

“Okay.” Cage amended his plan, momentarily
forgetting about the boats and creatures. “Figure out who will
stay, but most of us will need to follow me. All of the children
though will come. I will show where they should hide during an
emergency. Just like the safe place they had on the plains, there
is one here.” He yawned, tired from the hours of magic and
concentration. “Wake me when everyone is ready.” With that he
leaned back and closed his eyes to rest.

Working together, the tribe bustled to gather
supplies for two days.

 


“We’re ready, Dad.” Rena said and pushed his
shoulder gently.

Cage roused, feeling much better due to the
nap. Leather bags hung off many shoulders. He stood and the tribe
approached. Sean held out his dad’s pack who took it with thanks.
Nearly two dozen had chosen to stay behind and wished everyone else
farewell. For added protection, some that were coming chose to
bring their hunting dogs.

Placing the control crystals in a pocket,
Cage said “We must go before it gets dark.” He then felt pressure
on his shoulder to find Daku had landed in the size of a small
hawk. Brooke and Meeka followed their mate into the trees along
with their children. Everyone else followed.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Traveling through the wild and untamed
forest, Cage told of his time here, pointing out different places
that he knew well. Cutting through thick forest lasted less than an
hour before coming onto a freshwater stream. He spoke of the edible
plants and those to be avoided. Since watercress grew abundantly
along the banks, he munched on the peppery delicacies. Some
followed his example and most enjoyed the taste. The younger
children didn’t like them so much.

Dogs barked excitedly at all the new scents
and usually frightened the wildlife. Thankfully they were well
trained and didn’t stray far from their owners.

Progress was slower than Cage intended,
mainly because his muscles still hurt. At least with the children
he didn’t need to push himself. The slick banks hadn’t changed and
several times there was an accidental fall. Luckily the injuries
were minor and didn’t slow the individual. Going upstream also
meant that the small river shrunk down to a hearty stream.

Coming around a sharp corner Cage and
everyone came to an abrupt halt. Ahead stood a recognizable cougar
lapping from the noisy stream which made it difficult to talk let
alone hear anything else. The large cat suddenly stopped drinking
and jerked his head up. The cougar was just as surprised as
everyone else. It’s pride made it stand its ground and roar to
scatter the prey. Instead everyone drew their weapons, unafraid as
they saw worthy prey themselves. Most of the older children, Rena
and Sean included, drew knives.

“KITTY!” Cage shouted happily and forgot how
tired he was.

The mountain lion froze when it heard that
particular voice. Its ocher eyes widened with recognition, yowled
in terror and bolted for the woods as fast as its lithe body could
carry him. Even with the loud stream, it could be heard crashing
through the forest to get away and not daring to look behind.
“Kitty go bye bye.” Cage pouted before laughing a deep belly
laugh.

“Cage, what did you do to make a cougar run
from you like that? Never in my life had I ever seen such a
reaction from an animal.” Frill asked. “In all my years, I’ve never
seen one tuck its tail between its legs like a frightened dog
either.”

“Funny you should ask.” Cage couldn’t hold
back a chuckle. “When Kitty and I first met I was running up this
very river, near this very spot and tripped over him. We fought, he
got in a good swipe before I maneuvered behind him, kicked him in
the balls and threw him by his back legs across the rushing water.”
Cage noticed many of the men cringe and cup themselves at knowing
just how much a scrotum hit hurts. The women simply laughed at
their reactions.

Frill even cringed, his tail also hiding his
jewels instinctively from the warlock. Megdline laughed all the
harder.

“Come, were almost there!” Cage said and
could hear quite a bit of snickering.

Up ahead, the stream opened. He stopped at
the top of the incline to say in the dwindling sunlight “Welcome to
my paradise!”

“Great spirits!” Brooke explained as she took
in the breathtaking beauty of the island’s greatest masterpiece.
Other exclamations came after hers, all positive.

In the current lighting the abundant flowers
stood out brightly and the floral scent put even a troubled mind at
ease. Cool mist from the majestic waterfall felt relaxing on a hot,
sweaty body. Butterflies and bees fluttered all around the field,
pollinating the vibrant wildflowers while the clear lake teemed
with colorful fish. For the backdrop stood a sheer cliff. Green
moss and a few tough plants grew on the face. Everything seen of
this place spoke of peace and tranquility.

“Paradise indeed.” Megdline commented. “Such
natural beauty is rare to find. This place must be protected for
future generations.”

“I intend to make it last forever if
possible.” Cage stated with Daku still upon his shoulder. “I truly
love this place and wish to share it with all my people.”

“We’re honored to see such beauty.” Elder
Metak stated as he approached with a spear also used for a walking
staff. “Is the water safe for the children to play?”

“Of course, just keep them from getting close
to where the overflow feeds the stream. And refrain from getting
too close to the waterfall. It’s too powerful to swim against.”

Hearing this Rena shouted “Let’s Swim!” and
every child hollered and raced to the water after her, Sean wasn’t
an exception. Many of the adults also rushed to the water after
depositing their supplies in the dry grass.

“Cage, would you mind if I made paths so the
flowers aren’t trampled to death by everyone?” Megdline
requested.

“Be my guest. I’ll help the others set camp
for the night.” He replied.

“Thank you.” Megdline then moved forward,
careful that her soft leather boots don’t crush any of the delicate
flowers.

“Daku, let’s play with the kittens.” Frill
instigated.

The griffin grinned with twinkling blue eyes.
Before the cat could think, Daku pounced, snapped his wings out and
scooped Frill up by encircling his arms around his friend’s middle
and lifted until Frill was snatched from the ground. Daku’s wings
beat rapidly until the two of them were thirty feet in the air. “On
three.” Daku said. “One. Two…” and he released.

Frill understood the intent as his new friend
made it so they were over a group of older playing children, at a
point where there was a gap in their play. Frill used his magic to
tremendously increase his weight till he weighed nearly eight
hundred pounds. He curled himself in a ball and flattened his ears
as his sharp teeth grinned.

His weighty impact didn’t go unnoticed as a
slurp sounded where he entered and when the water rushed to fill
the void, the kids were hit with a rather strong wave and sprayed
with water.

Frill’s entrance paled in comparison to
Daku’s.

Daku had used his mana to grow till he was
five times the size of any human, did a barrel roll in the air
during a back flip before curling into a giant ball himself. He
crashed down directly in the center of the small lake, where it was
deepest. The wave generated from his entrance hit everyone and sent
a wave of water close to twenty feet on land.

The playing wasn’t over yet as Daku
resurfaced, half his initial size. He playfully tossed Sean a few
feet out of water with a shrill laugh and rumble mixture. Rena
shouted “GET ‘IM!” and a group of children went on the offense by
splashing water at Daku with delightful laughter. He used one hand,
splashing back. One daring girl managed to swim beneath and tickled
Daku so hard the griffin had to swim away before he was entirely
overwhelmed.

“Don’t forget me!” Frill yowled as he shot
from the water, lightly landing on an adults head before jumping
acrobatically on the back of another. For payback, Frill leapt and
made himself heavy enough to knock Daku under before getting rolled
off.

The dogs also frolicked in the water, but
stayed far from the Familiars.

Laughter and fun filled the air.

Megdline smiled, but she wanted to preserve
this place. She used her magic to part the grass, revealing rich,
healthy earth. She designed three foot wide walkways all the way
around the lake. In some of the thinner sections with flowers she
magically made places where people could walk without disturbing
the foliage. Megdline wasn’t done yet as she created a spell which
packed the dirt so tightly together that practically stone was
made.

Away from the waterfall, nearby where the
lake bled its excess into a strong stream, Cage had everyone step
back and created a flat stone ground in a two hundred foot wide
circle. He figured out how his teacher created paths and did the
same to make a flat picnic area. It was far enough away from the
waterfall to talk while close enough to the stream to react if
someone gets caught in the current.

Some collected wood and relied on their chief
to start the fire with but a thought. The hard trek had almost
everyone sitting down to relax.

The sky continued to darken as Cage pulled
out his ocarina and began to play a soft, relaxing number. It began
to have an effect on those frolicking in the water by calming them
down. As he played, many began swaying to the soft melody. Soon,
the rush of excitement left as everyone was tired from the hard
terrain taken to reach this place.

The song came to an end and many exited the
water to sit by the fires to warm up chilled bodies. Brooke sat
down beside Cage and Meeka to say “Cage Love, I didn’t believe you
when you said such a beautiful place could exist without
description. I now see that words do not do justice to a place such
as this.”

“That is why this place will be our home
soon.” He pointed at the darkening cliff and waterfall. “I’m
planning to grow our home up there because as beautiful as it is
down here, wait until tomorrow when I show you what it is like from
up there. The view from there allows you to see nearly the whole
island.”

“Up there?” Brooke asked, mild fear in her
words.

“Not to worry, I’ll protect you.” Meeka
joked, knowing Brooke’s fear of heights. Brooke playfully swatted
her arm.

“Just trust me.” Cage simply said.

“I do.” Brooke then leaned her head on his
shoulder.

“So where is this place to safely hide the
children?” Elder Shania interrupted. The older woman sat down with
a groan.

In answer, Cage conjured an orb of light in
his hand and fired it through the base of the waterfall. In the
darkness the orb’s light shone through the falling water, revealing
the cave. “That is the cave which leads to the heart of the island.
It goes practically to the center of our island’s lone mountain
where I received my gauntlets and boots. I’m still figuring a way
for someone to safely get through the waterfall in such a way that
only the Utala know how to safely enter. At the moment, magic is
the only fast way to gain access. It is primarily the reason I’ve
chosen to make my home up there. I’ll protect it mostly, but if
someone changes the water flow the cave will stand out like a sore
thumb. I need to make the cave the most secure place on the whole
island… especially since I’ll be putting the crystals inside which
will be our greatest protection from invasion.”

The elder mulled over his words to say “What
would happen should someone manage to sneak in?”

“I’ve added a warning of several colors to
appear at the peak of the mountain. Red mean’s we’re under attack
and the light will point in the direction while also making this
sound…” Cage managed to make a siren sound out of magic, just loud
enough to be heard by all sitting near. “This sound means to get
the children to safely and get your weapons ready to fight. If it
is a pulsing orange, it means that everyone is to come here
immediately. The yellow will be for everyone to be on guard for it
would sense the presence of magic it doesn’t recognize. Right now
it knows, mine, Daku’s, Granny’s, Frill’s and even Meeka’s. When
she kissed Brooke earlier, I showed the crystal her type of magic.
Green means someone has been stopped by the pillars and will turn
off to tell they passed through. gray is if they do not answer in
thirty seconds. I’ll explain the other colors later and discuss
plans on how to react to them.”

“I have nothing further to say at the moment.
I will discuss this with my mates.” Elder Shania stood and smiled
thoughtfully. “You are a smart man, Cage. It is good to have a
smart chief again since Metak was last beaten all those years ago.
I want to thank you for providing us all with a wondrous place to
call our own. I expect you to keep up the honor and traditions of
your people.”

“He’ll be doing that… later.” Meeka arched an
eyebrow meaningfully, eliciting rambunctious laughter from the
others listening.

“To be young again.” Shania cackled as she
moved away. “Loves, I suddenly find myself wanting to praise the
spirits. Anyone care to make that happen?”

Another burst of laughter came from all
adults, especially as all six of her elder mates found enough
energy to follow her into the woods.

Cage couldn’t help himself from joining the
fun. He only stopped laughing when Brooke got up and took Meeka’s
hand. “Are you ready for your punishment from earlier?” Brooke
teased Meeka.

Meeka looked down and feigned surprise and
acting skills “I suppose I’ll have to since Cage isn’t willing to
share in the punishment.”

“Like hell I’m not!” Before either could
respond he jumped to his feet and managed to throw a woman over
each shoulder before disappearing into the woods with plenty
strength to spare. Behind came more laughing. Neither woman
struggled as they too were laughing and feeling excitement of what
is to come.

That was till they were alone in the dark
where they each reached heights that could only be found when they
were together.

Just one individual glared and she stormed
away to be miserably alone, not that anybody cared. Her long hair
bounced as she stomped off.

 


Another beautiful morning on the island found
Cage opening his eyes to a large wing encompassing him and his
family. The warmth soothed and the soft comfort of the fur was
tempting enough to want to roll over. He turned his head to find
Brooke and Meeka fast asleep together, holding each other close.
Beneath his feet were Rena and Sean curled up against Daku’s soft
hind leg. Thinking of the caring griffin had Cage look up to see
Daku’s head tucked beneath the wing encompassing them all. Even
Daku was fast asleep.

Remembering the last moments of consciousness
brought a satisfied smile to life. After another mind-blowing night
with two of the most beautiful women in existence had been more
therapeutic than days of rest after what transpired the night
before. Recalling what Daku said about being spirit mates felt
right. In his whole life he’d never come close to having such an
intimate bond with anyone and in just a few short months he
couldn’t even think of a life without Brooke and Meeka in it. His
chaotic life found order with them nearby. He’s always been the
independent person, rarely relying on others, but after the latent
spell used to break apart that block of emotion, Cage found
fulfillment and a love he couldn’t explain. These two women were on
his mind as his partner and he knew his place and wanted it to last
forever.

The strong feelings he had for the two women
went far beyond the best sex imaginable. He personally found being
near them to exceed the pleasure of the flesh. He had found his
home in these two bombshells that tore his old life apart and made
it into something worth living rather than moving on day to
day.

Enough of the touchy feely
crap. He told himself without speaking.
I better hurry.

Cage felt only the mild lingering effects
from the other night and knew he was ready to continue. Slowly he
sat up beneath the comforting wing to find enough of a gap between
Daku’s head and wing-joint to fit through. Relying on uncanny
stealth and moving slowly he crawled out through the crack without
rousing any member of his family.

A great stretch popped some joints while a
yawn simultaneously escaped. Dawn had barely come and all around
the flat ground he created slept most of the tribe. Few were alert.
Over by the central fire sat Metak with two of his elder mates
using either thigh for a pillow. The other four also used each
other for a headrest. If Cage didn’t know he wasn’t physically
aging anymore he knew he’d truly love to reach such an age and
still find love stronger than ever. The elder of the tribe looked
up when he noticed Cage’s movements. Cage immediately set a course
for the retired chieftain and sat near without waking the old
women. “You’re up early.” Cage whispered.

Metak chuckled as he looked down to
caress the cheeks of his swooning mates. “I haven’t slept. Shania’s
sudden energy infected us and we just made it back not more than
two hours ago. After making love, I found my mind wouldn’t allow me
to rest. It is good to feel
young again.”

“I’m glad to have helped.”

“Helped?” Metak chuckled again. “Cage, after
ridding me of my ailments I feel twenty years younger. I knew my
time was coming if I couldn’t make love to my mates as they
deserve. You’ve done me great honor to satisfy my loves as I used
to do. I’ve been more happy to make love to each of them in these
few weeks than the past five years. I haven’t smiled genuinely in
the past year when I first noticed blood when I coughed. Your magic
ridded me of that dreadful disease.” The old man smiled all the way
to his wrinkled eyes. “And since you and Meeka came into the tribe
I’ve noticed more of our people smiling than even during
celebrations. I personally want to see smiles more than grim
expressions. There have been so few over the years.”

“I also prefer smiles.” Cage admitted.
“And I’ll do what I can to keep it that way. Truth of the matter is
that when I rescued those captured for slavery, I likely gained the
attention of a nation set out to enslave or kill any who oppose
them. Destroying a city and freeing slaves will piss off a lot of
people who will be coming for
me. It is only a matter of time before someone powerful or a group
is sent to either kill me or bring me in for punishment before they
publically execute me. The wards I’ve made will help, but I cannot
plan for everything, especially when it concerns magic and its
limitless applications. One oversight on my part could spell
disaster and threaten all of us.”

Metak nodded. “I’m well aware of those with
dishonorable intentions. If by some chance those stupid men and
women come and the fight is futile I promise to make your death
quick and painless.”

“And I would honor you the same way.” Cage
admitted.

“I would not expect anything less from a
Utala brother.” The elder smiled. “Now to the issue at hand… Shania
explained this is where you will make a home for your family. I
agree this place is an ideal location to live. I’ve been hearing
that some other families wish to take your offer and spread out on
the island. Most of the tribe though wish to live near those skull
towers and be ready at all times to protect from outsiders. In a
few weeks we’ll need to establish trade with Kote for things we
cannot hope to find here, like metal. We need better weapons if we
are to keep our new home safe from outsiders.”

“Got it. I’ll figure a way to make better
boats too. We can use those already here to move around the island
more efficiently, staying inside the reefs of course. I still have
a lot to learn so I’ll have to put off trade till later.

“For now” Cage continued. “I need to get a
bite and place the control crystals safely inside the cave. When I
come back, we’ll need to reach the peak of the mountain so everyone
can see nearly every aspect of their new home.”

“Then you had better get started.”

“Will do.” Cage moved over to one woman who
was cooking and gladly shared her work. He ate quickly and headed
for the small lake, using the newly established paths created by
Megdline. At the water’s edge he activated the spell which allows
one to glide on water or land without worry.

The waterfall parted easily as he slipped
into the darkness. In one hand blossomed an orb and clutched in the
other was the bag containing the control crystals. He then skated
on air far faster than any man could run and soon the exercise
built up a sweat. It felt good to release restraints and move with
all he had. He pushed his body harder till his breathing grew
labored and his limbs felt hot.

Cage reached the innermost part of the cave
in record time to release the gliding spell and drop to his hands
and knees to catch his breath. The cool cave air pulled at the
generated heat his body produced and felt good. Soon he recovered
to stand and laugh at himself.

Upending the small leather bag, Cage took the
crystals and placed them down on the pedestal which first housed
the once head-size control crystal. Once sat down he placed a hand
over the two and created protective spells which would prevent
tampering by anyone with a different mana other than his own and
not allow anyone to touch it or the stone pedestal physically.

Muscles in Cage’s jaw clenched as he knew he
had to cancel the continuous spell draining the diamonds which
prevented anyone from using seeker thread to find him. Anytime
someone used seeker thread the white magical string would point in
a single direction and be useless to follow him. Without the
protection, anyone would be able to locate him. The demands of the
spell was too great and on the verge of collapsing anyway from
using so much magic recently.

Searching for the specific spell wasn’t
difficult and neither was dismantling it entirely. He sighed
grimly. “Only a matter of time.” He said to himself while looking
up at the smooth dome. “At the least… it will be on my terms since
I know the island better than anyone.” He hoped.

Without the burdensome spell, the diamonds
were again filling.

Bag in hand, Cage moved over to the pile of
crystals and filled it with every tiny piece. He knew he could
manipulate the pieces together and use them to fortify the network
and additionally ease strain over distances.

Disposing such a valuable resource would be
folly.

 


Stepping beyond the waterfall, Cage noticed
the sun had risen along with everyone else. Children were back at
play in the cool water along with Daku. Daku laughed in his own way
while the children climbed up his back, sat on his beak and with a
quick jerk, the children were thrown end over end into the deeper
areas. The kids already fell in love with the ancient being who
seemed to be having just as much fun throwing the little humans
into the water. Any could see he’d never intentionally harm the
children in any way and his own playfulness found an outlet in the
children.

Cage dove into the water to wash off all the
accumulated sweat while keeping the bag close. He swam beneath the
surface, loving how his body moved and felt so free. He surfaced as
Daku launched yet another child. “Having fun?” Cage shouted.

The griffin turned his head and nothing could
seem to wipe the smile from his face. “Without a doubt,
Partner.”

“Glad to hear it. Have fun, but know we’ll be
leaving within a half hour.”

“Very well.” Daku said before hearing ‘Me
next! Me next!’ and rumbling happily. “Then come up, Cub.” In
moments the kid was away, splashing with a laugh of pure
enjoyment.

Cage swam on and exited the water feeling
remarkably better. He was kindly welcomed back and found his loves
along with his teacher simply talking about how beautiful the
island is.

“All done.” He said while coming to sit down
upon the hard ground where he then poured out the water from the
bag without losing a shard.

“Then I must remove the observation spell. It
is time anyways… Zerreko!” Megdline said commandingly and like
before, nothing could be felt.

Cage’s brow furrowed as he noticed that he no
longer felt the constant tingle of magic between his shoulders
since he left the range of the crystals. He conjured another sight
mirror to sigh when the image remained disrupted of the whole
island, but as he narrowed the vision he found an aerial view of
himself sitting with the others. He sighed. “Good, the spells are
effective and holding.”

“You expected they wouldn’t?” Megdline
asked.

“Yeah. I did sort of.” He stated. “I don’t
sense the magic anymore, but I guess it was due to the proximity of
the crystals. At least the disruption works properly except for
those already inside the perimeter. I can still see the inside of
the island, but to make sure, I’ll need to go outside the isolated
space and see if I can break through. I need to be thorough since I
also removed the seeker thread protection earlier… well disruption
spell would be a more apt description.”

“Let me explain something, Dimwit.”
Megdline turned her full attention upon him. “Do you know
why I allowed you to implant the
spells instead of doing it for you?”

“Because I need the practice or because I
need to make sure you didn’t put something in that I didn’t know
about?” He asked.

She sighed heavily. “Partially yes for
both, but the actual reason is
because the strength of the wards reflect the power of the one who
created it. The strength of the sight mirror block you erected is
stronger than anything I could ever make. If you keep getting
stronger, as I have no doubt, no sorcerer will be capable of seeing
through the spell surrounding this whole island. Few live who can
see past the current ward so if you want the spell stronger you
need to go visit the control crystals to allow it to feel your
strength so it can match the power you have. Before long, the only
issue you would need to worry about seeing past the wards is by
dragon elders, the ones with the greatest power.”

The words made him think. “I’ll consider
that, but what if multiple mages pool their strength to increase
the power of the sight mirror?”

“Good question, but no. Yes, some spells can
be strengthened by combining power. Battle mages typically use this
method often because they can inflict greater damage since most are
lower wizards who get more power through cooperation, but for
locating spells it isn’t possible to my knowledge. The strength of
one’s mirror is that to the person casting. Several can gather and
focus on one image, but the power in the sight will only be as
powerful as the strongest individual.”

“Granny, then how did Ceembura make the
island impenetrable? I remember it being said that the island
defenses were even known to kill a dragon. Beyond that… how could
my diamonds pull me from another universe when no being alive could
have the power to make the wards do what happened.”

“I suspect Ceembura had the help of a very
powerful dragon make the wards that prevented anyone, dragon-kind
included, from reaching this place. The power I sensed in the gate
pillars led me to believe this. How he got a dragon to make the
wards is beyond me. Dragons prefer to watch and guide, not
interfere. And don’t even think someone could steal anything from a
dragon. They aren’t too friendly to thieves, especially with the
magic they possess. Nobody knows who made the crystal you spoke of
or the dragon responsible for the wards once placed on them.” She
hinted at the bag in his hand.

“As for the diamonds, it’s true that none
alive had the power to pull you all the way from Earth. It is an
unknown phenomenon which as of yet, hasn’t been explained. Not even
I can come close to understanding the raw power and focus across
universes could make such an impossible task possible.” The tone
she used implied the upmost truth as she knew it.

“Hmm.” Cage grunted and used a simple spell
to remove all the water from the full pouch. “Everyone eat?”

“Yes.” Meeka said while tucking a long strand
of blonde hair behind an ear. “Elder Metak told all of us your plan
and to be ready when you return. We’re almost finished packing
up.”

“Good.” He put the bag down, stood and turned
around. Putting fingers to his lips he released a loud whistle
which gained everyone’s attention. “We’re leaving in ten minutes!
Come on in everyone!”

 


By early afternoon Cage got everyone up the
mountain, using the safest areas to climb to the peak. He showed
everyone the game trails which led to different areas of interest.
He even showed Brooke and Meeka the breathtaking view from atop the
cliff which overlooks the waterfall paradise. The flat area made it
so Brooke’s fear was much less that she suspected and she knew she
would love waking in the morning to gaze out from that spot.
Megdline even said she would be making a house on the other side of
the river. Cage really didn’t care, but realized the benefits of
having a teacher so close.

Up on the lone peak, Cage showed the whole
island off with Daku sitting comfortably on his shoulder. It was a
hard trek up the mountain, but the breathtaking view from that
point inspired equal reaction to that of the paradise. The more
dangerous areas he pointed towards as much as the safer places.
Hunters took mental notes of where the chief pointed the game to
live while the warriors took stock of the best vantage points. He
spent an hour explaining everything, making sure every individual
had taken his time alone for months and his experiences, to
heart.

Before it got dark, Cage began leading the
tribe down the mountain in a different trail, one which led to the
quickest path to reach the beach.

Along the way Hammit, the male warrior who
managed to escape the notice of the empire with Quitte and rejoined
the tribe later, approached with his two women. By the two women’s
beads they were huntresses and animal protectors. “Chief, might my
mates and I make a request?”

“Sure, what is it?” He inquired curiously to
the thickly muscled and tattooed warrior and even Brooke stepped
closer to listen.

“We three are too old to bare more children
and are wondering if we may make a home on the peak of the
mountain. Our eyes are sharp and would be good for overseeing the
whole island. It would be good for the tribe, Chief. We could react
the quickest to any threat from that point.” His mate, Killeo
said.

“I will have to find a way to make sure
lightning doesn’t strike you and you should also be aware that
sometimes clouds consume the peak and will blind you.” Their
chief’s answer made them look to each other worriedly for they
didn’t know about that. Before their fear could make them
reconsider he said “I think it would be a good idea to have you all
protecting us in the event my magic misses something. Hammit, you
stood with me back on the plains and I know you are deadly with a
bow. To have your eyes watching over us would be a great honor.”
The middle aged warrior’s chest swelled with pride and even his
mates seemed more proud as he was part of them. “Let me work out
how to keep you safe from the lightning and wind. Until then I
would much rather everyone work their way around the island and
learn what it is like. I will be busy for a few weeks, but if I
forget, come to me. If you truly want to oversee the island I
suggest you scour it thoroughly so you know how to best respond.
I’ll leave it in your capable hands.”

“Thank you, Chief. We will be sure to know
the island better than you so that our tribe will benefit.” Hammit
smiled challengingly.

“I will look forward to the day.” Cage
responded.

“Loves, care to get started?” The experienced
warrior asked and got nods of approval from the pair, absorbing his
excitement into themselves.

They went to diverge from the tribe. “Hold!”
Cage shouted and the trio stopped to look back. “I see you’re well
armed, but I suggest you take two dogs if you’ll be gone for an
extended time. Wolves will be more wary, but the other cougars I
left alone might cause trouble for you. Trust me on this. This
island can be more deadly than the plains.”

“We will trust the chief’s judgment.” Killeo
said aloud. She and her sister-mate walked over to their grown
children who offered a skilled and dangerous hunting dog. Cage knew
these dangerous furry hunters were just as skilled and deadly as
any canine unit back on Earth. These dogs weren’t simply pets, they
were working predators with a mean bite.

Afterwards Hammit, his mates and the dogs
disappeared into the forest.

Some other families bid their chief farewell
to scout the island. Nearly a quarter disappeared into the forest,
but all with children stayed together.

Brooke took his free hand just like Meeka had
done since walking down the mountain. “Cage Love, your skills as
chief are impressive. I never believed a man could lead our people
without force.”

“I believe in letting people choose their own
path. If you trust them to stick to their word, they will trust you
and yours. The Utala are by far the most honorable group I’ve met.
It is an honor to be part of it… Besides, if you lead with an iron
grip you risk breaking something which could anger those who
follow. If you think about it, the previous chief was a dick who
hurt too many. When you killed him, none mourned his death did
they?” She shook her head, not even needing to think about how
right his words are. “If I die, I want to be remembered for being a
good and fair chief.”

Elder Shania couldn’t help overhearing. “You
already have your people’s hearts, Child.” She spoke. “None can
question your honor as chieftain. You bring great honor to the
tribe.”

Not one to endure praise well, Cage simply
looked back to smile and see everyone who heard in full agreement.
It gave a warm feeling of accomplishment. “We’re almost to the
beach!” He shouted back so that Daku’s ear wasn’t right there. “We
might reach the boats slightly after nightfall!”

Meeka rolled her eyes to Brooke and they
shared a giggle, understanding he was deflecting the pleasant
conversation because it made him feel ill at ease. Daku even
rumbled from the shoulder.

 


A dozen floating orbs of light hung overhead
of the tribe as they walked in a northerly direction along the
sandy beach. Several breaks were needed, but they had reached the
beach as nightfall came. Megdline and Cage used their magic to
light the way safely. Many of the young children were asleep and
being carried by their parents after the long and hard day.

Rena even couldn’t hold out as she slept
quietly while Meeka clutched the child to her breast. Sean was beat
but he pushed on with determination.

A welcome light in the distance caught Daku’s
eye and he pointed out the campfire of those who remained. New
energy made the progress faster and within an hour the tribe was
greeted by those who stayed. In the two days Cage led the tribe
through the island, eighteen teepees were erected along with a
large temporary stall to house the horses and a rack with about
fifty large fish drying showed much had been done.

Cage had everyone take a load off as he had
to complete a task. He dove into the ocean until the waves could be
walked upon. He canceled the orb as he knew that once he passed the
pillars he’d be exposed to magical sight. He slipped between the
pillars in the complete darkness since clouds began building up for
a likely rainstorm. It was unsettling walking on water that
undulated randomly. Several waves nearly made him fall into the
dark water. It pushed his reactions to the limit in the complete
darkness.

A quarter mile from the pillars, he turned
around on the ocean’s surface and could see the tiny fires of camp,
when a wave lifted him high enough. He focused on them before
creating the sight mirror. He got a mild headache from staring at
the incoherent view being displayed. When he could not pierce the
veil he pumped in more and more of his magic. The strain was
difficult as he pushed on. Teeth gritted, he felt the rapidly
draining power of his own tingle of magic feel like ants crawling
all over his skin. He pushed so hard he didn’t notice the spots
appearing till he gasped for breath. He stopped only as when the
image began to take blurry shapes and his most forceful spell
reached a peak. Cage knew without a doubt that few could do as he
did just then.

The white skull guardian appeared brightly in
the darkness to ask for the password and disappeared when it
received it. He reached shore to be greeted by his two women while
sluggishly trekking a way to the fires to eat and retire for the
night, but not before telling of his experience. Megdline and Frill
were the only ones not surprised of his test.

 


In the morning Meeka awoke to an oddly
nostalgic sound. There were many young voices grunting and seem to
be doing something that required much effort. She sat up and looked
around the main tent they had shared with all the elders since it
rained not long after her mate fell asleep from overuse in magic.
Families had to share since all tents weren’t erected. She sat up
alone, only the elders remained in their slumber. She grabbed her
thigh sheathe, tied it on and slid the single edged blade home. She
stood and wiped the grit from her eyes before lifting the flap of
the tent.

Meeka’s sharp blue eyes found the source of
the disturbance. Cage stood between four lines of children paired
up. None of the sixty or so carried their knives, but he was
teaching unarmed combat. He moved the training session just outside
the tents and near the rolling surf so his shouts wouldn’t disturb
the ones needing sleep from the hard journey off the mountain. He
shouted “Begin!” and Meeka watched the paired children take a
fighting stance he had taught her what seemed a lifetime ago. Then
the children moved closer and were throwing slow punches and kicks
at each other. They took turns throwing and blocking. It was hard
to hear everything he said in the strong wind, but she watched as
he’d go up to a child and move their arm or leg to a more positive
position. He went from child to child, moving as confidently as he
always did.

She sighed, glad he recovered from absorbing
Megdline’s mana.

Her eyes moved around to find many mothers
sitting together on the beach talking and watching their babies
being taught by the chieftain. Brooke too sat among the young
mothers.

Meeka moved over to the group and was greeted
as a sister. She sat beside her love and got a kiss on the cheek.
“Sorry for not waking you, Love. You were sleeping so well I didn’t
have the heart to do it.”

“That is alright.” Meeka said. “How are our
children doing this morning?”

“Rena is a natural at adapting to our mate’s
many odd fighting methods. Some of the older girls are also
learning well. Sean is more used to his dad’s influence and needs
little instruction since he’s had weeks to hone his skills. Our
children are still very young and have much to improve upon, but in
time their generation will surpass this one.”

Lanna leaned forward to say “My son told me
Rena has been taking the children often to go over what the chief
taught those few times and keep doing the same thing over and
over.”

Brooke nodded. “When Cage and I were going
after everyone, he used his magic and saw Rena doing the exercises
he taught her.”

“Rena certainly is the prize of our tribe.
She takes well after her mother.” One of the women unabashedly
said, even as two of her own children were out there.

“The words are kind.” Brooke smiled to her
sisters. “If the spirits will it, she will make a fine priestess
when my time is over.”

“Why not have the chief use magic on her like
the far-seer did to you? We all know Rena will be a gift to the
tribe. She never stops helping everybody and is good at guiding the
children. She will make a fine leader and future mate for the next
chieftain.” Another asked.

“Because he is too unskilled.” Said a
deep voice. The group turned around to find Daku had silently snuck
up behind them little larger than a dog and sat to also watch. “I
will not permit him to place a
blessing or a curse of magical properties on anyone until he is more competent. In combat, he
lives up to his warlock heritage, but he still has a great deal to
learn of his other half, magic. Last I remember of Twilight’s
policy, to give a gift upon a person without the power to mold
their mana, a mage must have no less than ten years of magic in
this study. It isn’t easy to make a magician and many things can go
horribly wrong. I’ve seen it happen twice and neither mistake could
be corrected before death of the recipient.”

“But what of the Great Prophet? My parents
said he was dying and in pain, but he spelled both Brooke and I
before dying.” Meeka asked aloud.

“I heard of the one you speak though we
never met.” The griffin nodded. “It is a simple answer, he was
quite old, even among mages. He was born nearly three thousand
years ago. Prophets, true
prophets, are the rarest mage of all and they had power equal
to that of a common warlock. Because he was so old, the dead
prophet was more than capable of weaving a spell upon you in a
compromised situation… if Cage were to place a spell upon Rena at
the moment in his current level of training, she would die a
violent, agonizing death.” His
cool words made Brooke shiver. “It is not an option.”

The other women were likewise silenced on the
subject.

“Thank you, Daku.” Meeka said to break the
awkwardness and the griffin tilted his head. “For caring for Rena’s
well being.”

“Yes, thank you.” Brooke spoke at last.

“She is a feisty cub.” He smirked. “Those are
always the most fun to play with.” At that moment everyone turned
to see Rena step into her opponent’s defenses, sweep her leg behind
the other’s knee while pushing, throwing the larger girl flat on
her back while maintaining the advantageous top. Rena stopped an
elbow to the other girls throat and stood, offered a hand and
helped the opponent back up. “She saw that move only once and has
mastered it, even if they are intentionally moving slow.” He stated
since he watched everything since the beginning, watching how his
partner associated with the cubs.

Rena then became the recipient of the same
attack as they traded places over and over.

“That’s it for today kids!” Cage called out a
few minutes after. “You all did wonderfully today and I expect such
dedication when you come to my home in three days. Practice these
moves with an adult always present and any challenges will not be
allowed until the tribe settles. You know what will happen if I
hear you’ve disobeyed me. Now go cool off with a swim.”

Most of the children immediately charged for
the water. “Daku, will you play again?!” Rena shouted when a small
group converged on her, all asking for her to do it.

Daku grinned before running around everyone
while growing. He snapped his wings out, grabbed the whole group of
cubs and glided to the water where he dumped them. They surfaced
with a laugh and he dove beneath to play with them, acting just
like they were.

Cage approached the large group of deadly
women and Meeka gasped as she saw blood on his hip. He followed her
eyes and wiped the evidence away. “Don’t worry, Daku and I had a
fight earlier.”

“How bad?” She asked.

Lanna answered directly. “Bad… Chief lost
most of his face from a swipe of Daku, but Daku had a piece of his
throat ripped out by Chief’s own hand. It was another fierce
fight.”

Meeka blinked and stepped closer. Up close
she found four jagged lines of new pink skin from a nasty swipe to
his handsome face. “But you look like nothing happened…”

“I’m getting better at healing.” He replied
simply before grinning. “I’ve been itching for a fight since I
kicked off the sailors and didn’t put one worthwhile up. Daku’s the
only one I can really cut loose on. Not only can he take it, he can
kick my ass right back. We had a quick match before Brooke helped
me wake the children.”

“Well… who won?” Meeka asked.

“Daku did.” She wasn’t expecting that answer
since she had never seen her mate lose a fight before. “His claws
cut right through my eyes, blinding me. Before I could recover he
knocked me down and held my throat in his sharp beak.”

“Sounds brutal.” She murmured.

“More like exciting.” He chuckled
happily.

“I’m afraid they might kill each other one
day.” Brooke grimly stated.

“He won’t go that far. Daku knows he cannot
die, but holds back just enough to keep from going that far. He’s
as disciplined as I am, if not more.” His eyes turned when he
noticed Megdline stepping out of a tent with Frill. “I’ll see you
two later. I’m going to make a week’s worth of food for
everyone.”

He went to leave and grab his pack filled
with seeds. Meeka stopped him, asking “How are the others who are
scouting the island? Have you checked on them?”

“Yep. Everyone is fine and healthy… Have
fun!” he kissed Meeka on the forehead and Brooke on the cheek
before rushing off into the woods after his mentor.

“Care to swim, Meeka Love?”

“I was about to suggest the same.” Meeka took
off her knife as Brooke did likewise with her tomahawks. Then they
held each other’s hand and ran to the water to frolic like the
children.

 


Throughout the day Cage sat with his
legs crossed in the dirt. He and Megdline chose a place with a
nearby running stream with fertile ground. He used his hands
earlier to dig a channel for simple irrigation. With the ground
before him well saturated he began using his mana to rapidly grow
plants. He did the spell under constant supervision, feeling his
teacher sense his work and methods with her own magic, but not
aiding the rapid growth. After a few runs, harvesting about fifty
pounds of corn and wheat Megdline gave subtle comments and opinions
which really benefitted. He learned how to rapidly grow twelve
edible plants of the same type every three minutes. He struggled
greatly with three different varieties and she said that is usual
for beginners and would get easier over time. She explained she can
do twelve different plants
simultaneously, but it had taken nearly two decades to reach such a
level. For same plants she can grow eighty
simultaneously.

He didn’t believe it till she proved him dead
wrong. In less than two minutes his teacher grew enough corn to
feed twenty families. He was so stunned he couldn’t speak. She
smugly grinned to further prove herself more capable.

In late afternoon he had a large pile of
corn, wheat, squash, potatoes and strawberries. The pile stood
nearly as tall as himself. “This should do nicely.” Megdline
stated. “Cage, we aren’t far from the village. Use a spell to
levitate these supplies for me.”

He didn’t question, simply did.

Soon he and his teacher stepped from the
forest and floating behind was a week’s worth of fresh vegetables.
Every villager marveled at the bounty brought for them. Many said
words of thanks, seeing their worry for winter vanish in light of
what had taken half a day to grow. Even Daku stood impressed.

“Listen up!” Cage said to the whole group.
“Granny, Frill, Daku and I will be going to the waterfall. Daku
will keep an eye out for smoke signals if you need me. I’ve had to
alter my estimates since Granny helped me figure a few things out.
I need no less than three days alone to accomplish building my
house. In four days I’ll begin teaching fighting lessons again,
this time with any adults. Use black smoke if there is great need
of me. Otherwise, let me focus.”

“What about us, Cage?” Meeka asked with
uncertainty.

He smiled kindly. “Brooke’s been wanting to
keep you company for a long time. Besides, I want our new home to
be a surprise. I also grew you some healing herbs back where we
were growing all this food. Just follow our trail, it’ll be hard to
miss. You’ll have everything your mother grew back at the
house.”

“Really?” She asked quickly. “When did you
have time to find such herbs?”

“I brought more seeds from Twilight potion
makers who use many herbs in their work.” Megdline informed. “But
Frill found aloe somewhere and we transplanted it. As a healer you
should know well the herbs he grew for you.”

“Then I’ll use them well. I thank you.” She
said, glad he thought to allow her something she was good at doing.
“Cage, you better make the best house in all of Vlara or Brooke and
I won’t make living together easy.”

“Where would the fun be in that!” The
priestess joked. “I’m expecting something ghastly just so we can
punish him for wanting to leave us for three whole days without
speaking to us first.”

“You know what, My Love, I believe you’re
right. How should we punish him for not consulting us?”

Brooke pursed her lips while looking at him
and smiled as he instinctively stepped back. “How about we tie him
to a tree and make love while he is helpless to come join us?”

“Not good enough… How about we have him
occupied with all the children while he knows we’ll be
all alone and can’t do a thing about
it because of his duty as chief. I think our children will make
sure to make him bored to the point he tries to return and we’re
already done.”

“Brother, you better run.” Zatal commented,
barely containing himself from bursting out with a laugh like
everyone else.

“Meeka Mother, we can all bury dad in the
sand so he cannot move.”

“Excellent idea, Rena!” Meeka excitedly
replied.

Someone found it impossible to hold it in and
started a chain reaction of laughing. It grew louder as Brooke
stalked around the pile of food in an exaggerated manner. “How
about we bury him now so he reconsiders.”

“Cage, get on quick!” Daku shouted with
a chuckle. “Your mates are on the hunt. Flee if you wish to live!”

More laughing erupted, some even fell over as
the chief turned tail and ran for dear life before Jumping clear
and landing on Daku’s back. The griffin took off before Brooke
could catch them and she stuck her tongue out.

“I will be sure that he makes your new home
worth the wait.” Megdline promised Brooke and Meeka. “Come
Frill.”

Frill approached as Megdline conjured a
golden oval board of pure magic and began to hover. Sand blew away
from it as Frill landed before her feet. The tribe stepped back as
she leaned the nose of the board up and flew into the sky after
Daku.

She quickly caught up and slowed to
match speed. Megdline then heard Cage yell over “After growing the
house and make clothes, I want to do that!”

“If that is your preference.” Frill yowled
back.

It didn’t take long for them to locate the
waterfall in the afternoon light. Megdline landed with a soft step
as the spell ended. Daku came to a similar stop. Cage swung himself
down and looked over the sheer cliff, down to the paradise
below.

“You prefer oak right?” Megdline asked.

“Excuse me?”

“For your home.” She clarified. “I remember
you saying oak would be a good choice.”

“Yep.” He said and watched as she pulled out
a acorn from a pocket.

“We will get started immediately. But first I
must ask what amenities you will be incorporating, or wish to?”

“That’s one of the things I questioned many
times. On Earth it was common to have little things that can be
missed when they aren’t there. I’ve lived on Raliea for a few
months and have seen basic living conditions and want a piece of my
home brought here.

“For my house I want no less than five large
bedrooms, a study, two bathrooms, a kitchen, dining room and a
fireplace. Since I’m growing a home I’d like to have running water
and a few other things you probably don’t consider.”

Megdline processed his request silently for a
few moments. She eventually gave a nod. “So you want a water system
that can have different temperatures… Good, so you at least know of
pipe systems. You should know that Twilight tree homes also have
flowing water. It is quite simple really. But I must ask, why five
bedrooms?”

“One for my mates and I. One for Sean and
Rena. The other two will be if I have guests. Oh, and I’d like to
make Daku a room for his own.” He replied.

“Logical… As a warlock, you will certainly
have visitors one day.” Her calm grey eyes turned. “What say you,
Daku?”

“I have no need for a room. I will nest
wherever I please. Likely while Cage is occupied I’ll sleep with
one of the cubs.” He admitted simply, not really caring either way
so long as his partner is happy.

“Cage, remove a palm quantity amount of the
shards you showed me earlier. Before I teach you the proper home
growing method you’ll need the crystals ready to regulate the
amenities you wish to incorporate into your dwelling.” She watched
as he knelt and pulled out the bag from the pack. “May I also have
some for my home?” He poured a small pile in her hand and one in
his own. “Manipulate the bonds of the shards to fuse them together
like you do with wood fibers. Try and make four solid pieces. When
we’re done you’ll grow the tree normally into a sapling before
placing the gem’s inside the wood so it can be integrated to work
the magics you want the home to use.”

The two mages sat and forced the flecks and
slivers to bind into four solid crystals. The power to fuse the
surfaces were hundreds of times harder than weaving wood fibers,
but in two hours each of them held four crystals, all about a half
inch with asymmetrical features.

They took a break to eat and converse on how
he wanted his home’s interior to look. She asked for an illusion so
Cage stood and created a realistic, almost tangible layout he
imagined. She explained that in growing trees, they couldn’t be
shaped quite like those cut and nailed together. She further had
him alter the illusion, walking through the illusion and pointing
to places he needed to alter. His mind quickly adjusted certain
sections until she seemed satisfied. Soon she had him lower the
illusion to that of the upper floor and he began to comprehend just
why he needed the corrections. It made perfect sense because he was
going to live in a living tree, not one cut down and used for
lumber.

Satisfied his layout and imagination would
result into a beautiful home, Megdline began teaching him how
exactly to grow a home fit for a mage.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


“Boat to the north!” Someone shouted in the
early evening. The sun’s power over the sky continued to wane
behind the mountain as the tribe rushed to the alerting voice.

Brooke and Meeka shot to their feet and
followed around, pass the tents. They found a young huntress
pointing to sea with a spear.

All eyes turned upon the open water to find a
sailboat with dirty white sails coming down from the north. Meeka
again saw the fortitude of her tribal brothers and sisters as not
one expression showed concern, just fierce determination. Weapons
weren’t far from being drawn as everyone glared at the three mast
sailboat moving just outside the protective reef.

“Love, do you recognize those colors?” Brooke
asked calmly and many members turned to her.

Meeka didn’t shy away this time as she too
glared at the boat. “They hold neither Emroc or Vlaran colors.
Emroc prefer green and Vlara usually display a bluish purple. Maybe
they are a merchant vessel, a nonaffiliated, personal ship.”

Brooke considered those words carefully
before asking “But why would they be on the east side of our
island? This side? Our people told me there were few villages near
the beach and Kote’s nearest dock is far to the east and over to
the north a bit by a place called Miot. Why would they be so close
to here?”

“Point taken.” She used one of Cage’s
responses. “I honestly do not know. Normal trade routes are on the
west side of the island, when ships are heading to Hideaway port.
Maybe they are curious if word has spread of this place.”

“What do you want to do, Priestess?” One of
the elders asked since Brooke became leader in Cage’s absence.

“Five warriors, get a horse and keep an eye
on them.” She ordered, knowing what was needed for the safety of
her people. “Make sure they see you and show they are not welcome
here. They are too far out at sea to fire a warning arrow. Return
as soon as they leave.” Five warriors hurriedly rushed off to
gather a small bag and filled it with food before running and
mounting a horse to be able to match the boat’s speed.

“What of the chieftain? Should he be
informed?” Another asked.

“Not unless they prove to be hostile or try
anything suspicious. He said not to interrupt him unless it is an
emergency. At the moment, it isn’t.”

Meeka noticed all the children had
disappeared for the trees while every adult stood ready as the boat
came around one pillar silently and then the second in its way
south. Nothing could be discerned from the distance between them
and the boat, not even if anyone was aboard.

As it continued, the armed mounted warriors
took off and matched the boat’s pace, making it obvious they would
follow and could keep up.

“There’s nothing we can do about it right
now. I need to get back to creating a poultice for Zanza’s mate
Rin. He needs it before infection sets in.” Meek said.

On the way back to the tent she and Brooke
found the muscular hunter asleep from a tonic she gave him to rest.
Meeka knelt by the gash to hear her woman gently ask “How is his
side?”

“The stitching is holding nicely. He
shouldn’t have swam so far out if he wasn’t a strong swimmer. At
least his wounds serve to tell everyone of the reef’s dangers. I
know they are beautiful and are great for hunting fish, but the
currents are strong. I cleaned the wound as best I can. At least
Cage grew me the necessary herbs to treat a variety of problems.”
Meeka then moved over to begin crushing the ingredients in a metal
bowl with a good stone that served its purpose well.

Zanza and her sister-mates also came to sit
with him and watch Meeka work and apply the soon finished poultice
to his ribcage and bound it securely with a cloth around his chest.
Then they allowed him to sleep.

 


“Sir, it is clear they mean to follow us.”
The captain of the ship stated.

“I can see the unenlightened savages
too.” The former Arch Magister sneered as he lowered the spyglass.
“They can do nothing except
follow us. We are almost finished with the task, in a few hours we
will let them relax in ignorance. I expect you to uphold our
agreement.” He put his foot long spyglass to his eye as he watched
the five on horseback match the boat’s speed. He saw their pitiful
weapons, their unabashed nakedness and overall confident demeanor.
He could only see it with his eyes for no matter how hard he tried,
he could not break through the spell hiding everything from magical
sight and it infuriated him since he is one of the most powerful living sorcerers in
all of the empire and still could not succeed. He knew beyond a
doubt the man who ruined his whole life was somewhere hidden
within. Bloodlust filled him and his dark mind thought of wondrous
tortures he wanted to do before making the man into a ghost to be
tortured for all of eternity, never knowing even a moment’s peace.
The necromancer had an ideal place to put the soul gem on a mantle
in his office.

His corrupted sense of justice also relished
what he’d do to all these savages when he reclaimed his position as
the Arch Magister of Eeroan again.

The captain held his tongue at the
frightening looks coming off the pale bearded mage and the lion at
his side. He’d been hired late in the night by this mage and two
others for the sole purpose of sailing around the old forbidden
island now being spoken of as Cage Island, home of a powerful mage.
He looked over to see two other dark robed mages secretly doing
something with a mound clay covering a whole table. He wondered
what it was all about till it began to appear like a small,
detailed version of the island. The two sat unblinking, like
whatever they saw transposed itself into the clay. Worst of all
were their huge, disconcerting eyes that were unnaturally
large.

The former magister seethed in a fury he’d
never before experienced, wanting vengeance on the one named
Ceembura. He so wanted to charge right in and kill everyone and
everything that would dare stand in his way. But his anger didn’t
make him stupid or reckless. He had felt the immense power
emanating from those black pillars and judging from the power of
the barrier obscuring his sight he knew his power alone wasn’t a
match. He needed more to take this bastard down.

Such thoughts ran wild as he watched the
savages and how they watched the boat. The former magister had been
brought out of his weeklong trance last night by a loyal teacher of
his dark arts school and showed how the seeker thread finally
pointed in a different direction. His trance search hadn’t been
successful because something powerful and intervening blocked the
method.

Out of the difficult trance, he’d conjured a
sight mirror to find it was no longer white, but distorted in
image. It was clear night had fallen, but the change gave hope he
would exact his vengeance and return the humiliation. He
immediately began trying to locate the area and with much help by a
group of teachers and students they narrowed the search to a known
forbidden island, one said to be untouched for thousands of
years.

He contacted the empress and notified her of
the situation and did her bidding by bringing two lesser sorcerers
to passively learn where this rogue mage lived and await further
instruction. He bought passage from a boat captain in Miot within
an hour after Jumping to Vlara and sailed to passively document so
as to not be seen by the wanted mage. The only certainty was when
the island came into view a few hours ago he used seeker thread and
it moved due the vicinity between himself and the object of his
obsession. The former magister knew he’d found the one.

“I hope he tastes good.” The lion partner
rumbled.

“You may have his remains when I’ve ripped
his spirit out in the most agonizing way.” The magister
replied.

The captain got a chill from those words to
the air, but he suspected he talked to the beast. He backed away
grumbling under his breath “Last time I take on a mage. Creepy
bastards…” But before he got far the lion’s sharp hearing didn’t
let the words pass. The captain was attacked from behind. Thick
fangs pierced the man’s throat before he died when the lion didn’t
relent with an unbreakable bite force. Then with a violent twist
the longtime captain had his neck broken before getting devoured by
the hungry Familiar.

The crew watched, terror-stricken by the
unprovoked display. Before they could defend their lost captain
they heard from the bearded sorcerer “One word and I’ll kill every
one of you before the word leaves your lips. Whoever the new
captain is better know his place.” All the while they heard the
lion ripping the flesh of their captain and eating him before their
very eyes on deck.

Nothing could be done besides compliance, if
they didn’t wish for death this night. Since they wanted to return
to their families they sailed on as directed.

Little did they know, it wouldn’t happen.
When the mages got what they wanted they’d covered their tracks and
didn’t leave witnesses.

 


“Finally! I think that’ll do it!” Cage
hollered from inside his finished home in the late afternoon hour.
He stepped outside, soaked with sweat on the third day. Daku rose
from his place in the shade and padded over curiously, wanting to
see the final results instead of progress. He met Cage’s eye and
could see he was exhausted, but the thrill of completion gave a
needed, if temporary, boost. Cage then said “I’m going to go take a
shower. Can I ask you to go retrieve the family?”

“I shall return soon and will enjoy
everything as they will.” He walked over to the edge of the cliff
before dropping over and soaring lazily over the trees.

Cage walked inside to take his first hot
shower since arriving in this world as Megdline came outside from
her cedar home on the other side of the stream. She smiled, knowing
that no student to her knowledge had made such an exquisite first
home in so short a time. She glided over and looked around with a
dropped jaw.

It took just a few short minutes for Daku to
find the fires of the tribe and angle himself accordingly. Someone
noticed his raw magnificence and alerted the horde who all became
excited with his presence. He landed lightly despite his large
size. He’d chosen such to carry the rest of his new flock, safely.
Daku appreciated the humans not assaulting him with questions till
he folded his great wings to settle along his side.

“Is he finished finally?” Sean asked
first.

“Indeed he is.” His eyes locked with Brooke,
Meeka and Rena, who all stood nearest. “Grab your belongings. We
leave for our nest immediately.”

The three females all excitedly rushed for
their tent where they already had their bags packed and ready to
go. Sean checked the knife clasped to his forearm sheathe before
climbing up when Rena brought his pack over.

While the four climbed up onto his back, Daku
said to the tribe “Cage also wished to remind everyone of
tomorrow’s training session. He wants the whole tribe to come, no
exceptions. He wants to show off his house and has said that each
family will also get one in time, once you chose where you intend
to live that is. Once you see what he is offering, you will not
hesitate, I assure you. Until tomorrow, farewell.”

A pat on his neck came from Meeka and he took
it as a sign to go. He turned to the water as the tribe backed
away. He fluffed his wings as he sprinted before leaping into the
air and flying.

“How is it, Daku?” Rena asked when she
noticed her mother’s eyes slammed shut due to a lingering fear of
heights.

“I honestly do not know. I wish to be just as
surprised of our new roost. I did not want to lie so I avoided his
work as much as possible, but the tree from the outside is
welcoming and very beautiful as far as trees grow. I want to see it
completed as you would, Cub.”

“Then hurry, I want to see Dad and what he’s
done!” She excitedly said.

“Be patient. You waited three days, you can
wait a few minutes.”

“Says you!” She pouted adorably as both Daku
and Sean laughed at the false expression. She couldn’t hold it for
more than a few seconds.

In just a few minutes the afternoon light
revealed the glorious waterfall and two trees where there were none
four days prior. Only grass had grown before then. The two were
nothing alike, but the oddly shape trees were magnificent to
behold. It was clear the west building, that was separated by the
waterfall’s constant supply from the mountain, was some kind of
large cedar by the reddish bark and thick, stem-like evergreen
leaves. The leaves encircled the entirety of the cone shaped tree,
but when they flew closer they saw an arched gap near the base in
the direction facing the sheer cliff. It had grown nearly a hundred
feet away from the edge. The tree looked fatter around the bottom
where it resembled something somewhat like a bare breast. Dim light
seemed to emanate from an obvious opening, but little else could be
determined other than it was a large tree.

The same couldn’t be said for the one on the
river’s other side.

This tree was three times the size of the
other and the bark was a brownish grey. It was a bulging monster
clearly not naturally intended, but breathtaking nonetheless. It
had a large entrance, big enough for the currently sized Daku to
enter comfortably. Even the largest horse would find the entrance
roomy. Oval openings over twenty feet up became smaller doorways
that led to the balcony of a second floor that encircled the entire
tree with a safety railing to prevent falling down the twenty feet
to the ground. The tree looked like a nearly perfect cylinder with
round edges having a diameter of over a hundred feet in any given
direction. Thick leaves created an intricate canopy of bright
green. Along the top were three arched struts sprouting from the
roof-like top where roots could be seen growing around the bases.
The braces stood to either side and back as Daku lazily flew around
the enormous tree dwelling to intentionally show off the exterior.
Genuine silence is all he could hear from those on his back.

On the dark, eastern side of the tree shone
an inner light coming through a window opening. Atop the tree house
stood a canopy of limbs and leaves taller and grander than any tree
the forest of the island had ever seen.

Around the roots of the house were an
abundance of flowers gathered and magically grown from the paradise
below. One large section away from the estate sat a plot dedicated
to a medicinal herb garden. With so many things to take in, words
alone couldn’t articulate the restructured oak and the beauty
surrounding it.

As Daku came down for a careful landing,
Frill stepped out through the large arch entrance. Megdline
followed after to nearly fall over in laughter from her friends’
expressions. His stop jarred them back into reality.

“Dad made this?” Rena asked, dumbstruck.

“Your dad, grew this.” Megdline clarified. Daku lowered
himself to allow the passengers off. “His power and ability to
adapt still ceases to amaze me.”

Then the warlock himself exited the house and
shook his mane of wet hair from the shower. “Shower works great,
Granny… Oh, you made it!” He noticed the others and beamed. “Come
in everyone. Welcome to our new home.”

Bringing the bags, the rest of his family
approached with evident awe for even a blind man to clearly see.
Frill hissed a laugh which caused Megdline to lose her restraint
and joined him. The burst finally broke the other’s reverie.
“What?” Sean asked and was told “Your faces… you should have seen
them!” She laughed.

“Come inside, all of you.” Cage turned around
to reenter the house.

Compared to the outside, the inside was like
an artist’s masterpiece to a two year olds finger-painting.

Passing through the entrance they found a
pocket door which he showed can be opened and closed by touching
it. It had a locking system only accessible from the inside. No
lock pick could ever fit through the near seamless crack and reach
the locking bolt.

Beyond the pocket door waited an exquisitely
designed dining room. The front room was enormous, about sixty feet
long by thirty wide. The floor was flat and spotless. Artificial
wood rings gave the floor character since the rapid growth would
have made a single uniform color. Naturally the seasons would have
made rings over many years. The walls were all beige with striking
veins of dark lines. Very few things had straight edges, of those
were beautifully crafted chairs and a table which could seat forty
without seeming crammed. Walls were all curved delicately for a
reason. Cornered walls wouldn’t work for a living tree. Off to the
left sat a fireplace of odd design. The simplicity is what made the
room so inviting rather than ostentatious. Above the table floated
an orb of light which bathed the phenomenal room in a peaceful way.
Just above the orb spun some odd windmill facing down as it
attached somehow to the ceiling.

“As you can see I grew the table straight
from the floor and the chairs came from the modified branches of
this very tree. Over there is a fireplace and sofa where we can all
relax whenever we want, but I’ve yet to make the cushions. It’s
comfortable, but not as it will be soon. And I can see you
wondering what that spinning device is, it is a ceiling fan.
Doesn’t it feel nice?” He smiled at the rotating object even
Megdline didn’t understand till he explained. The cool air
circulating felt great on a hot body.

Rena sat her bag down and walked over to the
low burning fire and rubbed her hand over the warm sculpted frame
and exclaimed “Dad, this is wood! Do you want to burn us
alive?”

“Relax, Kiddo. practically everything
in this house is made of wood. I know you won’t understand this,
but I’ll explain it anyway.” He approached and rubbed his hand over
the fireplace. “Yes, you’d be right that fire burns wood and
this is a tree, but I made the
wood all around the fireplace, the wall and floor so
dense that even your knife cannot cut it let alone burn
because of a fire.”

Rena wished to test such a claim as she drew
her sharp knife and tried cutting, but the wood held no matter the
pressure. “So Dad, does this mean you made wood compact till it is
hard as stone?”

“Very good, Kiddo. You’ve been listening to
me! So do not worry about a fire because I did the same to every
fireplace in our bedrooms, yours and Sean’s included.” He rubbed
her head and it made her smile at being praised. “Come, there is
more to see and explain.” Over with the others Cage said “Sean, see
that little lever beside the door?” He nodded and walked over to
one of two nubs sticking out of the wall with a thin vertical line
below it. “No the one beside it. That one turns off the fan… that’s
the one. Pull it down.”

Most screamed as the light vanished, plunging
the room in mild darkness. Thanks to open windows and the fire,
they didn’t go blind entirely. “Now flick it back up.” There came
another barely audible click as the orb reappeared above the table,
near the ceiling. “Did I just do magic?” Sean asked.

“No, Buddy. Actually those are called light
switches back on Earth. Not only has this tree been shaped by
magic, so too can it do magic. Every single room has one of those
which turns on an orb of light.”

“Where does it come from, Dad?” Rena
asked.

“The orb comes on because of a little power
taken from all of us, the tree itself and all the nearby plants and
animals. There are little stones that take mana from each of us. It
is so little we do not even notice it. The gems are in the walls so
no one but I know where they are. The crystals do many things
thanks to you. But I must say that you need to turn the light
switch off whenever you leave a room so magic won’t be
overused.”

“What else can our home do?” Rena pressed as
everyone listened.

“Many, many things.” He smiled. “You never
need to worry about bugs, rats or snakes coming inside because
there is a spell which pushes them away all the time. Birds can
land, but that is all. I will teach you later a few words which can
make this house nearly impenetrable long enough for help to arrive.
There will be much to remember and not to be used lightly. First
though, I need to show off the new house.” She nodded. “Follow
me.”

Cage led them to a door to the right,
adjacent to the fireplace which led to an ornate kitchen. “This is
the oven and stove top. Put wood in the oven, but if you need to
use the stove I have a sliding lever which allows the fire to heat
up any pan. We’ll need more supplies, like knives, pots and pans,
but our normal supplies will work for awhile. This prep table is
like the fireplaces so it can be used as a cutting board. I’ve
grown a cabinet so we can store plates and drinks right here in the
wall.” He reached over to a knob and slid the cabinet door aside.
“And here is an empty spice rack we’ll need to stock later. In the
next room is a pantry, but this is my favorite creation.” He moved
to a flat cornered, rectangular box rising from the ground. As he
slid it open a blast of cold air rushed out. “This is a freezer and
will keep anything we want cold so food doesn’t spoil. Food can
last many more weeks this way than commonly used to preserve
food.”

“Feels like Winter, Love.” Brooke said as she
put her arm into the frigid box.

“That’s the whole point. I know you’ve
learned raw food lasts longer in ice and snow than anything would
in the summer.” From the look of her expression, she fully
understood. “It is the same application. It also makes ice if we
desire a cold drink on a hot day. We need to close it though or it
will take more mana to keep the temperature down. Wood is a great
insulator.” He shut the icebox.

Leaving the kitchen, Daku had to back away
from the arched entrance as Cage finished the tour of the house. He
first led to a door on the far side of the room. “This will be my
study and if I’m inside with the door shut, a tiny red orb will
hover by the handle. Do not disturb me unless there is trouble. It
means I’m doing magic and that room has the most defenses of the
entire house so if there is a mistake, nothing bad will result…
Over here is the ground floor’s head where anyone can relieve
themselves… this is a sink with running hot and cold water… I’ll
answer how later, alright? We will always wash our hands before a
meal… here by the fireplace you see the stairs…” He led the way up
the winding stairwell wider than his outstretched arms by well over
a foot. Before that he flipped the switch to show the stairs light
up if the small windows don’t allow light through. At the top he
showed the second floor. “These five doors lead to the bedrooms.
I’m already keyed to all of them, but now I need for Daku, Brooke
and Meeka to quickly touch all five bulges in the doors.” They did
so and as they touched the bulges the door automatically slid open
for a moment before closing. He explained to simply touch it twice
quickly will keep it open indefinitely. “I put a tiny speck of a
crystal in the bulge to open to the specific person who’s allowed.
Alright, kids, you do it now too.”

“Is our room the bigger one with the central
bed?” Brooke asked.

“Yep, now only we can step through those
bedroom doors. They will stay sealed unless we are there to open
them. Also I’ve designed an air flow system to take advantage of
the wind to cool the house during summer and can seal it to retain
heat for winter. The other four rooms are the exact same though.
Each one has a personal shower and bathtub, a toilet and sink. The
master bedroom has a tub more than big enough to share a bath
together.”

“Good, then you’ll uphold our agreement.”
Brooke wryly winked, remembering her first hot bath in the Blazing
Trail Inn at Castle Emroc.

“Cage, Frill and I will visit in the morning.
I need to go add a few things to my home now. My husband will like
some of these ideas you have.” Megdline looked thrilled at all
these new methods, ready to add a few of his ideas to every home
she has. She departed with excitement as she descended the
stairs.

Cage walked to the central door and
tapped his palm over the bulge twice to open the door. “Now to
explain the rooms.” He looked over his shoulder to make sure his
family followed. “Loves, go lay down on the bed.” They moved over
to the spacious oval bed grown two feet high from the hardwood
floor. It didn’t have a sheet, but he learned a trick on how to
make the encased mattress. The surprise on their face when they sat
was all he had hoped. “What you’re feeling is actually one large
oak leaf filled with dry moss. There are no bugs allowed in this
house so lay back and feel the
goodness.” When they fell back they both moaned, never laying on
anything so comfortable before with the ideal softness to firmness
ratio. The children and even Daku crawled comfortably onto the bed.
“Told you Daku I found a way to make a leaf strong enough to not be
scratched and still be flexible.”

“I stand corrected.” Daku apologized while
laying down and sighing.

“Dad, does my room have a bed like this?”
Sean asked in hope.

“Sure does. It’s how I’ll make the cushion
for the downstairs sofa… Now get up.” It was so comfortable they
groaned in protest. “As to where the water comes from, it comes
from the stream that runs alongside us. I had to design a way for
the tree to pump water, filter it like I do all the time and put it
into two hollow places above our very heads. One stays cold while
the other is magically heated to a less than scalding degree and
any fires we are using also serve to heat the hot water supply.
There is enough water to bathe every villager, every other day if
needed. To keep the wood from rotting, all waterlines and tanks
have been similarly reinforced like the fireplaces.” He opened a
side door to a grand bathroom. Everything grew out of wood,
including the showerhead, tub and even a set of tooth brushes he
created. He had five already made with a tiny imbedded crystal that
will spin the bristles at a high interval for no more than three
minutes because of power limitations. He held them in a hand first
before saying “Love’s, step inside the tub.” The pair easily passed
and carefully stood in the recess with two steps. “Use the levers
like the sink in the kitchen. Water will spray from that showerhead
so be ready. Do not open the valve saying ‘Hot’ all the way. Adjust
it to your liking.”

Meeka, underestimating the water
pressure, turned the water valve and got hit full in the face and
jumped back drenched. She held herself back from a string of
curses, thinking Cage was at fault, but he did warn her. Many streams sped from the odd
object sticking from the wall. She reached her arm out saying “It’s
cold.”

“Then slowly turn up the heat.” He said.

And so she did till the water reached a
hotness that felt wonderful. She giggled and stepped directly into
the stream, feeling the constant torrent on her chest felt
wonderful. Seeing Meeka’s expression, Brooke stepped closer,
wrapped her arms around her waist and pushed herself flush to also
feel the delightful sensation. “This will do nicely.” Brooke murmured beside Meeka’s
ear.

“Agreed.” She hummed back.

“May I try?” Rena asked.

The pair moved aside and Rena took it as her
cue to enter. Her excitement vanished as she felt the shower and
looked almost lost in a dream. After a minute of experiencing the
pleasure the girl turned her head “Dad, I have one of these in my
room too?”

“Yes, but smaller.” Rena grinned, hopped out
of the shower and went to run back into the bedroom. Cage moved
quick and scooped his daughter in an arm. “Wait, Kiddo, I’m not
done.” She stopped moving and was sat back onto her feet. He turned
back to see Brooke already enjoying the shower’s jets again.
“Meeka, see the plug by the drain? Put it over the hole… Good.” The
shower began to fill the tub. “We will not waste water and stand
under the shower for hours. If you want to extend your bath, plug
the drain and lay back to enjoy it. All the used water is sent
below the tree into a septic tank which also serves to feed the
tree for it still lives like any other. The water is reprocessed
and sent back over to the waterfall as clean as it’s coming into
the house.

“Before everyone enjoys a good bath I must
say, dinner will be ready in an hour. Anyone not down by then will
go hungry tonight. I also made these for all of us. They will clean
our teeth.” Meeka curiously stepped out of the tub with Brooke,
allowing the water to fill. He handed one to them all. “No Utala is
allowed to smell and must bathe no less than every other day. That
is a great tradition. I’m adding brushing ones teeth to that
starting today. Grip the toothbrush tightly.”

“Ahhh!” Rena screamed, dropping it. “What the
hell, Dad!”

Cage roared with laughter at hearing an seven
year old curse like that. “The vibration cleans your teeth when you
put the bristles on them.”

To show how, he gripped the handle tightly to
activate the magic and make it lightly hum. He put the end in his
mouth and demonstrated proper teeth cleaning. If he could prevent
tooth decay he wouldn’t need to heal everyone’s teeth so often.

Vibrations startled everyone, but none
dropped it as Rena had. They followed his explanations and rinsed
the bristled head in the sink. “Cage, my teeth feel all hard and
smooth.” Meeka commented as she ran her tongue all over her
mouth.

“That is a good sign which means you did it
properly. That fuzzy film would have eventually rotted your teeth
one day.” He explained.

“Then we must show others.” Brooke said.
“Many Utala, when they are older lose their teeth or are in great
pain.”

“Father also has already lost some of his
back teeth.” Meeka commented.

“I already planned on making a bunch and
selling them in Kote. Granny told me that Twilight has heavy
restrictions on magical objects, but so long as my toothbrush only
does this, I might be able to sell them. She’s in the process of
speaking to the Third Council to see if it’s negotiable. Besides
that, how does your mouth feel?”

“Strange, I feel the vibrations still.” Rena
admitted.

“Clean.” Brooke said a little louder at the
same time. “It feels good not feeling that fuzziness you spoke
of.”

“Good. Sean, Rena.” Their attention turned on
him. “Go chose a room for yourselves, bathe and go downstairs for
dinner as I explained earlier.”

“Yes, Dad.” They said in unison, laughed and
ran passed Daku, grabbed their things and went to select their
ideal room.

To the beautiful women Cage said “The balcony
is self explanatory and uses touch to open and close… just like our
rooms. I’ll go start dinner.”

Meeka sat her new toothbrush down on the sink
and turned her sapphire blue eyes on in such a way that it was hard
to resist denying what she asked “Dinner can wait. Care to join us
for a bath?”

“Tempting, but afterwards I’m game. I want to
be sure the kids are well worn out for what I’ve got planned.” He
smirked.

“And what will that be?” Brooke further
teased him by caressing Meeka’s tan hip with just the tips of her
fingers in such a way to tantalize his needs.

“Tonight, no room will be safe except
the four extra bedrooms. Think about that. Neither of you will get a wink of sleep
tonight, that I can assure you.”

“Then you better make sure we end up in
this bath when the sun rises.” Meeka gently shoved him out of the
room. “We have a whole hour to ourselves, Brooke,
whatever will we do?” She then
shut the door to the bathroom to make his mind slam instantly into
the gutter.

“She’ll pay for that.” Cage vowed and heard
Daku chuckle. “Come on, let’s go get dinner ready. I’ve got a
squirrel in the freezer I’ll prepare just for you.”

“Excellent!” Daku chuckled and on the way out
of the room he used a back paw to touch the bulge and was satisfied
to see the door shut automatically.

Downstairs, Cage entered the kitchen and
pulled out his trusty metal bowl from the cabinet beside the oven
and retrieved some vegetables he’d stored in the pantry. Cage even
directed Daku to retrieve the cleaned squirrel from the freezer
box. He then washed all the food in the sink before preparing the
meal. He stiffened his index and middle fingers while conjuring a
six inch blade of magic which he used to deftly skin a potato, cut
a husked piece of corn in half and diced up other vegetables. While
he finished the prep, Daku took instruction by placing a few pieces
of stacked wood into the oven and Cage looked at the pieces for a
moment before a fire came to life. Daku then shut the door and
placed a bowl of water on the stove, all with one hand since he
couldn’t walk on his hind legs like a human.

So long as he sat on his haunches though he
could freely use his furry hands.

Cage took the stew’s ingredients and put half
in the heating water. While it cooked, he began mixing berries and
honey from a beehive he found long ago, before first leaving the
island, in a hollow tree. A wooden bowl with a long handled spoon
all crafted from the same tree now called home worked well. The
sweet blending aroma made his mouth water and he couldn’t help
sticking a finger for a taste when it mixed to his satisfaction. Oh
how sweet it was. He then went over and placed the bowl into the
freezer to get it chilled.

The simmer of stew then needed to be stirred
and got it. Another large mixing bowl was then filled with the hot
stew as the second half began to cook.

As Cage began adding a sprig of
rosemary to the inner cavity of the squirrel he heard “Dad, is
there anything I can do?” And he looked up to see Sean had a head
of wet hair and brighter pink skin to tell he had taken a hot bath.
Water still dripped from the boy and his dad realized he needed to
teach the benefits of toweling off. Walking through the house like
that could make one slip and hurt themselves. Too late now… he thought. “Sure. Granny made up
some bread in the pantry. Go pull out one of the covered bowls and
some flour.”

Sean went into the next room, squeezing past
the large form of Daku. Sean’s eyes widened for there were many
large wooden bowls, most open and full of grown food his dad
clearly made. He found a heavy wooden bowl and managed to unscrew
the lid to find and smell the clear indication of rising bread yet
to be cooked. He closed it and found the flour on the same shelf,
in a smaller bowl. It took two trips, but he brought the
ingredients over and sat them on the table.

While they were cooking, Sean learned how to
take about half of the bread and knead it with flour before putting
it in the oven to bake. Then they made a smaller amount of bread
and made it flat for some reason he didn’t understand and had it
too bake.

As the hour came to pass Cage said “Sean, go
get your mothers and sister and tell them it’s time for
dinner.”

“Yes, Dad.” Sean then left the room and did
as asked.

While Sean was gone Cage removed the bread
and Daku’s squirrel. He put the flatbread on a long wood plate
before also sticking it in the freezer. Creating another knife just
beyond his fingers, Cage sliced the loaf of delicious smelling,
fresh baked bread. He then pulled out a platter along with six
stacked bowls, cups and a pitcher which he filled with water and
ice cubes from the freezer. He piled everything on the platter and
hefted it before walking out into the dining room.

While setting the bowls he heard footsteps
and that of his loves laughing. “You’re right, it was
exhilarating.” Came Brooke’s voice. “Almost fell asleep it felt so
good.” Meeka hummed contently.

“I’m going back after eating!” Rena then
chimed in.

Then the group came into the room and quickly
took a seat, smelling the mouthwatering aroma.

As Cage sat at the head of the table and went
to grab a ladle to pour his thick stew, Brooke got there first and
poured every bowl full and passed out the bread. Seeing the only
meat on the table, she realized who it was for and handed it to
Daku who swallowed it whole and said it tasted wonderful. Cage
noticed in reality that Daku was just being polite and would rather
have his meals raw and feisty.

What went over the best was the ice
water.

The meal proceeded and Daku asked the women
“Did we miss anything?”

“Not too much, but I’m glad you made me those
herbs.” Meeka said after swallowing the delicious mouthful. “Rin,
got a bad cut from the reef and I used my skills to sew his side
and put a poultice together. So far it hasn’t gotten infected and
is holding nicely. A few children cut their feet, but nothing
serious.”

“What about the boat, Meeka Mother?” Rena
asked.

“What boat?” Cage asked, suddenly on high
alert, but none realized this as he intended the question to
be.

Brooke answered. “A boat, Meeka called it a
merchant vessel, sailed beyond the reef near nightfall the day you
left for here, going south. I had warriors keep an eye. They
returned the next afternoon and told us the ship followed the curve
of the reef until almost morning before going straight west. They
did nothing else or even attempt to wave in greeting. They just
minded their business and went on their way before disappearing.
The warrior’s believe the boat was curious or going about its
business and when there was no lights atop the mountain you spoke
of we didn’t think it mattered.”

Suspicion has kept Cage alive and he
figured the boat they spoke of wasn’t here to catch a
glimpse of him. He suspected
something to happen soon when he ended the spell to manipulate
seeker thread and Megdline canceling the Twilight observation
spells. But within a single day?
He asked himself. That was no
harmless boat. It sounds like they were scouting the island in a
way that didn’t activate the island’s wards. He had a
good idea the Laqura Empire were already aware and on the move, but
didn’t wish to ruin the night or cause unneeded worry. Especially
for the kids. By now whoever it was is long gone from the area. The
tactic for information gathering is key to any successful operation
and the boat probably circled enough of the island to understand
its layout. If any magic dared pass through the wards would have
signaled an alarm, but since they hadn’t. They must be using
caution which can be good and bad.

Good for it gave him time. Bad because the
enemy could mount a more direct assault with enough manpower to do
considerable damage. This seemingly innocent boat signaled an
imminent threat to him, his family and his tribe. Whether it be
tomorrow or in months, he wished he knew. Since there wasn’t a way
without knowing they key individuals of the plot he came to the
decision to double his efforts and focus harder to prepare for
anything.

All these thoughts happened in seconds, but
his family didn’t see anything except calmness and mirth. “Really?
So what did the boat look like?” Meeka gladly explained and gave a
good description. “Ah, I remember seeing that one about four times
back in the spring. Twice going and returning. Odd, most boats
usually stick to the better currents and wind to the west of the
island. You might be right about them wanting to see our soon to be
talked about island.”

Daku was the only one who didn’t buy it, but
only Cage could see his expression. Their eyes met for only a
moment, but they each knew that they thought in a similar way on
this subject. The coincidence was too much, especially for an
unmarked boat without ties to either Vlara or Emroc.

Cage continued the pleasant meal and told
them all how he started this whole tree from a single acorn. His
ease made his family do likewise. Sean eventually asked “Dad, why
didn’t you make doors like most houses? Everything has a curve to
it. I’m used to corners and flat walls and a roof.”

“Good question.” He ate the last bite of his
fourth helping and was nearly full. “Actually, Granny explained it
to me for I had the same question too. I found out that mage homes,
like this one, cannot easily support corners. You see, trees expand
and contract. I forgot about this, but the house’s movements are so
minute you don’t notice it. If I used corners on the doors and
walls, cracks would have appeared and seriously would make the
house need many repairs and would kill the tree eventually. Winter
is also a threat to corners and cracks. If water can get in and
freeze, it’ll cause damage. Also the curves allow for the house to
sustain much more weight and resist wind because of it. Just to
make sure, I created those three large supports to hold the house
from nearly any threats.”

“Was it hard to make all this?” Rena wondered
as she sat her wood spoon down.

“Compared to growing crops?” He
chuckled when she nodded. “Oooh
yeah. Much, much harder. One of the stalks of corn takes
about five months to naturally grow while an oak like this takes
fifty years at the least. Growing a tree is far different and
tiring than doing crops. To top it off I had to shape and expand
every aspect of this home without killing the tree. This house is
by far the most complex series of spells I’ve ever
done.”

“I also like the smell.” Brooke said since
her sense of smell is quite acute, especially since her blessing
cannot produce any smells, not even those that cling.

“When you visit Granny’s you’ll really like
the smell of her home.” He stood up. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He
entered the kitchen to pull out the chilled honey/berry mix and the
cold bread. He then used a spoon to spread the thick goo all over
the bread before folding it over and cutting it in five pieces.
Using the same plate, he returned saying “Ready for dessert?”

“Dad, you’re the best!” Rena exclaimed as she
made a mess of the tart, getting most of it on her face. Sean fared
slightly better.

“Shower, brush your teeth and off to bed.”
Cage said with a smile.

At the thought of another hot bath Rena
immediately jumped, hugged her dad and mothers before bolting
upstairs to get started. Sean was a bit more composed till he got
to his room.

“Love, help me with the dishes.” Meeka said
to Brooke who got up and gathered all the dishes before heading
into the kitchen.

When they left Daku approached and spoke so
only Cage could hear. “I’m worried about that boat as I assume you
are. I’m going flying tonight and won’t be back likely till
morning. I’ll contact you if I find anything amiss.”

“Agreed. Just don’t go too far incase there’s
trouble. We can both sense that something is heading our way and it
isn’t benevolent.” Daku nodded seriously for he felt the same way.
“Who knows how long we have. Since that is a worrisome mystery, I’m
going to dedicate myself to Granny and get ready.”

“We are agreed, Partner. Don’t forget
reality. Enjoy the night because it might be our last.” Daku stated
sagely.

“I’m a Rationalist remember. I do not do
fantasy.”

Daku smiled before heading to the front door,
opened it and watched as it closed automatically behind him. He
soon took flight, searching for threats.

Inside, Cage smiled as he locked the front
door and snuck up behind his women while they dried the bowls from
dinner. Making good on his promise he wound his arm around them
from behind and began gently rubbing their thighs. His touch made
them jump and drop the bowls before realizing he was ready. Their
resistance didn’t last, but they sure did as he made love in the
kitchen, dining room, by the cheery fire in the living room and
somehow making it into their bedroom as he buried himself inside
Brooke while Meeka rushed ahead to open the ready bedroom.

In their room they made it to the
shower and made passionate love and someone feared the kids would
hear until he said the walls were so thick no noise could be
heard. Nothing was held back
after that.

 


“Cage, What’s wrong?” Meeka said on the bed
as his body felt heavy atop her own after taking his seed. When he
did not answer her question and his pressure became uncomfortable
she managed enough strength to roll him over.

Brooke came out from the bathroom after
needing to relieve herself to ask “Meeka, something the
matter?”

“Turn the light on.” Brooke heard and felt
around for the nub which she flicked up and bathed the room in an
orb’s light. “He’s never fallen asleep during sex before.” Meeka
tried not to laugh as she pulled herself from him. “Come look.” Her
excitement evident.

Interested at this unknown phenomenon, Brooke
approached the enormous bed and smirked when she saw him fast
asleep, his wide chest rising and falling evenly. “So he does have
limits. How many times did he make us sing to the spirits?”

“I know you had about fifteen, I had eleven
and he had six.” Meeka responded.

“Quite low when we are one. He must have been
more tired than he led on. There is still a few more hours till
dawn.”

“Not surprising.” Came Daku’s voice as he
silently stepped through the balcony door. “What he didn’t mention
to all of you was in these three days he worked on this nest, he
slept no more than four hours in all. He didn’t relent even
slightly so I’m warning you to not make his tiredness into a joke.
He’s pushing himself far harder than I wish, but as a protector, he
must.”

“Sorry.” They both replied, dually
chastised.

“We all need some sleep. I’ll keep watch over
all of you.”

“Why?” Brooke asked. “Is there danger?”

“Just rest with your mates.” He said.

“Answer me, Daku.” The priestess demanded in
a calm way.

“Likely the boat you spoke of is a precursor
for trouble. Cage would have told you eventually, but since you
asked… he is going to make himself heavily occupied quite soon for
the near future. There is no need to worry for the moment. Just
rest and have knowledge that those you love are all safe for the
night.” He then climbed into the head of the bed little larger than
a dog and looked out into the night, ending further discussion.

“It’s bothered us too.” Meeka stated. “The
boat I mean. We’re not completely foolish. We’ll help in any way we
can, even if that means getting some rest… Brooke, come to
bed.”

She nodded and crawled in, but not before
bringing her tomahawks with her to have close by. Then they each
snuggled to either side of their man and looked at each other
meaningfully. What started as a night of passionate fun came to an
end with worry for what would be likely to come.

True to his word, they didn’t get any sleep
that night.

 


“Meeka Mother, Brooke Mother! Wake up and
come see this!” Came Sean’s voice from the open door to the
balcony.

Judging from the awe in his tone they didn’t
feel the need to be threatening. They gently sat up and headed for
the opening, seeing Daku remaining as a vigilant sentinel upon the
bed. Cage remained fast asleep and they silently decided to let him
get as much as he could. Brooke crossed the threshold of the room
to the balcony with her beloved to find both of their children
standing and looking over the grandeur of the island. The sun had
barely risen, but the beauty of the morning brought some peace to
the past few worrisome hours. The cool air and floral scents
revitalized the senses. The island’s beauty was magical without
actual magic.

“Mother isn’t it beautiful. The plains never looked so amazing,
even in the spring.” Rena said with a squeak of delight.

“I agree, Daughter.” Brooke came close and
leaned against the sturdy railing of wood. “Your dad has been good
to us.”

Rena could hardly take her eyes off the
expanse. “Pretty!”

“Not so loud.” Meeka said, mirroring Brooke
and marveling the scenery. “Cage is very tired and needs to
sleep.”

“Is Dad alright?” Sean asked, detecting worry
in his blonde mother’s tone.

“With a few more hours rest, he will be.
Let’s make sure to not rouse him and enjoy the view.” Brooke
said.

Soon they all sat on the balcony floor, legs
hanging off the edge while they rested their arms on a second,
lower railing. “We’re up high, but you do not seem afraid, Brooke
Mother.” Sean noticed.

Brooke managed to tear her soft brown eyes
off the valley to say “I’m just as surprised, Son. I feel safe here
so my fear is somewhat gone. I doubt I’ll ever be fully cured of my
height fear, but right now… I’m enjoying this moment.”

“Mothers, I can get used to seeing this every
morning.” Rena sighed.

“I’m looking forward to it as well.” Meeka
replied as Brooke patted her daughter’s head.

“So when did you finally get out of the
bath?” Brooke asked her birth child.

Sheepishly Rena looked down. “Actually,
Mother, I… fell asleep. It felt so good.” Fear gripped Brooke, but
before she could chastise the dangers of falling asleep in water
Rena continued “But when I woke up with Sean knocking on my door to
take me out here to see this, the water was gone. I think dad’s
magic made the water go down that hole because that stopper was off
and I know I didn’t do
it.”

“I wouldn’t put is past him.” Meeka said. “He
had to know the hot water would be tempting enough to fall asleep
and took measures to make sure that should someone fall asleep,
they wouldn’t drown.”

“Don’t do it again.” Brooke ordered.

“Yes, Mother.” Rena replied.

Off to the east showed tiny wisps of smoke
darker than usual, meaning that fires were being doused with water.
“Mothers, look.” Sean pointed.

“The tribe is coming.” Brooke said. “They
will be here around noon now that they know how to reach the lake.
We will let Cage sleep a few more hours. He needs it.”

“Come, children,” Meeka said while standing.
“let us go downstairs and make some breakfast and let your dad get
his sleep.”

Before going down, Meeka shut the balcony
door and the two open windows of their bedroom, plunging it in
darkness for Cage’s sake. Daku though went outside to hunt for a
meal. Downstairs, Meeka whipped up a repast for her woman and
children to find the kitchen quite like the one she had grown up
with, only more spacious and with the freezer that was remarkable.
It wasn’t difficult to get used to the new space and use the room
to its fullest.

Afterwards she went outside to harvest some
herbs for Rin’s new poultice he’d need when he arrived. She even
had Rena grab some pine needles for Cage’s favorite hot cup of
tea.

As she was finishing the mixture there came a
shadow in the open doorway and looked up to find Megdline strolling
in. “How was your night everyone?” The sorceress asked the
room.

“Great!” Rena piped and others said something
similar.

“Wonderful. Where’s Cage this morning?”

“Sleeping.” Brooke said as she approached the
older woman.

“Good, he hasn’t had any real rest in days.”
She then sat down at the large table. “So what is today’s
agenda?”

Meeka sat the finished paste down and said
“Since you and Cage will likely be busy after he does whatever he
has planned with the tribe, I planned on teaching Brooke and the
kids their letters.”

The conversations continued from there as the
hours passed.

 


Cage awoke to a mild shock as his deep
slumber wards were set to wake him if approached to find Brooke
there, armed with her tomahawks tied to either thigh. “My love, it
is time to wake. The tribe has made it to the lake down below
us.”

He jerked awake at that. “How long have I
been asleep?”

“Since your last orgasm. It is almost midday.
Meeka has made you a hot meal and Megdline has already taken the
children down to the lake. You needed the rest.” She smiled
adoringly before smirking. “You will need to recover if you want to
truly last all night with us.”

“Sorry, but I tried.” He chuckled and crawled
out of bed. “I’ll be down soon. Gotta hit the head.” Cage then went
for the bathroom and shut the door to find much needed relief. He
also took a quick shower and brushed his teeth before making his
way downstairs mumbling “Need to experiment and make
toothpaste.”

Hot tea and food awaited him on the table
along with the two breathtaking women and his glorious Familiar.
There was some small talk as he ate, mostly enjoying how fondly
they spoke of the morning view from the balcony while delighting in
the deliciously prepared meal until full and sated. As he drank the
last of the tea Brooke said in all seriousness “Don’t overwork
yourself. We’re your mates so rely on us to help. Tell us what we
can do to ease your burden.”

“What burden would that be?” He inquired.

“Whatever you are planning concerning the
worrisome boat that passed by three days prior. Daku has already
informed Megdline of it and has agreed it presents too great a
coincidence since it was not one day later that whatever spell from
Twilight that protected us is gone that some foreign boat sailed so
close the very next day. She is ready to teach you whatever you
wish, whenever you wish it.” The priestess explained quickly in
just three breaths.

“That makes things easier then… I still plan
on teaching morning practice and growing crops, but I what I’ll
need most is to be disturbed as little as possible. I’ve already
thought up a few solutions, but I need to refine them.” He
explained.

“I’ve already decided to begin teaching the
children to read.” Meeka said. “I’ll also tend to the wounded,
unless the injury is beyond my skills.”

“And I’ll be sure the tribe understands the
need for being undisturbed.” Brooke finished.

“Let us be off.” Daku said, seeing his
partner finished.

Ready to begin, Cage and the others stepped
outside and Daku kindly flew the trio safely to the ground where
nearly everyone from the tribe stood present.

Refreshed for the day, he looked upon his
tribe to say “Good, you all made it.” As he talked he noticed Meeka
gesture towards the bandaged Rin and took him off to the side to
redress his wounded ribs. “As Granny probably explained, I’m going
to be busy for the near future, but I still plan to do sessions
five days a week. Three for children and two for adults. Since you
know I hate wasting time, whoever wishes to fight and learn my
ways, follow me to the circle. Everyone else, move back to watch.
Kids, stand back.”

Nearly a hundred and fifty adults followed
him to the area he flattened several days prior as it stood as also
a good sparring area with level footing. He even noticed Brooke
among them and Meeka hurried to finish with Rin before also joining
the group. “Good, you’ve all had the privilege seeing me fight
Brooke and she is undoubtedly the Utala’s best fighter.” He saw
many nod in confirmation. “But you are all missing a fundamental
piece of yourselves because you fight with honor. You challenge or
fight face to face. Your enemy wont and will kill you if you show
pity, as you all know other tribes aren’t as honorable. What I need
to show you is what you could do when faced with superior numbers.
Before I train you, you must understand by force what I have to
offer. To do that, you will all fight me at the same time.” This
statement dumbfounded the tribe.

“You want us all to attack?” Brooke asked slowly.

“With the expressed purpose of killing
me.” He clarified in all seriousness. “If I find none of you are
willing to kill me I will expel you from the tribe. Reapers do not
shirk from taking lives, not even that of their own chief. This
will be a one time opportunity for me to show what I’m truly
capable of and just who you allowed to be chieftain. I’ve already
canceled my wards to make it so that my magic doesn’t give me an
advantage. I fight as a man, not mage. It will make this fair. If
someone lands a fatal blow to me, you become chieftain. Do not fear
killing me for I’ll heal myself before that happens. Slit my
throat, shoot me with an arrow, disembowel me… Do whatever it takes
to bring me down. This is a
direct order as your current chieftain. Back down now if you aren’t
prepared to do this. When it starts and I win, any who hold back
will be exiled.” He paused for a breath. “Decide.”

Surprisingly Meeka drew her knife from her
bare thigh and took a stance he instilled in her. Her defiance
hardened every other member of the tribe. Every adult reluctantly
drew a weapon, but none stepped beyond with the stoic elders and
curious children. The last to draw was Brooke as she sighed and
gripped the handles to stand proud and ready.

When the last of a dozen arrows were notched
he couldn’t resist the grin from spreading. A rush of adrenaline
washed away any lingering doubts as he took up a stance they had
never seen, one he relied in when set against great numbers. His
limbs and body relaxed, arms swinging at his side. He stood tall
and proud with his wide chest displayed to the crowd. “Begin!” he
shouted while walking slowly towards them.

As one, every skilled archer loosed their
arrows, aiming directly for vital points he realized. In a blur of
motion he spun on his left leg not a moment too late as the arrows
pierced the air he vacated in the span of a heartbeat. To the
others it looked like the archers missed as he continued walking
without a care in the world. He looked to be taking a leisurely
stroll through the woods. A second volley proved just as effective,
but at this range he knew he couldn’t catch any arrows out of the
air. It would be a one in a hundred chance, one he couldn’t afford
in the situation.

Seeing the arrows not even slowing his
approach, Meeka yelled and did a perfectly executed lunge that
would take down nearly any adversary by cutting the arteries in the
neck, but Cage was no ordinary opponent. Few of even the most
skilled warriors saw him move out of the strike like lightning
before delivering a debilitating chop to the back of her neck that
knocked her unconscious before even crashing into the ground. Her
knife clattered across the hard surface.

The Utala stood stunned for a moment, trying
to understand what just happened, but still he walked. Seeing Meeka
drop like a stone made Brooke’s anger explode, even against the man
she loved more than her own life. She began charging, whipping her
hatchets in a blur. In her anger, she exposed too many openings and
Cage’s long reach exploited one and he struck with the heel of his
left hand, striking directly between her breasts, knocking all the
air from her lungs. The force made her see stars before
blackness.

The tribe, at seeing their chief so easily
render his own two mates unable to fight, realized right then he
meant every word. Those in front began rushing, six at the same
time. Cage didn’t let his eyes focus on any one thing or it would
likely be his end. The rush of battle fueled him on as he laughed
and began really moving, weaving through the gaps of their
inexperience and rigid methods. Six crumpled in just as many
seconds. More rushed ahead, meaning to wrestle him to the ground.
Cage jumped for all he was worth and twisted in such a way as the
lead man in front of him came just right for Cage to grab his
shoulders and execute a flip which threw him into the fray while
the runners tripped over those knocked out.

A sharp slice of pain told someone had
managed to cut his hip, but the wound was shallow and the wielder
of the weapon in question found herself too proud to have done that
and wound up thrown hard on her back. A large man managed to score
a muscle deep wound on Cage’s right shoulder, hit bone and lost the
grip on his weapon. The knife remained in the shoulder blade as
Cage fought, barely slowing his stride. Used to pain and how to
control it, Cage pressed on, not even showing it registered how
much it hurt. No more than five could surround him at any time, but
even against such odds, his lean build allowed for lightning quick
attacks that left any who fought either unconscious, had a
dislocated bone or in so much pain they were unable to continue.
His height and reach allowed for him to deliver blows no other man
in the Utala had. If he focused on muscle building, he could
probably have more power, but when it came to fights such as these,
speed is the better option because you’re not weighed down nearly
as much.

At last, in less than three heart stopping
minutes, only one woman stood standing, Zanza the even tempered
warrior. She stood with a lance ready as the rest of the tribe who
were awake backed away from the blood soaked chief. He had
accumulated eleven cuts. Most to his chest and back, the knife
still sticking with him. Zanza, seeing him gasping for air after so
difficult a fight yelled her charge. She expected him to move and
was ready with a knife to throw in whichever direction he would
dodge, but his right leg flipped straight up against his chest and
axe-kicked the tip of the lance and drove it down with such skill
the head cracked against the ground, throwing her off balance. She
was holding too hard to the shaft and vaulted because of it. It was
too dangerous a flip which would result into a neck breaking
landing, but just before it happened, Cage’s arm snaked out and
wrapped around her midsection to catch her. He felt how she moved
and knew she tried one last move to succeed by stabbing him, but
his right heel came up and broke her nose and ended the attack. She
cried out in pain.

Battle over, Cage collapsed to his backside,
panting heavily. He surveyed the damage, more than half had
regained consciousness that he knew he’d knocked out. The winded
tended to the ones gripped in pain. Meeka had regained
consciousness and Brooke still clutched her breast from the pain,
likely he cracked her sternum. They still rushed to him.
Immediately he gasped “Knife!... Pull it out.” because he couldn’t
reach it. Brooke quickly obliged, moving as the blade spewed blood
in removal. Some wounds, left untreated could be deadly, but not
one mortal or grave wound appeared. He then focused beyond the pain
to knit the flesh, muscle and bone back together. Blue light
beneath the skin appeared and itched like crazy as they sealed and
repaired the tissues.

“That was FUN!” he said and none could deny
he meant it.

He went around the injured, popping joints
back in place and healing wounds he couldn’t hold back much on for
certain, more lethal opponents. Megdline also aided healing. After
the last person awoke he went to the cold water and washed off all
the blood.

After a respite to ease tension Cage went and
told how he could fight so many was because no matter the number,
no more than five or six could attack at one time. The key to
success was to always keep moving, staying still led to one’s
death. They listened to every word, after what he accomplished, he
lit a fire in every one of them, one that promised they could fight
just as he did, unarmed. None wanted to test his skills with a
weapon for he would be infinitely more deadly, and since none died
or was seriously wounded, they knew he still held back. They all
wanted his power in battle.

When he taught for an hour, they all followed
his teachings to the letter. He started the basics and none
interrupted. “That’s it for today!” He said and got grumbles. They
wanted more. “In two days, you will learn more. Kids, I’ll see you
tomorrow.” The children got excited.

A simple meal was brought and shared. Cage
convened with the elders and explained the situation. In their
years, they showed patience and offered insights he sorely
needed.

Throughout the training and short
conversations Cage had felt magic to find Megdline started a
project they talked about when he wasn’t growing his home. She was
nearly done manipulating the cliff by creating stairs that
zigzagged up the face, even adding a railing. By the time he
finished meeting with the elders she had completed the stone
stairs, making an easier ascent to their homes.

Cage stood and looked over the whole tribe,
their attention turned when they noticed he had something to say.
“Granny and I are going to be busy the rest of the day. I know Rena
and Sean desperately wish to show off our home. Use the new stairs
Granny created and you’re all welcome to check it out, but we’ll be
in my study. I’m going to need you all to leave us alone so I may
continue learning. We’ll speak tomorrow if you need me to do so,
after the children have their practice.” His eyes turned. “Let’s go
Daku.”

In about a minute’s time, Daku landed upon
the higher ground just outside the new nest where Megdline and
Frill patiently waited already in the office. Cage entered with
Daku and closed the study’s door, sealing it with magic.

Inside the study Cage sat on one of the two
large chairs. They were designed for comfort and to be used for
hours. The entire wall had an empty bookshelf to the southern wall
where it encircled the door. Every square centimeter was made of
wood so compact it was stronger than stone, making the study the
most fortified room in the house. A table sat to the western curved
wall, which would come in useful later when he began to jot down
ideas and other experiments. Unlike other rooms where the space was
mostly open, the study had two sections divided by a protective
wall. The seating section and the research area. That secondary
section was layered with wards to dampen any explosions for a
crystal within the wood was specifically placed nearby to safeguard
that area. If any spells were to run out of control there is a
safety hatch in the wall which would open and launch the spell
faster than a bolt of lightning into the sky where it could not
endanger lives.

Megdline sat in one of the comforting seats
with Frill lounging over the rounded back. Cage went to sit at the
other as Daku shrunk so he could lay on the armrest. With all the
privacy he could think up and imbue into the room he sighed.
Frill’s intelligent golden eyes locked with that of the warlock’s.
“Cage, if you and Daku believe danger is near, we believe you. Do
you know when this strike is to happen?”

Daku shook his head. “It is unclear, but the
more Cage learns the better equipped he’ll be. Time for learning
must be more strict. The humans are on the island, safe and well
fed so he must dedicate himself without anymore distractions.” Daku
met his partner’s gaze. “What spells are you wishing to learn?”

“That part hasn’t changed.” Cage replied
before meeting his teacher’s calm grey eyes. “I need to make
clothes first. Granny, I must ask, do your robes double as
armor?”

“Light armor.” She explained while rolling
the staff in her hand casually. “Mage robes can deflect and resist
knives and hold off arrows, but swords, axes and blunt objects are
another issue. Since you fight up close to any opponents, it is a
good idea you chose to learn this topic first. Yes our magic is
versatile, but even it has limits and can be bypassed. Our robes
aid our protection, if only slightly… Should I teach you the
concepts or begin a more direct, hands-on approach?”

“Both would be beneficial. Do you have cotton
seeds I can grow?”

She smirked with mirth twinkling in her eyes.
“You truly believe my robes, a proper mage’s robes, are made from
cotton?” His blank expression said it all and she let out a light
laugh. “Dimwit,” She shook her head of black hair in mock
disappointment. “my you have so much to learn. A Mage’s robes are
actually made by using spider silk slightly augmented by another
mage. In Twilight we have spider farms where we harvest the webs
and it is usually the second or third class wizards and witches who
make all we ever need. Pound for pound, spider webs have more
strength than any other natural thread of equal size. The wizards
bind and straighten the webs while also removing the sticky
substance without weakening the threads. Usually I keep some on me
in the event my robes cannot mend back together again. But when I
was named to be your teacher I bought several pounds from the
farms.” She raised her free hand towards the desk while the topaz
began to twinkle and glow as she called upon her vast stores of
magic. A bright golden glow appeared atop the desk, a blinding
glow. With a pop, the light vanished and atop the desk sat a simple
wooden chest about two feet high and three long with a similar
width.

Cage stood, opened the clasp and lifted the
lid to find two dozen large spools of pure white thread. He picked
one up to examine it while saying “On Earth, they were trying to
make body armor out of spider silk for the reasons you say, but it
was difficult and very expensive. This much would cost a
fortune.”

“It is not cheap here either. Thankfully my husband and I are
quite wealthy. That much thread cost two thousand gold.” She
enjoyed the reaction such knowledge did to him. He immediately took
much more care in holding the spool. “We will not need a needle so
bring that over and lay it on the ground between us. I will show
you the pattern with which to properly begin… I assume you do not
wish for a robe?” He nodded. “Well, you will have to get used to
it. There are a few styles of robes to chose from.” As he sat the
first spool down she conjured five robe styles in lifelike size.
“Men usually wear these because they can more easily be used for
running and other exercises. And heavier actually. A woman’s robes
are more delicate and sensual to accentuate our hips and breasts.
Since I’ve seen you fight, I know you prefer to not have your limbs
restricted. Of the five, these two” She made three vanish. “in
particular will be to your benefit. I’ll show you how to make them
split and bind to your legs when they sense you running or with a
verbal command, they will become similar to pants.” She clarified
and gestured to the illusions. “Choose.” And he did. “Alright, I’ve
made this style once before and isn’t too difficult. Now close your
eyes and feel how it is done.”

The warlock sat down and sent his magic to
brush against the sorceress’s as she magically found the end and
began unwinding the spun thread. He opened his eyes for a moment
and realized why he needed to use magic, the silk threads were so
thin it was difficult to see with the naked eye. With magic he
could feel how the entire string was uniform in thickness. He
followed along as the thread began to design a complex framework he
had never expected, something beyond traditional weaving methods.
Megdline went slow at first, making sure he followed along and
moved as fast as she dared before losing him in the patterns. Some
of the framework crisscrossed while in other places, mostly around
the leg area, were places that would barely have the patterns. He
soon discovered they were done intentionally, leaving miniscule
vertical gaps the eye could not discern. The robe would be truly
seamless.

She then said “Stand up.”

His eyes opened to see her staring at him
before realizing there was a hollow, hanging robe before him. It
wasn’t solid by any means for most threads were vertical, needing
to be threaded horizontally. He stood as she asked and moved toward
the design. He knew with one wrong move he could completely destroy
the thread like any common spider web. He held still with his arms
outstretched and closed his eyes to magically feel what she was
doing. The robe was designed larger intentionally as she wove the
framework to his naked body and tightened it where it was needed
until it would later be a comfortable fit.

She had him sit down after the first fitting
ended.

Megdline then cut the thread, using half of
the spool and fused the two ends together so there wasn’t a single
break in the line. “I will show you how to begin layering. Grab six
spools. We’ll need to spin the threads together to thicken the
lines just enough to hold together. Take control only when you feel
comfortable. I’ll maintain the frame regardless so the original
structure doesn’t get bound and we’ll have to start all over
again.” She took the new ends from the spools and began by rolling
six lines into one before fusing the new end into one of the lower
edges and threading the horizontal pattern, moving back and forth
between the vertical lines and in the specialized areas she did an
odd pass. When she made the first line and came back he sensed how
she pressed the line down hard, leaving only the tiniest gaps for
the fabric to breathe, but he could understand how it would not
only repel water, but also dirt, debris and other fabric ruining
things. He focused on how she wove the silk in certain areas and
began to fundamentally understand the process. The robe would be
thirty layers deep, still making it a tenth of an inch thick, but
the patterns added great durability and strength.

“I think I got it.” He said and stole the
line which Megdline easily released. He began spinning the line
from six spools while threading, weaving and pressing with the same
amount of pressure she used to hold it together. She had him go
back when he got careless and missed a single twist. He returned
and corrected the mistake. He decided to slow down and do it right,
but the more he did the pattern, the easier it became. Then he ran
out of thread on one and grabbed another spool to get back to
work.

 


“That’s enough for today.” She said.

“What? We’ve only been at this for an…”

“Night has already fallen.” Megdline pointed
to an open window of blackness and up at the orb lighting the room.
“You’ve done well, but I’m tired and hungry. Bind the thread to the
house’s magic and keep it in place until tomorrow.”

Cage did just that, using the gem within the
room to hold the cloth in place. His nose wrinkled when he looked
down and saw he only made the bottom of the robe up to an inch in
height from all the work he had put in. He thought he had done more
and the amount he saw was pitiful.

He unlocked the door and opened it to find
his family and Zanza’s sitting at the table. “Hey everyone, what’s
going on?”

“Finally, we can start dinner.” Meeka said
and left the room for the kitchen. Zanza’s five sister-mates got up
and followed.

Zanza said “Meeka wants Rin to stay close. He
has started a fever and she doesn’t want him far, especially with
his side still hurting. My sisters, our children and I want to stay
close, particularly after the elders told us of the situation when
you left us. Are we welcome here?”

With all eyes on him he said “That’s fine.
Rin stand up, Brother.” The man grunted, favoring his side, as he
stood. Cage walked up to him and sent his magic into the man to
determine “The wound isn’t the cause of the fever. You’re in for
one hell of a sick week. It would be best if you did stay
close.”

His jaw clenched. “Chief, there is much to do
still. Can your magic end this sickness and pain before it gets
worse?”

Remembering his first encounter with Megdline
and her warning concerning healing he said “I can heal your side,
but the sickness will have to run its course. There are reasons why
I would make matters worse. Your body must fight it off as it
naturally would. I’ll only interfere should the sickness be dire to
your life.”

Rin didn’t take long to think. “Then if this
sickness is bad as you say it’ll be, please heal my side. I do not
wish to cough so much I tear the stitches.”

“Not a good idea.” Megdline said while
sitting at the table at Brooke’s behest to join them for the
evening meal. The men turned to her. “Young Man, in all my
considerable years you need to know that the wound will actually
help quicken the sickness’ duration. Your body is already fighting
to heal itself. Cage can mend the skin so the stitches wont tear,
but it would be beneficial to keep your body fighting as hard as it
is.”

Rin truly didn’t like what he was hearing,
but he knew he couldn’t talk his way out of this. “Fine. Chief,
please do what you can.” Cage nodded and with a thought, cut the
stitches, pulled them out and sealed the skin only. The cracked rib
and muscle would need to heal in time.

They sat down to a hearty meal. Rena sat with
two little girls Rin fathered as well as an older son who sat with
Sean. Zanza’s sisters speared the fish cooked at the table and one
of the girls shot down a bird of some kind for meat. The meal was
full of laughs, especially when one of the girls told the room how
Rena showed off the hot showers that became the envy of the whole
tribe who now wanted a hot bath. Brooke elaborated on that saying
that the whole tribe came up the stone steps Megdline created and
saw the house. Most of the tribe took turns in one of the five
baths and enjoyed it greatly.

Every family wanted hot water baths now.

Cage couldn’t stop laughing, nor could Daku
who played with the children after dinner.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


As expected, Rin’s fever became a strong
sickness by the next morning. Sean shared his room with the other
boy while Rena entertained in her room. Meeka mixed herbs to help
Rin’s recovery, but he could barely get out of bed or hold the
medicine down, but it did ease discomfort. Cage learned how to not
only make paper out of leaves, but even soft tissues. The waste bin
was full of tissue before long and was used for heat when thrown
into the fire in their room.

Before he walked down the outside stairs, to
the lake, he spent two hours on his robe, relying on the spell he
placed last night to hold it still and together. It didn’t move and
the magic required was miniscule. He put on another quarter inch
before training the children for an hour.

After training physically, Meeka made good on
her promise and used some of the square paper Cage made from leaves
to teach all the children their letters. Since it was the first day
she had them just mimic the letters and had them study the
creations. She also asked that they would get used to writing. Even
some of the accompanying mothers had wished to learn, especially
when hearing the priestess’s willingness to do this.

The rest of Cage’s day consisted of the
creation of his robe. The mana drain was nothing to him, but the
tediousness and constant repetition bordered on monotony. He had to
take a few breaks to keep from making errors. The only one who
suffered with him was the dedicated Megdline who didn’t relent and
showed tremendous patience which comes from her unknown, mysterious
age. Frill and Daku got to the point where they had to leave the
constant silence. The good thing that came of the clothes making
was he got into an almost Zen state and the repetition became
faster and more accurate. There were a few mistakes, but were
easily corrected before he got too far along and would have had to
go back.

Daku’s trickster personality began to show
itself when there was little to do, especially against unsuspecting
children over the coming days. He created a sticky mixture of red
berries and dumped buckets on whoever he chose randomly. Few were
smart enough to escape his wrath. But when retaliation came his way
he was always two steps ahead. Only once did he fall victim to a
prank, one where the whole village worked together and had created
a thick vat of unusable, rotting fish guts. Daku tripped and fell
into it and reeked for two whole days and he couldn’t get the smell
out of his wings, even by constantly bathing in the ocean.

The Utala found a rhythm of their own as they
fished and sparingly hunted game for the coming winter. They smoked
the meat while learning more of their home. Thanks to the abundance
of salt from the ocean they cured the skins of the hunted animals
for clothes.

Every midmorning Cage spent an hour teaching
fighting and settling issues he needed to do as chieftain.
Thankfully the Utala aren’t petty and settle their disputes on
their own, unless they need the chief’s word. Cage even watched
over a mating challenge, but the woman’s skills were superior and
she won. The man wasn’t disappointed and took honor in her skills.
Loss taught more than winning ever did. The man didn’t earn the
right to mate with her and as a woman of the Utala, a man only has
the right to mate if he earns it and beats her into submission or
makes her yield. Even if the woman is in love, she is bound to
fight her hardest and the man must prove he can give her strong
babies.

 


Before Cage knew it, a week had passed. Rin
felt slightly better, but still weak. His mates helped out where
they could with Brooke and Meeka around the house. The kids were
having fun or working to help winter’s preparations. None slacked
and Daku’s antics kept everyone from being bored and doing things
over and over again. His interruptions actually helped progress.
Cage even spent a few hours of the day growing more food for others
before focusing on work.

Finally the last thread was sealed and
bonded. Nineteen large rolls of spider silk thread ended in a
stunningly white robe. It looked exquisite as it continued to be
held by magic like a snow white flag with long sleeves. Even
Megdline seemed impressed. They stood and she held out the white
sash which would belt the robe securely around his waist. He
grabbed it and canceled the holding spell to put it on. It felt
cool and wonderful. It was the finest fabric he’d ever felt. It was
smooth and light as he wrapped it properly before tying the sash
together. “It’s perfect, Granny. It’s not tight or restricting in
the arms…”

“Wait, before you move your legs” she quickly
interrupted. “you need to put spells on it and bind the robe to
your diamonds. The splits will rip if you don’t bind them first.
You will need to repair them one at a time otherwise and they will
wear out and fray like common clothes. You’ve noticed how the
thread has been manipulated so there is neither a beginning or
end?”

“It is just one long thread.” He nodded.

“Right. My robe is made the same way and as
it is a singular thread, it can be bound with conditions. Take a
thin stream of magic from a diamond and bind it to a physical
thread.” She pushed.

He chose a diamond with fewer settings,
leaving the last to keep filling for the future gems he’d intended
to create. He no sooner attached an inconspicuous thread of power
to a single strand that he felt the entirety of the robe through
the diamond. “Whoa!” he exclaimed and had to pull back for it was
too sudden.

Megdline grinned. “Now you understand
the difference between ordinary clothing and a mage’s robe. Return
to the diamond and place a ward which will return the robe to this
form as its original setting.” Cage imagined it as a default
setting. He then followed her instructions on how the robe will
thread itself together automatically if ripped and demonstrated by
using a blade of magic, a golden knife to slice through a sleeve.
As soon as the lines were severed, the faintest trickle of magic
came from a diamond and repaired the damage as soon as the knife
passed through. “See how it works. So long as the fabric isn’t
shredded it will repair itself. You can place wards on the robe
which are protected from your specific magic quality since you did
nearly all the work. It won’t blow apart like the last one when you
broke the Arch Magister’s barrier. To do that will require a word
spell that goes like this. Resist my power
by…” He followed her words and layered another thirty
spells on the diamond which would imbue the robe with protection
from the wearer. She also instructed him on the automatic spells
which alter the robe according to need or by word. His robe had
four forms. The default, stealth which would form fit to his every
curve and muscle, one which would mimic comfortable pants and
lastly, should he need to ride, a seam would split between his legs
and to either knee which would work well when riding Daku. The robe
would also be spelled to return by a keyword or if left a half mile
away would stop its connection to the gem. He asked how the robe
could teleport to him, but she shook her head and said the lessons
would come later.

“Anything else we need to do?” She asked.

“Yeah.” He gestured to himself. “This is too
bright for my liking. I prefer to blend in, not stick out like a
sore thumb.” She smiled at the imagery. “How is it we can dye this
to a dark, forest green or brown. Those and black are my
color.”

“As you are already aware, Dimwit, there are
spells preventing it from getting a stain. What makes you believe
dye will work?” She laughed. “Just use a little alteration magic to
change the pigment. Mine was just as white as yours. Do what you
did to the candle wax when I taught you how to use the three
principals.”

“Should I do it through my diamond or
directly to the cloth?” she said ‘Cloth.’ and he focused on the
thread, willing it to change into the desired color. The brightness
began to darken as his spell took effect. It began to turn a forest
green while the sash took on a woodsy brown. He took five minutes
to get the desired shades. Cage then conjured a mirror image of
himself and smiled. “Nice, very nice.” He then said “Stealth mode!”
and the looseness snapped to his body into a tight suit that didn’t
make sound as he moved around. The covert function worked. “Pants
mode!” the tightness slacked instantly and was comfortable for work
clothes. “Default mode!” And then it slacked into the robe. He
heard Megdline chuckle as he widened his legs and the seams
appeared to reveal bare legs, ready to ride. “Glad to have chosen
this first, Granny. Thanks.” He stood tall and let the mirror
illusion fade. “Can we go get started on learning how to fly?”

“Tomorrow morning when you’re recovered and
well rested we’ll get on it.” She promised. “I’ll go see if the
Third Council has reached a decision on your toothbrush proposition
by now.”

Cage opened the door to the open room to find
Meeka giving Rin a hot cup of tea and a bowl of stew. “Get you
apatite back, Brother?” He asked.

Rin looked up, still obviously worn out.
“Yes, Chief. I’m also feeling ready for a walk.”

Meeka could barely keep her eyes off the robe
he wore. Though simple and humble in appearance, it enhanced his
good looks greatly. “Cage, you look amazing.”

“Coming from you, that I believe.” He eyed
her own naked beauty with admiration. “Where are the others?”

“Daku flew everyone to the tribe. Seems one
of the elders needed to speak to Brooke. Someone made a drum to
signal for her and the huntresses to come. Brooke promised it
wasn’t a warning or anything. She’ll be back in a few hours, before
nightfall.” She walked over and ran her hand across the fabric.
“Very nice. Feels like silk.”

“Spider silk actually.” Megdline said in
passing. “Remember, Cage, you will need to rest for tomorrow.”

“Will do, Granny.” He returned.

The sorceress left the building and could be
seen heading to her own home.

“Cage, may I make a request?” She asked with
deep, soulful eyes. He nodded. “It’s been almost two weeks since
I’ve seen my parents. Do you mind contacting them for me?”

“Not a problem.” He turned to an open
space and focused on locating Cillian. The sight mirror showed the
large man sitting behind a desk writing alone in his mayoral
office. Cage then used a secondary spell which was much more
draining. A small black sphere hovered in the room as Cage grinned
“CILLIAN!”

Cillian jumped right out of his skin,
knocking over a vial of ink. A spooked look filled his eyes before
locating the sphere. The wild visage vanished as he found something
to focus on while drawing his knife smoothly. “Leave this place,
Demon!” He shouted back. Cage could no longer contain himself as he
laughed loudly. Meeka couldn’t restrain herself either. Cillian’s
fierceness lessened at the laughter and since the orb simply held
still, he listened to the genuine mirth. “That laugh… Cage, you
bastard!” The mayor then finally joined in, reflecting he would
have likely have done the same if he’d been born with the gift for
magic.

“Forgive him, Father, he couldn’t help
himself. You were looking rather bored.” She giggled softly.

“Meeka, that you I hear?” Cillian asked.

“Yes, Father.” She noticed how well her
father looked in the image. “Cage is using magic so I can see and
speak to you.”

“But I cannot see you.” Cillian admitted.

“The spell I’m using doesn’t work that way.”
Cage said. “How is it in Kote?”

Cillian eventually sat down and threw the
ruined parchment away to say “It is going quite well actually.
Harvests are bountiful. I was also wanting to know, Meeka, if
you’re planning on joining us for the Fall Harvest?”

“When is the celebration, Father?”

“In four weeks. It would be good to have you
come.”

“That actually works well with my plans.”
Cage admitted aloud. “It’ll be a good opportunity for my people to
trade and for me to return your tools. They are still being used
every day in preparation. So what is this celebration like?”

“Meeka can explain. As for the tools, keep
them. Vok, the local blacksmith in town, owed me a favor and gave
me adequate replacements. What kinds of trades will the Utala be
looking for and what will you be offering?”

“We’ll be bringing food, trinkets and
possibly selling boats for fishermen.” Cage held up a forestalling
hand before either Rin or Meeka could object. It was all part of
the plan he’d later explain. “What my people need most of is metal
and fur, even raw leather. That’ll be cheaper than buying and my
people have their own clothing methods. To clothe my tribe properly
will decimate animal population on the island and I will not allow
that to pass. This Fall Harvest will be a good opportunity to open
trade between Kote and the Utala.”

“We in Kote are more than willing to do just
that. It will be interesting how our people will react to yours…
But back to trading, I just returned from hunting myself and have
some skins I was willing to sell to the tannery, The meat will be
mine so don’t get any ideas. I’ll give the hides to you though if
they need the leather so badly.”

“My people will appreciate it. Whoever family
gets the furs will see you are given fair trade.”

“If you can trade me for a new, sturdy combat
bow I’ll call it even. Bugs ate my last one and a yew bow doesn’t
have the power to take down larger game.”

“Done!” Cage said. “I’ll make it myself. What
is your pull weight.”

“Hundred and thirty pounds ought to do.”

“I’ll see what I can put together. Then we’ll
be in Kote in a month’s time. Goodbye Cillian. This magic is
difficult to maintain so we’re cutting it short.”

“See you soon, Father!” Meeka replied.

Cillian smiled. “Cannot wait. Will you
finally sing for the celebration?”

“No Promises!” Meeka laughed as did her
father.

Then the magic ended and Cage had to shake
his head to fight the draining effects of holding the tiring spell
for so long. A standard sight mirror without eavesdropping and
sending sound long distances was much easier to sustain. Thankfully
it wasn’t too bad of a recovery. “So tell me of this Fall Harvest
and what we’ll be in for.”

Meeka smiled and explained in great detail.
Afterwards he and Rin went for that walk with fresh air and a
comforting breeze to accompany them. Rin was still greatly weakened
as it showed in his gait, but moving around after a week in bed
seemed better than any medicine Meeka could create.

 


Cage found himself in the process of making
something special for dinner when he heard the heavy beat of wings
before a slight tremor in Daku’s landing. He continued mixing diced
peppers and okra in the bowl with tomatoes, chives and other
things. “My Love, where is Cage?” He heard Brooke ask as she
entered the house.

“In here!” He shouted from the kitchen.

She quickly entered and stopped, expecting to
see him unclothed. She couldn’t help a slight gasp at the robe he
wore that looked so befitting of him. The greens and brown truly
made him look dashing. His feet and arms no longer looked so out of
place when he wore such a robe. “So you have finished?”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Yep.” He then
went back to preparing their meal. He heard others entering the
house, no footfalls were added or missing from the past week. Heavy
silence from the room full of adults didn’t slip pass his
perception. “So what happened today when you were summoned to the
beach?”

Brooke entered the room with Meeka following
right behind as Cage listened to the hushed tones of Zanza and Rin.
The priestess sat on the freezer to say “One of the men crafted a
new drum and used it to call for my presence and that of every
warrior who heard.” The calm seriousness of her tone made him stop
and look fully on her. Meeka stepped to his side, sensing the same
thing. Brooke made sure to keep constant eye contact. “Daku was
kind enough to fly us all to the tribe. When he landed and our
children left to go play with the others, I was told what the
reason truly was. And the summons should have been urgent, I
fear.

“Jada and her newborn daughter, the one you
delivered, were out by themselves when the water was low. She found
an area where the water was trapped in pools. Jada and the newborn
were together, enjoying the time alone and bonding when” Daku then
entered the room rater large and void of emotion, further adding to
the seriousness of events. “she happened to look out over the
water. Jada described the events to me, saying that as she and the
baby were together, something caught her attention. It was out,
beyond the reef. At first she held still, watching and waiting for
a better view of the oddity. She eventually explained it was a
person in shape, standing upon the water, just as you do.” His jaw
clenched. “Jada knew better than to move, especially with the young
one. She stayed still for a half hour, seeing the person standing
still and seemingly doing nothing. Then the person vanished, she
didn’t see where as a dip in the waves hid the person from her.
When she felt it safe, Jada rushed to the tribe to explain
this.”

“There’s more isn’t there?” He asked while
watching her pensiveness.

Brooke nodded. “Just after they began
signaling me by drum another child, one who wandered to the south
and wasn’t there when Jada told her story, told the elders and his
parents he had seen someone else on the water. He thought it was
you and went to greet who he thought was the chief, but then the
boy said the person disappeared in a flash of pink light. He
returned to the tribe as fast as his legs could carry him.” Brooke
finished.

Cage immediately left the kitchen, not saying
a word. He passed Daku, holding a forestalling hand for everyone to
remain put. He quickly exited through the front door, crossed a
stone bridge Megdline crafted over the dividing river and to her
house. He knocked in the front door and didn’t wait long for Frill
to open it with a swipe of a paw. “Get Granny and come over for
supper. It’s almost time.”

Frill’s golden eyes narrowed, realizing the
unique phrasing and calculating look in Cage’s black eyes meant
that an attack would be forthcoming soon. A gentle tap of wood on
wood approached and Megdline overheard everything. The white
knuckled grip on her staff being the only display of tension for
the situation. “So what will you be making us tonight again?” Frill
asked.

“Gumbo. It might look to be a mess, but I
swear you’ll enjoy it.” He chimed.

Returning to the house with the sorceress and
her Familiar, all eyes remained on him. “It’ll be ready in a few
minutes everyone. Take a seat…” as soon as Megdline entered the
room he commanded “Conference room.” and a surge of magic came from
the house as it canceled all sound from passing the room with
anyone present. It was a set of spells he made to be one of the
house’s defenses, a secondary line should someone manage to break
through the island’s barrier. He smiled “Relax everyone, the house
is free to talk in now. Don’t be afraid, I’ve set up precautions
for an event such as this. Granny, go ahead and explain while I
finish dinner.”

Megdline nodded and sat at the table,
gesturing for others to do the same. When they did Frill jumped on
the table and sat regally. “Tell me what transpired first.” Brooke
retold events again. “Cage and I have come up with a way to do
something they won’t see happening till it’s too late, but for it
to be pulled off successfully… nothing must seem amiss. We will all
continue as we have. I doubt they’ll attack tonight, if what you
told me is true.” Brooke didn’t look convinced. “If we are to
surprise their surprise, we must continue as we always have this
week. Fight in the morning, teach letters, work. We cannot survive
without everyone’s cooperation. The details will give you a
headache, but Cage and I have taken every magical precaution we
can.”

“If we are safe from others listening,
Megdline, where is the harm in explaining?” Meeka said, laying a
hand on Brooke’s thigh to calm her.

Cage entered the room with a huge, almost
cauldron size wooden pot with steam rising out of the top. They all
saw the strain of weight and strength it took to carry and set on
the table with a loud thump. He sighed and had the kids all bring
in the bowls, hot loaves of fresh bread and other cups and spoons.
The things he knew he needed to procure was a few cows to make
butter and cheese, goats if necessary. As the children helped, Cage
said “I’ll try to explain as best I can. Since I’ve got a bounty
now, they will be targeting me primarily. The only sure tactic to
reach here is via magic and I’ve got a feel of how the mages of the
empire see people. They won’t likely attack in the daylight or
attack the tribe who are beneath them, in their views. The best
option…” He sat down and outlined the situation along with the
solutions and fall back options.

The gumbo, as he expected wasn’t ideal at
first because of the spiciness, but nobody said anything. As they
ate more though, he could see the others quickly acquire a taste
for the food. Water was drank in greater quantities for the meal,
but the atmosphere began to abate as questions were answered by
either word or demonstration.

After the meal, Cage brought out a tray with
little wooden sticks pointing out and to be used as a popsicle. He
explained what it was made from, cherries and frozen water, but he
wasn’t expecting Zanza to laugh and hold it out to say “It is a
man’s lance!” before nearly consuming the entire treat. Her sisters
laughed and began teasing Rin by showing their own sexual skills.
He declined, saying he would not eat anything that resembles a
man’s lance. Before he even finished the proclamation, Zanza put
hers in his mouth and gladly took the one her chief offered.
Everyone had a laugh at the table. It really got funny when Meeka
said that if it were Cage’s lance, Zanza would have choked to
death. After the words set in, the female warrior nearly choked on
the one she was enjoying before laughing, telling Meeka she’d
probably be right.

The little girls giggled immaturely while
Sean and his friend instead did a quick challenge, using the
popsicles as makeshift swords. Sean won before enjoying the treat,
scoring a wet, red line across his friend’s throat.

Cage made one for everyone, even Daku and
Frill who licked theirs with great enjoyment. He primarily made it
to take the burn of the peppers from their mouth.

The last thing Cage remembered of the night
before ending the conference was asking “Granny, any news on my
toothbrush idea?”

“Not yet. They haven’t reached an agreement
at this time. They say.”

 


No attacks came during the night, not that
Cage expected much of one after figuring that the boy who caught
the person’s attention knew they’d been spotted. Well rested and
ready to go, Cage stepped out onto the balcony with another hot cup
of tea. His eyes caught movement and a smile tugged on the corners
of his lips. “Morning, Kiddo.”

“Good morning, Dad.” Rena said in a cherry
tone as her hair shot off in every direction with bed-head. “The
trees are different.” She noticed as she sat down and gazed out at
the scenery.

“Sure is.” He responded. “Fall’s here and the
leaves are changing color.”

“On the plains, I liked when the trees were
all golden.”

“So do I. Did you sleep well?”

Rena’s little brown eyes met her dad’s. “Not
until my sisters eased my worry… Dad,” She hesitated. “I’m scared
of these magic men.” Rena’s bottom lip quivered, something he’d
never seen his daughter do. She wasn’t just scared, she was
downright terrified she’d lose her family again.

“As am I, Kiddo, but that also makes me more
pissed. As it should you.”

She was quiet for a time as he sipped his
drink. “Dad, can your promise me you and my mothers will be
alright?” Her words were barely audible.

He sighed and gripped the banister.
“Kiddo, your almost eight years old and you well know I don’t hold
my personal feelings or observations back from you, your brother or
your mothers. And I won’t start now. I won’t lie when it isn’t
needed. If I told you life was going to go smoothly and no one
would be hurt and it did
happen, I don’t want you to think it was your fault or that I
couldn’t keep my promise.” Rena was quiet as she listened. “Kiddo,
I’ll do everything in my power to save everyone I care about, but
I’m just one man.

“Imagine you went hunting and killed your
first buffalo. You did it for a reason, but the other buffalo see
you as a threat. They will run you down. That is what I’ve done to
a very powerful group of mages. I’ve inadvertently caused a
stampede that has made its way here, to our new home.”

“Then promise you’ll win.” She asked
hopefully.

“I sure plan on it.” He grinned. “Enough of
this talk. Your mothers should be about done with breakfast. Go
wake your girlfriends and tell them to head downstairs. Today I’m
not teaching combat lessons, but Meeka was wanting to teach you
girls about herbs and about being a healer.”

“Sure thing, Dad, but Sean’s better with the
herbs Meeka Mother is teaching us to make.” Rena got up and headed
to her bedroom.

Cage walked around the balcony and placed a
hand over the sealed door. It opened into Sean’s bedroom. He found
Daku sandwiched between the snoring boys. “Time to wake up kids.”
Cage said.

They boys groaned as Daku yawned greatly.

Downstairs everyone gathered for the morning
meal and seemed less tense than the night before. Cage chose to
wear his new robe in preparation for anything. Meeka told her plan
to the children, but Sean also asked pointed questions and about
methods. Even Zanza and her sister-mates asked to join the healing
lectures since only one other sister besides Meeka had proper
healing skills. Brooke said she needed to spend the day with her
people and Frill chose to accompany her.

“Ready to learn to fly?” Megdline said with
great enthusiasm.

He put the dirty dishes in the sink to soak
as he entered the room. “Damn right I am!” He laughed, feeling a
rush.

Together Cage, Daku and Megdline left the
house and moved to her side of the stream where there was much more
room to practice. Along the way she began the lecture. “Cage, as
you well understand, especially from riding Daku, flying is freedom
in its most raw form. Nothing can hold you down. But before we dare
begin you must place wards upon your diamonds. No mage in his or
her right mind will ever dare fly without their gem.”

“Obviously.” He retorted. “I haven’t seen
parachutes invented and I assume that if one runs out of mana or
are rendered unconscious and they fall… nothing will save them from
dying on impact. At terminal velocity not even a water landing will
save your life. It will be just as hard as the ground at that
speed.”

“Then we are of like mind.” Megdline
commented. “Can I assume you know at what speeds will break bone or
cause death from specific heights?”

“So long as Raliea has a terminal velocity of
thirty two feet per second per second you can.”

“Then I can rest assured our worlds have only
differences in mana for gravity is the same here. Since you know
the speeds, imagine the barrier you usually use when fighting, not
the cloak though. Picture it as a spherical cushion, thick yet
absorbing instead of a membrane that won’t bend under force. Have
the wards instantly activate no less than twenty feet from the
ground, but make sure it absorbs, not bounce or you’ll be liable to
cause internal damage. Allow the magic to distribute your weight on
impact. And most of all, set this ward as a permanent one like the
saturation wards which stop siphoning when full. Be sure it always
has enough mana set aside to be activated.” Megdline watched
closely as her student closed his eyes and worked the mechanics of
the spells into a diamond. He held still, focusing on the details
of her meaning for twenty minutes for it wasn’t an easy spell to
integrate without it activating immediately due to gravity’s
constant pull. He had to make it so the diamonds felt his body
constantly and would only begin activation when weightlessness
overcame his system. He added a few more wards, knowing how best to
use them in tight situations.

As Cage applied magical protection and worked
them to activate under certain circumstances, he began to remember
flight training back on Earth. He never spoke of his training, not
wanting to turn this world upside down with the many tactics and
military advancements. He couldn’t help remembering how it felt in
wind-tunnels designed to teach freefall in a controlled environment
nor the covert missions which required jumping from jets and planes
over enemy territory. Even though they were side thoughts, his
magic seemed to take hold of those memories and use them to further
refine the spells.

He opened his eyes to the early morning light
and said “I think I’ve got them the way I want.”

“Then how about a proper test.” Megdline then
made her topaz glow and tried to grasp hold of her student via a
simple spell to hold and move objects.

His own wards flared in opposition,
preventing her offensive spells to gain a hold. He didn’t intend
for them to do so, but they did what they were supposed to. Cage
then realized what she was planning, but she didn’t seem irritated
her spell was barred. She actually seemed glad they worked so
flawlessly. A second look from her was one of request, which he
complied with by lowering his wards against magic. While he did so
he watched his teacher conjure a green, viscous blob that moved
like slime, but he could see the consistency would be great to land
in. The creation gave a faint glow over the bare ground.

Just as she finished crafting the blob, he
felt pressure encase his body before looking down when his feet
left the ground. She lifted him about thirty feet into the air and
positioned him over her spell. “At this height, if your wards fail
or if my spell does, you won’t die. At most you’ll break a few
bones.” She said from below.

“That’s encouraging.” He grumbled dryly.

Daku sat and watched, knowing his partner
wasn’t in any life threatening danger unless Megdline could turn
him upside down and drop him headfirst. Since he remained almost as
he stood on land, Daku didn’t worry much.

Megdline released her magical grasp.

Cage dropped like a rock, but didn’t scream
as he was more than comfortable with falling and heights didn’t
bother him. The drop lasted less than a second. As he braced
himself for impact, he felt a surge of magic as he was encompassed
entirely by a darkness that could be seen through. Then beneath,
the green spell his mentor created, splattered as his own spell
touched down. The ward made the impact nearly effortless, like
jumping down only three feet. Then the darkness vanished with a
soft slurping sound. Cage immediately felt his feet hit the
ground.

“Well done. That was completed better than
expected.” Megdline congratulated while ending her spell. Since she
made no move to do it again, Cage reactivated all his wards. He
approached as she said “Now we can begin the real fun. Flying is
simple in concept, but difficult in practice. Imagine a solid board
of magic beneath your feet. Make sure you are ready in a proper
stance, for if you fail to apply a secondary spell to bind your
feet to the magic, you can fall. To fly you must have the strength
to pull it off and maintain the spell. Third class wizards can fly
for an hour without extra power, but for me as a second class
sorceress I can fly for just over six hours without tapping into my
gem. By the time you reach your full potential I doubt you’ll even
have such a restriction.” She smiled enviously. “Flight is
controlled by wind. The more you can create through the board, the
faster it is you can go. Flying the way we will is completely
different than Daku or other winged creatures. If you chose to fly
fast, you will need to create a barrier for your eyes, just like
you did when Daku flew us. Take all that I said and begin.”

Cage mentally focused and called upon his
magic to flow from him and create what he desired. He had seen
Megdline and other mages fly before and to him it reminded of
surfing. Surfing the waves were one of the most enjoyable things he
used to do as a teen and those skills went into how the board was
created. Blackness began to gather around his feet and within a
second he felt himself being lifted upon a solid oval board with a
seven foot length and the widest point was no more than two feet.
He hadn’t yet imbued it to fly till after he used a sticking spell
on his feet. Then he applied the board to begin creating pressure
on the air to make wind push from all sides beneath him. At first
it was slow, intentionally so for he didn’t want to shoot off in an
uncontrollable way. Then he poured more of his mana into the object
and watched as sand and dust began to flow away from his position.
Then he felt the bare minimum it took to rise off the ground. He
hovered on the jet black board and listened to his teacher’s
instructions on how best to think and move.

In ten minutes he flew no more than a foot
off the ground, getting a feel for the subtleties of flight.
Surfing helped by leaps and bounds with control. Leaning forward
lowered the nose while back gave lift. His moves quickly became
more crisp and clean as the comfort grew. Before long he was
zipping around her house, surfing the air. Fun would be an
understatement of the highest order for how great flying felt. He
felt more alive at that moment than finding he could walk
again.

As he circled the evergreen house from sixty
feet high he found his laughter drew the attention of his family
and friends as they stood with open surprise.

Daku could no longer contain his
excitement. He jumped into the air with a shrill roar and pumped
his forty foot long wings and matched his partner’s altitude. The
griffin said “I’ve been waiting for this day for
so long. Now we can fly as equals,
Cage. It has been too long since a warlock and griffin shared the
sky.”

Cage grinned brightly. “Then let’s never
allow any to forget our flight.”

The warlock poured magic into the board and
flew down past the houses and cliff. Daku roared so that none on
the island could look away. He folded his wings and dove off after
his human partner. Cage pulled up into a steep climb, doing a
spiral along with Daku. Together they shot high above the island,
drawling every eye to them in the early morning air. They pushed
each other in an aerial dance that hasn’t occurred in ten thousand
years. They did maneuvers which would make others sick, but they
laughed and enjoyed the feel of wind in their faces. Cage found
Daku could fly as fast as he could and the more he forced into the
board, the harder it was for the griffin to match.

It was so fun and distracting that Cage
pushed himself too far. The amount of mana he exerted seemed to
slam upon him all at once, the spots came suddenly. Before he could
react, darkness claimed him.

Daku’s own joy vanished along with the black
object which allowed his partner to finally join him. Daku saw
Cage’s eyes roll up into his head and the smile slacked. Gravity
took control and began pulling him down. Daku powered his wings
down faster than gravity’s hold. He matched Cage’s speed within
seconds, thankfully they were up so high that there was plenty of
time to spare. Using his eons of flight experience, Daku carefully
placed his partner between his wings and felt magic from the
falling wards working and slowly took his weight and end the
freefall. The griffin slowly circled his way down and looked
backwards to find Cage unconscious and the magic to protect him
gone.

The lazy circles took around ten minutes,
enough for Cage to snap awake before they landed. Exhaustion
weighed heavily, knowing he overexerted himself. “That was a
blast!” he wanted to yell, but it came out a tired whisper.

Daku found it funny. “It was so much fun you
fell asleep?” He teased. “I too had as much fun as one of our
fights this day.”

Words such as those gave Cage wondrous ideas
and possibilities. “Daku, that’s it!” Every moment that passed the
more strength his voice gained. Too bad his body was completely
spent. “Now we can battle in the air.”

“I know.” Daku turned his head and winked,
already prepared to enjoy such a challenge. “You will become a
better warrior now that you can fly on your own.”

On the ground around his house stood dozens
of Utala. They landed and he wondered why they had come, but
apparently Brooke forgot to explain it wasn’t an attack. From the
beach, it had looked like Daku was in the fight of his life.
Everyone got a good laugh at the misunderstanding. Then Megdline
surprised the warlock and griffin by explaining they were flying
close to four hard hours though for them it was more like twenty
minutes. Cage quipped “Time flies when you’re having fun.”

 


Hidden from sight glared two pair of eyes who
watched the events closely for not even two hundred feet away
perched an owl and hawk. They stood quiet, observing everything.
When the group of humans moved away and allowed them freedom to
whisper, the owl said. “Go return to camp and tell them all that we
see. If we are to act, tonight will be our only chance.”

“Agreed.” Chirped the fierce female hawk.
“Before I leave, do not forget that you cannot use even a touch of
magic or we’ll be compromised.”

“I haven’t forgotten the Arch Magister’s
words. It took over a week to find a way to bypass the wards. I’ll
not do anything to jeopardize the plan.” He hooted back. “I’ll
mind-link with my master when I’m sure they are weak. Be
ready.”

She gave the other Familiar a critical eye,
acknowledging with a sharp nod before gliding off her perch and
taking to the air. She hugged the trees so that none could follow
her. She now understood why so many precautions were taken, but she
now had key information that must be shared. She flew quickly yet
with upmost caution through the undeveloped island. The hawk
Familiar found a high standing tree and perched herself for a half
hour, making absolutely sure she wasn’t followed or that the
griffin wasn’t in the air. When she felt safe she flew off the
island and directly towards the location of her human master, but
expending little energy on the ocean’s winds.

It took another three hours to find the camp
for they had to make it so those mages on the island wouldn’t
likely even glance in that direction. She fluttered down and passed
a weak magical barrier which protected them from sight. Her partner
stood as she called his name and held out a leather glove for her
to land on which protected his hands from her filed talons. The
hawks arrival drew every mages attention.

“You are not supposed to be here till
nightfall.” Her male human of considerable years commented.

“I know.” She chirped. “But I have news we
weren’t suspecting to see.”

The former Arch Magister approached with his
lion. “What might that be?”

The hawk blinked while turning around on his
hand. “This Ceembura, as you called him, isn’t even close to who he
said he was.” The usual sneer the group of first class sorcerers
and sorceresses saw in the magister’s expression finally changed
into one of complete intrigue.

“Better start from the beginning.” The lion
Familiar commanded.

The hawk complied immediately and as she
spoke the camp of twelve first class sat to listen. “It was as you
said, I and Yal were able to circumvent the wards of the island due
to the covert magical assessments conducted throughout the week. We
flew in under the cover of darkness and found the home of the mages
easily enough. We were careful to look at the grown dwellings found
by spyglass. The sorceress in yellow, I heard her name as Megdline
and she and the large meemthia live in a much smaller
structure…”

The Arch Magister sneer returned. “Now I
remember that whore. She seemed recognizable in Eeroan, but I
couldn’t place her at the time. Oh this is great. That bitch is
heavily tied to the head of Twilight’s First Council. If we can
capture her it’ll cause great turmoil in that weak minded place and
we’ll finally have something to finally destroy them. We must be
sure to drug her too. If we kill her we’ll be no match for Zikon
when he’s sure to come… Go on.” His words had an effect on the
group and most understood what he was saying and there was
agreement among the ancient mages.

The hawk Familiar continued. “When morning
arrived we found the target and he didn’t see us. In a few hours a
group of mostly female humans left to listen to a blonde female
speaking on different plants. She is likely the escaped slave that
freezes any who kiss her. We didn’t give them much attention for
they will be easily dealt with after tonight.

“Then the one we thought as Ceembura
left the house with the white griffin.” All ears were on her. “His
real name is Cage and I have no doubt the griffin is his Familiar,
not the suspected wyvern.” Before the group could become uneasy she
went on. “This is the most interesting thing I observed, which we
didn’t know. From the tiny bits of conversation we picked up, he is
completely untrained. The sorceress was actually training him on
how to fly. We thought it was
odd, but Yal and I watched as this Cage and Daku flew together. It
was an awesome sight, that lasted hours, but he didn’t seem to use
a gem to fly. I saw the board disappear. He does have the power of
the first class, but he is new. At the moment he is completely
exhausted of mana. He could barely walk after his first flight and
it might be our only chance since he won’t be at full strength for
another day or two without a gem.”

“Sir, he must be some kind of new experiment
Twilight has concocted.” One of the sorceresses said in the
pondering silence.

“Finish your thoughts.” The magister
said.

“If this is true then we can use their
new weapon against them. You’ve personally felt his power when he
broke your shield.” He nodded seriously to her observation. “Well
that means Twilight must have figured a way to fully grow a mature
first class sorcerer. If they have, then we must learn what they’ve
done. If they make more like this Cage then they’ll have
no need to fear us. If they sent
someone like Megdline as a teacher then he only has power to
command. His skill will be lacking and exploitable. If he cannot
use gems then that can be a byproduct of their method. If we unlock
the secrets of his origin… imagine if we grow a thousand first
class sorcerers in a single year to maturity. The empress would
shower us with wealth and praise. Emroc and the rest of Raliea will
fall under the empress’s rule. Cage is an odd name, likely his
experimental designation.”

“She might be on to something.” A sorcerer
nearby said. “Several months back I got news in Xeer of a great
disturbance rocking Twilight. I wouldn’t be happy if one of my most
top secret experiments had escaped. It would make sense to send
someone of Megdline’s reputation to guide this Cage. He wouldn’t be
threatened of her power in the least yet she has great
understanding of magic. It would be a reckless test, setting him
out into the world, but I believe it was a success if he could
overpower you.” He said respectfully to the magister.

“What of the griffin? How might he fit into
all this?” Another asked. “Griffins were extinct over a thousand
years ago. I am the only one here old enough to remember them. They
are immune to magic entirely. If it is a white king, a true king,
then this venture is more dire. I remember a brown one growing
almost as large as Bepop before it was killed. The only way to beat
a griffin is to take it down when its small. If it grows, we’re
doomed. Even worse, if the Familiar is bound, he’ll not die.”

“What would you have us do?” A leopard
Familiar asked.

“We must be fast and decisive. The wards of
the island will be effective, but we’ll still take advantage of the
weaknesses.” The ancient sorcerer continued. “We must be quick and
drug everyone. When they are taken we’ll come back with strong
bodied slaves we were promised to keep. We stick to the plan, the
only alteration I can give is if we move faster and definitely
capture Megdline. She’s been a difficult one to pin down. Now that
we have her, we might never get a better opportunity. Magister, it
is your decision.”

The bearded sorcerer said “Then I suggest we
do one last test before tonight. Good work all of you. I’m glad you
came to my aid. Now we have an idea that will succeed. We test then
rest until the appointed time.”

None disagreed and did the test run one more
time, it being the fastest run yet. Enthusiasm played a major part
and after the mock assault they all ate and rested to be at their
very best.

 


The day passed slowly for the first class
camp. After hours of darkness and after midnight the sorceress of
the owl Familiar stood. “Yal contacted me. They are all well
asleep. He is standing on the rail outside the room with Cage, the
two females and the griffin who is just large enough to take
down.”

“How big?” The eldest among them
questioned.

“Half that of a horse. And they are all
deeply asleep from working all day.”

The former Arch Magister too felt it was time
and could feel he’d finally be reinstated. He thought of how the
empress would reward him with bringing this dangerous enemy
experiment to her and all the possibilities he could learn from
Cage. That and experimenting on a live griffin would be the envy of
his peers. His most specific reason would be to learn the secret of
turning a ghost into a spirit. Then after he learned everything
there was to know a soul gem was ready and waiting. “How is the
Floranna smoke? Is it ready?”

One of the sorceress’s had an open bottom
barrier over a fire of blue Floranna flowers. “Almost done, Arch
Magister. Are the darts freshly coated?”

“Yes.” He replied impatiently and used magic
to guide eleven straps holding several needle thin darts coated in
a concentrated drug which would render anyone so much as pricked to
fall deeply asleep for a day at the least. The fast acting drug
could take down any animal, man included. Each strap safely held
ten darts, plenty to knock out everyone in the target area. Each
mage took their darts and stood by either him or the eldest ancient
sorcerer. Most stayed by him and his lion. If something happens,
their power as a whole would overpower Cage.

“Done.” The woman said as the flowers
finished burning.

“Good. Hold still, I’ll take half.” The
magister said and used a barrier of his own to capture the smoke.
“Ready?” All hovered on different colored boards to fly. “This is
it. Go!” The magister created a violet archway as his lion jumped
on the board. He flew into the light like all others on his team
likewise did.

In the next moment he appeared just outside
the enormous oak tree house, right where he intended. By his side
were eight accompanying him and far to the right flew the second
squad already blowing the smoke and washing it over the cedar
tree.

A bright red, pulsating light flared to life
above the tip of the mountain, sensing a breach. A loud siren
wailed in warning so loud the entire island heard it with clarity.
The light was nearly blinding and every open window and room in the
house turned on, pulsating red.

As this was happening the Arch Magister
manipulated the wind, lowered the barrier around the smoke and
forced it into the large open door. At the same time two
sorceresses spread around, shooting darts through the other door
openings, scoring direct hits on the sleeping bodies. The magister
was flanked to either side as he pumped the smoke in the room. His
Familiar, along with two other felines, jumped off the magic
platform and charged into the room with roars, already increasing
their power to overwhelm the surprised looks on the targets. As the
three Familiars leapt, darts flew, piercing all four bodies. Most
hitting the large white form within the room of smoke.

Then the unexpected happened, all four body
burst in a red, wet slurp. The exploding bodies splattered the
entire room, coating everything in a mess.

The Magister’s jaw dropped along with his
team. “What just happened?”

The ancient sorcerer by the cedar yelled
“Megdline just burst!”

“No, I didn’t!” Megdline’s voice rang
out.

A deep chill gripped every mage and Familiar
as they turned around to meet their end.

Darkness began to waver over the void created
by the cliff. In moments, forms began to appear. In place of a
simple invisibility spell flew Megdline on a golden board with
Frill yowling like that of a lion as he already prepared for
battle. Megdline’s staff glowed brightly in the darkness, bathed in
the shine of her staff and that of the red warning light made her
visage was both stern and malicious.

Beside the sorceress flew Cage on a board so
black even darkness bowed down to it. In his hands swirled dark
energy that completely dwarfed every sorcerer and still he poured
more. The air around him began to distort with a spell of his own
making.

But behind them hovered Daku, over fifty feet
long with twice that of a wingspan. His wings moving nearly in a
blur to hover. Muscles rippled eagerly beneath fur as his usual
white visage was bathed red, like some horror come to life. He even
flexed his clawed hands.

Singularly Cage’s power clearly dominated
while Megdline’s was less to the others, but they were all clearly
outnumbered, six to one.

But that just made the situation more
exciting.

Knowing surprise would last less than another
second Cage’s grin turned into a laugh as he targeted four powerful
sorcerers. The distorted air around him swirled around to his hand,
strengthening the breaking spell for each one who erected barriers
before likely Jumping here. He threw his hands forward, releasing
the spell. Air crackled around black spikes as the two streams
split. He felt his spell meet the resistance of a ward much
stronger than Megdline’s, but the combination of breaking,
piercing, thrust and heat skewered past the barriers, slipped
through the throats of four. The release of compressed heat in the
spikes decapitated the four mage’s who shot something in the spare
bedrooms in a the span of a heartbeat.

The assault and raw power unleashed on them
had their confidence shattered as their comrades’ lifeless bodies,
along with their Familiars, fell dead.

“SCATTER! TAKE THEM DOWN!” The magister
ordered while trying to maneuver for a better position in the
air.

At the same time he yelled, Frill launched
himself at the group who’d attacked his and his master’s home. With
the moment of surprise and great fear to their advantage he landed
first on an airborne hawk, knocked her head clean off with an
immensely heavy and powerful swipe. His extended claws helped gain
purchase to separate the hawk’s shoulders from the head. In that
moment he kept his momentum going by using the other Familiar’s
back as a platform. He then jumped into the fray, attacking a wolf,
ape and a large male peacock at the same time.

The other Familiars also went on attack. Daku
slammed his great wings down as the lion and two felines shot out
from his nest. Cage dove down in avoidance and Daku caught the lion
and a puma in his great hands, digging his talons deeply into their
soft flesh as his razor sharp beak snagged the third right out of
the air. Great jaw strength snapped the cat into three pieces. Two
fell from either side of his beak as he jerked his head, swallowing
the center of his prey. The Familiars were heavy, but not enough.
With a powerful thrust he launched himself back while doing a
twist. He rolled his wrist while flinging his arms, throwing them
at two nearby mages who didn’t see it coming. The great weight of
the Familiars took the men by surprise and knocked them off
balance.

The off kilter move gave Cage the opening he
needed to get in close. Two black swords were conjured from his
outstretched fingers. Cage used his great reflexes and skill to not
only surf in the opposite direction in less than the area of his
body, but came in below. The two mages recovered somewhat, looking
for him. Using human instinct against them, Cage knew that when
searching, peering down would be last place to be spotted. When
they were smart enough to look below, a black flash flew up almost
directly beneath. Cage spun horizontally, using his momentum and
the applied rotation to go right between them. His swords sliced
through their strongest barrier, allowing the blades to find their
mark.

The two mages looked down and saw the red lit
ground getting closer, they tried to stop themselves until their
heads turned and saw their bodies following them. They both were
beheaded without feeling anything, thinking they were bested
completely before dying.

Cage leveled himself and dodged a half dozen
shattering spells and bolts of energy. He drew from his diamonds,
for it took much mana to break a barrier of their strength and he
already took down six in less than five entire seconds. Flashes of
golden light caught his eye for a moment.

Megdline flew around with precision and grace
while fighting off three powerful mages. The remainder could
clearly see Cage as the greater threat. Her own wards were holding
for now, but for how long she could avoid the more powerful spells
is the real issue. She knew just one direct strike would be her
end. Though she lacked their greater power, she more than made up
for it by being able to cast multiple spells to harass her
attackers while performing complex flight patterns which only made
the first class more angry.

She was an annoying bug they couldn’t swat
dead.

Daku threw the excess Familiars clear over
the edge of the cliff before landing full force on a ape and
peacock. The pair were squished flat under his might. Frill had
taken a few hits as he found himself in the teeth of the wolf. He
swiped his claws, stripping away the flesh and a few teeth from the
grey wolf. The pain made it yelp and release his hold, dropping
Frill. Frill hissed as he fought through all his injuries and leapt
on the enemy, knocking him over before ripping his throat out and
for good measure, Frill jumped and landed with all his magically
enhanced weight. Bones buckled under the force each time.

Frill’s sharp hearing made his gold eyes
jerked up to see the talons of a large owl about to grab him.
Before such a thing could happen a large white beak coated in blood
chomped down on the last remaining Familiar. Frill looked up to see
Daku throw the bird of prey up a bit and clamped his beak shut,
pulverizing the enemy before a jerk of his head showed he swallowed
the broken bird.

Silver energy glanced off Cage’s wards when
it sensed a specific spell that would erode wards and barriers by
sticking to it. A fast rotation of the shield slung off the
corrosive spell. Cage shot a compressed fire bullet which glowed
red. As it fired like that of a tracer round in the night, it
impacted the woman’s barrier when she couldn’t react. It erupted
with a bright flash and the concussive force alone liquefied her
organs from so close a range, even through her shield.

Still he relied on the diamonds to keep him
in the fight of his life.

Cage made a mistake and ran into a solid wall
of grey magic which hurt. Dazed for a split-second, violet mist
began heating the air. Magic fire is easy to deflect, but natural
hot air took much more to resist. The moment of not being focused
allowed a mage to send a spell of crippling pain.

What they didn’t know is Cage fed off pain as
he cried out in surprise. It gave him instant focus as he accepted
it and controlled how it affected him. The yelp ended. Cage used it
and retook the barrier, ending the enemy spell from passing.

He caught sight of Megdline getting hit by a
lucky shot and her wards buckled under such power. In that moment
he saw the three readying their final strike against his teacher,
he swiftly counted five remaining mages, their position and focused
on a spell, hoping to be quick enough. He dumped in over half of
everything he’d stored in the past weeks from the diamonds until he
felt as if his head was about to explode from the infusion.

Five rounds bars fired from a black orb in
his hand with the consistency of carbon steel. The five shot
straight at the remaining mages like lightning and the amount of
raw power put into the spell had turned all attention upon him. The
spiked ends were laced with a breaking spell which destroyed five
full powered shields and punched a fist size hole through the
center of all targets through their gut. The power was too great to
handle as Cage lost consciousness immediately afterwards.

Daku, seeing and feeling what his partner
accomplished, flew off the edge of the cliff and caught Cage a
hundred feet from the lake below.

Megdline wasn’t nearly as surprised as the
five remaining mages were. She’d been around her student long
enough to expect the unexpected. The power alone was impressive,
reminding her of her husband. The effect it had on the others
holding the sky with her was better than she imagined. Pain alone
caused three to faint. A violet and silver archway appeared as two
tried to flee and hope to recover. Immediately Megdline fired two
binding ropes which arced to the sorcerers. “Nice try!” She shouted
as the magical ropes encircled the two. She mentally tugged on the
ropes, jerking them back from Jumping to safety. Without their
barriers, she got a hold of them before they or their wards had
time enough to be reapplied. She altered the makeup of the ropes
and sent an electrical current which would make it impossible to
focus as it disrupted the nervous system as well as muscles.
Megdline kept them in that state while sending three more ropes to
bind the remaining attackers. Five staffs fell away from their
owner, making it unable for them to further use their wards,
proximity was required.

She had watched closely to their initial
assault on their homes and found one full set of darts still being
carried by one woman and smiled when she sensed the coating they
all contained. Megdline quickly confiscated it while descending
with her prizes.

She landed and dropped them side by side by
her house. Megdline bound her spells to the topaz pyramid in her
staff and prevented them all from being able to use magic. While it
maintained the electrified ropes she rapidly healed each one of
their mortal wounds. She didn’t have time to look at their faces,
but when she saved all five from Cage’s last attack she stabbed
each one with the drugged darts and didn’t release her binding
spell till she felt the drug work its way through every one of
their systems.

A slight tremor made her look up as Daku laid
down Cage. “What happened!?”

“It is not his blood.” Daku clarified.
“Familiars I defeated.”

It had been only a few moments so she said
“Let me see his back.”

Daku gently lay Cage in a comfortable
position. “Not to worry, Cage asked me to see how many rings had
manifested at full power. I checked when I caught him. He is now up
to twenty six. Just over halfway till it creates a circle. When he
reaches forty he’ll be ready to apply his full potential. He made
me proud tonight.”

Faint battle cries could be heard and Daku
moved instantly to look down over the cliff. Megdline saw the
tension in Daku’s giant body deflate. “It is the Utala warriors.
They just took down two Familiars and are now driving stakes in the
ground through their skulls. They did well… Brooke and Meeka are
leading a dozen up this way at a full run.” He took a deep breath
and released a deafening shrill roar of victory. A moment later
there came a cheer below, for who won tonight.

It took a few more minutes for Cage’s mates
and a half dozen warriors to reach the top. Each held weapons at
the ready as they ran over. Brooke took in the scene of the
massacre wrought by her man and the others. The priestess pointed
to bodies and said “Warriors, make sure they are dead. Spike the
Familiars just in case. We won’t have another accident.” Three
broke off and ran across the bridge while being careful. One held
stakes and a hammer and began sending them through the animal
skulls to be sure they were dead while the two others checked six
headless bodies. The seventh had fallen into a bed of flowers
earlier and bled from every orifice without a visible wound, dead
before she even reaching the ground.

Meeka sheathed her knife to her thigh and
hurried over to where Daku stood over Cage. She swallowed thickly,
seeing blood smear his face and robes. She knelt and moved the robe
aside, checking for wounds. Daku explained where the blood came
from by showing his talons. She sighed and glanced over at
Megdline.

“Bind them.” Brooke told her warriors when
she spotted the five trespassers. Her people used strong leather
ropes to tie the enemy in a way that any movement would only make
the bindings tighter.

Megdline didn’t mind the extra precaution and
stepped back to allow the Utala to do their priestess’s bidding.
While they worked she healed her faithful companion of all his
injuries. Frill had done well against so many numbers.

Warriors returned over the bridge to tell
that all were dead. Meeka then stood and came closer “I’ll go turn
off the warning orb.” before heading over to their house and spoke
the command which turned the bright red orb white for one whole
minute before vanishing, plunging the mountain back in darkness.
Meeka turned the lights on in the house to shed some light and when
she stepped back out she found Brooke and many others in the light
created by Megdline’s own home.

“So you were able to catch five?” Zanza asked
as she knelt by the magic men and single woman. She used her spear
to move hair out of their faces and get a better look at the
enemy.

“More than Cage and I expected.” Megdline
said while placing temporary spells on the leather bindings. Then
her grey eyes twinkled. “Oh, how fortunate!” Megdline laughed when
she finally got a good look at each one. “Not only did we capture
the Arch Magister of Eeroan, but also four other first class with
warrants against both the peoples of Emroc and Vlara.”

A groan came as Cage sat up, getting some
help from Zatal and Lanna. His head pounded as he saw everyone and
knew the plan was a success. He turned to Daku. “How many?”

“Five were captured and you’re up to twenty
six rings.” He rumbled.

“Sweet.” He smiled then passed out
immediately again. The tribe at first thought something bad
happened till he began snoring loudly in the grass. Tension
released with everyone laughing.

“You said you’d tell us what was going on
when it was over. It’s over now.” Elder Metak said as he and the
rest of the tribe found their way up there. Two were wounded by a
Familiar puma and lion before the warriors overwhelmed it. Megdline
quickly healed the injuries before sitting down and finally being
able to relax and cool off.

Daku nodded. “Give me just a moment. I doubt
Cage will wake till morning.” The ground trembled beneath his
weight as he moved over to the stream which he used to wash the
blood from his beak and hands. He then returned and laid down
beside his partner as Brooke and Meeka were cleaning up their love
from all the sweat and blood. Comfortable, Daku looked at all the
eyes to explain. “Cage and I knew the attack would happen soon,
likely tonight being the ideal time. We knew so because all this
week I’ve been watching the skies with Frill up near the mountain,
searching for anything odd. This morning, hours before sunrise we
spotted an owl and a hawk together, flying just over the dark
water, trying to avoid being seen. Familiars know Familiars and no
birds would dare do as they had. We knew they found the gap Cage
intentionally left open for birds to pass the wards. They took the
bait.” The griffin smiled. “Cage only confided with me on why he
left the opening. It was to see if other mages could figure out his
wards without activating the island’s warning wards. Well they
figured out how and Cage will likely find a way to plug that gap.
The birds, we both knew, were watching since first light. He
decided to make it look like flying wore him out to lure our prey
in, sensing weakness.

“The reason Cage took everyone to the beach
this afternoon was to invoke an illusion which would make it seem
like the tribe was going about its business while in reality he had
all of you hide in the trees tonight. I know it was cold, but we
couldn’t afford you to use a fire. It seems we didn’t need to worry
about a mage Jumping to the Utala camp or the warning orb would
have sent light to the area. They were singularly focused on taking
Cage and Megdline.” He saw nods from nearly all listening, coming
to the same conclusion.

Megdline picked the story up from there.
“This past week, when Cage wasn’t making his new robe, I know many
of you fell victim to Daku’s pranks.” Some chuckled, none more so
than the griffin in question. “Cage knew that our enemy were either
out to kill or capture so he came up with a solution I never even
expected to work. He took the red goo Daku created in his prank”
Megdline saw some of the women look in their hair, likely to see if
they still had some from earlier in the week. “and made a flexible
shell out of leaves to contain the sticky liquid. I helped in
making the carapaces have lifelike qualities while he tied them to
our houses magics to mimic breathing and an accurate weight that
even an illusion would be difficult to replicate. When the wards
were activated, warning of a breach, he made them all sit up in
surprise. The shells were thin, but filled with pressure. Once even
pricked they were set to explode.” Megdline finally laughed. “You
should have seen their expressions! They were all caught completely
off guard.” She cackled in remembrance. “Oh, it was great and it
served its purpose.”

“Yeah, for me to clean for the next week to
get it all out.” Meeka said dryly.

Not willing to comment on that, Megdline said
“Cage’s idea was sound. They attacked immediately after Jumping,
willing to capture us. After they smoked our rooms with what I
expect is burned from Floranna petals…”

“What are Floranna petals?” Elder Metak asked
quickly.

“A rare blue flower with a mild narcotic
effect that only works on mages. It prevents us from focusing
critically so we can’t use magic of any kind. If I didn’t have my
staff clutched in my hands, I would be exactly just like all of
you. Even the slightest whiff from the smoke clinging to my home
will make it impossible to do even the simplest spells. Only the
rich can buy the flowers. The flowers are highly regulated so that,
lets imagine bandits… If bandits got hold of a few petals they
could use them to render a mage useless in a conflict. If one is
caught growing the flower it is punishable by life in a dungeon, or
if grown to fight for malicious intent, death.” She went on. “After
they tried smoking us to render our power ineffective they used
darts dipped in a powerful drug to place one in deep slumber within
seconds. When they did that, the false bodies exploded. I must
admit” Megdline smiled down at the genius of a pupil. “Cage’s plan
worked better than hoped. The trick gave them enough pause for us
to reveal ourselves and strike down four in an instant. Cage, Daku,
Frill and I flew since we made it appear we all retired for the
night. It seemed our illusion worked, for when the lights went out
that owl Daku spoke of flew down on the railing. He didn’t suspect
a counteroffensive as the group of twelve and their Familiars
Jumped in. Cage and I knew our counter would be tricky so I drew
off three, even though my power is lower than any one of theirs.
Cage was able to manage killing seven thanks to our cooperation and
forethought. He was right again, figuring no less than nine, but no
more than sixteen would come. His and Daku’s strategy were sound
and made it so we all live. Detaining five sorcerers was more than
he or I expected to get. We thought two or three, but we got more
than we expected.” She saw a few wary faces turned to the five.
“Not to worry, I’ve sedated them all. None will likely wake till
tomorrow evening.”

“They tried harming and killing us as dumb,
dishonorable magic men. We should kill them to send a message.” One
of the warriors stated and gained favoring nods at the
suggestion.

Megdline spoke up before any decided to
follow through. “No, Cage ordered me to keep them alive. He’s going
to personally interrogate them.” Some quickly caught on as wolfish
grins spread. They knew their chief showed no mercy. “But then I’m
to Jump them all to Twilight so the council can squeeze out all
information before executing them for crimes against humanity and
spirits. Yes, for the moment they are under Utala law and as Cage
being chief, it is his decision to get what he can from them and
has assured me that I can send them off.”

“She speaks the truth.” Brooke added her
words as priestess. “If they had harmed anyone, I would not let
them live. But Cage believes good can come of us allowing Megdline
to give them to her tribe of magic men and women.”

“If that is the chief’s decision, we will
abide by it.” Elder Metak clarified. “Megdline, what else needs to
be done so our people can rest?”

“Bring me their staffs. I must spell them so
they cannot be called should they wake. I have no Floranna to keep
them from using magic, but if I can keep them from their great
sources of power, it will limit them considerably.” The elder made
a gesture and half the tribe went in search of the night for the
mystical objects. “It is likely to rain in a few hours. I offer the
use of my home. I can house no more than sixty. You can figure
sleeping arrangements.”

Meeka tucked an escaping strand of hair while
voicing “Our house can hold the rest so long as I have help
cleaning the mess. Our room” She said in gesture to Brooke, Cage
and Daku, “Can hold twenty if we use the floor. The other rooms can
hold about twenty, but the main room can hold everyone else… I
think.”

Elder Shania stood and brushed her butt to
get the sand and grass off. “Then you will have all the help we can
offer.”

Daku said “I’ll go make sure there aren’t any
other visitors. Carry Cage inside, he shall need aid. I will go
tell the others in hiding to come up.”

“Aren’t you going to help clean up?” Meeka
asked.

Daku’s expression turned frightened before he
smirked and fled, he heard ‘Coward!’ along with more laughter in
his wake.

Two pairs of hands soon reached down to help
carry the Utala chieftain up and over to the house. Brooke set up a
group of warriors to constantly watch over the captives. Any sign
of danger would result in swift, decisive action. Megdline also
spoke with a group while needing to rest from the ordeal.

Many Utala followed over to the house of the
chief to aid in however they could. Those carrying Cage brought him
inside and laid him comfortably on the soft seated sofa. Luckily,
it had plenty of length to hold his long body.

The smell of berries filled the nose of
everyone, but it’s pleasantness belied what horror greeted Meeka
and Brooke when they entered their once beautiful bedroom. It
looked as if blood morbidly pained the entire room, leaving nothing
untouched in the light of an orb. “Our mate sure knows how to make
a mess.” Brooke commented with a wrinkled nose.

“That cannot be disputed.” Meeka replied. “At
least we have water nearby.” She remarked a benefit to the
situation. “We won’t need to draw buckets.”

“Agreed.” Brooke then turned to find several
sisters coming up the stairs. “Meeka, you and I will go clean the
bed… The rest of you, do what you can.”

Being that all five bedrooms were a disaster,
the extra hands were a great help. Soon the children showed and
Sean was smart enough to take the deep wooden bowls from the
kitchen to use as buckets. Most of the goo was easy enough to
scrape off the walls and floor, but rags of cold water removed the
residue. To reach the splattered ceiling and fans, some used their
lance wrapped with old cloth for added reach since none could come
close to reaching the ceiling. Out of all the bedrooms, the master
bedroom was the most difficult to clean. Running water sure was a
blessing along with the drain in the bathroom.

Having so many in the house gave a buzzing of
voices that helped dull the last hour of anger. When Megdline’s
predicted hit, everyone made their way inside, closed all the
windows and doors from rain. When the rooms were spotless once
again, a group brought Cage up and put him in bed. He hadn’t yet
stirred, even with all the noise and the likely gentle shocks from
his wards the only difference being he no longer snored and resumed
sleeping as he usually did, quiet as a mouse.

Most worked up a sweat so Meeka offered their
bathroom to wash off the grime. The families staying in the room
took their quick baths last.

By the time the house settled in for sleep,
only three hours remained of night.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


“I don’t remember much after my last attack.”
Cage admitted as he sat up in bed. He listened to his women
explaining all that transpired afterwards. Apparently Hammit and
his mates returned when the warning went off. He and the others
scouting the island showed up when he was out and left when they
weren’t needed. They went back to learning every inch of the island
first thing, not spending too much time with the tribe.

Cage’s headache persisted, but dulled as he
sipped on morning tea and listened. Seven of the mages he managed
to kill were already burned at first light. The five sorcerers that
still lived were drugged and their Familiars were incapacitated to
the point where they were essentially dead. Without healing from
their partner, the Familiars would live in the broken state
indefinitely. Daku had yet to return, still being vigilant and
wouldn’t return till he felt like it.

“Since it is almost noon” Meeka began. “we
have heard from Megdline and she told us that she’s done as much as
she can. The trespassers are as restrained as she could make. She
said to tell you she’s bound their mana to her house and is
constantly draining them. Furthermore, she said their energy is
feeding its way into the island’s wards. Without Floranna petals,
she told us, it is the best she can do to limit their magic.”

Cage knew about those flowers all too
intimately. They were used on him when he was captured and tortured
by Lord Doyle. “Then I better go make sure I’m close. If they wake
and still have power, I’ll be there to keep them in line. Did
Granny say when they’ll wake?”

Brooke answered. “In a few hours, she
believes.”

The warlock smiled. “So we even managed to
capture the Arch Magister… The irony is sweet. He’s now mine to
play with. Is there anything left to eat before I head over?”

Meeka smirked. “Some… The tribe needed to eat
after all.”

“And the kids? How are they?”

“Strong.” Brooke boasted. “Our children
weren’t surprised their dad fought and won against so many magic
men. Rena shared her room with all the girls as Sean did with the
boys. They left with the tribe this morning to help gather wood.
The smokehouse you made yesterday is nearly perfect and has already
dried four hundred pounds of fish and animal meat. We’ll still need
four to five more tons to safely last us through winter. Some of
our hunters are going to train Sean how to throw a spear. The
hunters have also taken your words and want me to express thanks.
Spearing became much easier when yesterday you showed where the
fish really are, not where they are seen to be.”

“Refraction.” Cage said, getting out of bed
and heading to the bathroom. “It is difficult to compensate, but
I’m glad to help.” He stopped and shot the gorgeous women a smile.
“Care to join me?”

“Thought you’d never ask.” Meeka said
delighted and took Brooke’s hand before bouncing off after their
man.

They showered and made passionate love for an
hour, but couldn’t spend all day in bliss. They all stepped out,
ate and headed outside.

Cage’s sharp eyes spotted the five prisoners
hanging by their wrists, almost like they were clothes hung out to
dry. Megdline had grown a branch which held them secure with their
bound feet hanging a foot from the ground with a heavy rock
dangling an inch. Only someone with tremendous strength could work
their way out of that situation. Not even Cage knew if he could
escape such a position. Beyond them floated five staffs encased in
a golden glow. Seven lay bundled on the ground along with a sack.
The bulges made it obvious that heads were stuffed within. He
walked over with his loves, catching the eye of his teacher and
that of ten warriors guarding the prisoners.

Frill padded closer and meowed “You feeling
any better?”

“Yes, so how are the guests?” He replied.

“Still unresponsive.” Megdline said as she
stood from her chair beneath the shade of the modified tree. “I
just checked their systems. In an hour will be when they will start
to come around.”

“Is there a counteragent we can give them to
speed the process?” He asked.

“Yes, but the ingredients will take a few
days to craft and if I request a vial, it’ll take several hours to
go through the proper channels before I can Jump it here.” Megdline
said. “I would have already sent the request, but their mana was
too strong and I couldn’t risk them waking without you to aid me.
Right now they likely have the strength of a second class wizard.
But if they wake and use it all at once together, it would still be
too great a threat…”

“I’m not mad. I’ve never interrogated a mage
before so I’ll defer to your experience.” He responded and sent a
testing magic to sense the flow rate being drawn from the five. It
was almost a flood being siphoned from each of their bodies,
funneled into Megdline’s home, where all four of her crystals were
already full and sent the overflow down through the mountain to
reinforce the control crystals safely tucked in the heart of the
island. He couldn’t sense that far, but he guessed it to likely be
doing so.

“You interrogate me all the time.” Megdline
smiled wryly.

“Just keep telling yourself that.” Cage
returned. To the others he said “If Granny can’t keep them from
using magic, even the smallest amount is too dangerous for any of
you to be so close. I know I cannot order you to leave the area,
but I can ask you all go into Megdline’s house for protection.”

The sorceress caught on quickly. “Yes, my
home is well protected from hostile magic. You can protect us from
that large window.” She pointed through the limbs. “You have your
bows, use them if we cannot control the five. I doubt they’ll have
the strength, but you cannot be here. Even in their weakened state,
they can use a spell which can kill instantly.”

“Go do that.” Brooke said to the
warriors.

When one saw neither the priestess or her
sister-mate move he asked “What of you two?”

Brooke held out her tomahawks and Meeka did
the same with her leather bracelet. The priestess said “Cage has
given us protection. Their magic will be of little use against
us.”

“Maybe everyone should leave me. You do not
want to see what I’m going to do to them.” Cage said stoically for
every individual’s sake and well being.

“And leave you with all the fun? I think
not.” Brooke said dryly.

His black eyes were cold when she found them
on her. “I find no pleasure in interrogation and torture, Brooke.
This isn’t a fight. It is a necessary tactic for gaining intel. You
and the others have a strong constitution, but if you choose to
stay and watch, it will not be pretty. I do not like what I’m about
to do, neither should you.” His statement made her shudder
visibly.

“Still, I” Her voice was much lower than
usual. “must be here. Elder Metak will also likely come to bear
witness.”

“I’m already here.” The elder said as he
stepped out of Megdline’s house with four of his six elder mates.
“The children I forbade coming here till nightfall. We are all who
are present in the area. Meeka, you are the only one who doesn’t
need to be here.”

“I choose to be. The magister knows my curse.
I can use it if I must. My cure is the most dangerous magic out of
everyone here. To use it, I need to stay close.”

Brooke ran a soft touch down Meeka’s silky
arm. “Love, are you sure.”

Meeka nodded sharply. “After what these
assholes made me endure after my capture, they deserve every single
thing Cage has planned.”

“Then you’ll be better behind them.” Brooke
said, proud her woman is angry to those willing to harm her people
and loves.

“The rest of us shall wait inside.” Elder
Shania said and was the last to enter Megdline’s home. Megdline
then gave a worded command which sealed the entire house from
outside influence. Through the branches Cage saw six warriors have
their bows ready in a relaxed stance.

 


Around the hour mark, Cage stood up and
whispered the truth spell, wedging it in their minds so they had no
alternative to deceive. He then stripped them of their bloody
robes. Interrogation played on the psyche as much as the pain of
torture. He wanted them all exposed so that they knew nothing could
protect them. He found out quickly that all of them had relied on
their magic so much they neglected their body. None had the muscle
definition more than skin and bones, besides the woman who
obviously altered her body to remain pleasing. Each though did have
pointed ears to heighten their hearing and their eyes were slightly
larger for better sight. Ready to get started, Cage found the clear
ringleader.

Standing before the Arch Magister, Cage
stiffened his index finger and drove it through the soft middle and
painfully touched the man’s spine. The reaction was immediate as
the bearded man cried out and jerked awake. His glassy eyes were in
a state of shock as he jerked to get free. Slowly his consciousness
returned and his eyes focused. Directly in front of him stood his
most hated enemy. “YOU!” he
shouted at the top of his lungs as spittle foamed in the corners of
his mouth. Blinding pain made his sight go white for a moment as
Cage physically slapped him harder than anyone has touched him in
centuries. The magister’s blurry focus recovered again and he
realized his situation and the color, in what showed of his face,
paled. He jerked wildly before trying to call upon his magic. What
he sensed of himself made him shout “Geemotto Klienn! Geemotto
Klienn!” but then nothing happened.

“Your staff is safe in our possession.
Nothing you do will work.” The flat tone of Cage made the man
instantly deflate. He sensed a slight rise in magic as a pitiful
ball of fire shot from the man’s lips. Cage merely arched an
eyebrow to take control of the spark and sent it back, but lighting
the magister’s beard on fire. Clearly Megdline’s efforts paid off
for the man tried snuffing the flame, but Cage effortlessly blocked
all attempts. The fire crept up faster and faster, burnt hair
permeated the air and in seconds the man’s face and hair were
burning beyond control. The magister yelled, and Cage
let the fire burn, but not down the
man’s airway.

Shrieks of pain woke the remaining four from
their nap. And they too tried calling for their staff or tried
activating a spell, but Megdline easily fended off their attempts.
One even tried attacking Brooke and Meeka, but their own wards
protected them before Cage started to gain their attention by
making an incision in the magister’s stomach and pulling out
intestine. Inch, by agonizingly slow inch.

“Are there any more coming?” Cage asked while
gripping the bloody meat-rope. When only sniveling came he tugged
more, eliciting a blood curdling scream. “How many mages were with
you?”

“Tttttwwweeelllvvveeee!!!” the man cried,
snot dripping like a leaky faucet.

“Is there a second group?” Cage began his
interrogation on the man. He couldn’t lie and when answers weren’t
forthcoming the pain grew unbearable. When it looked like the man’s
endorphins were working, a spell targeting that gland in the brain
quit producing the chemical. It made the process much more
thorough. In an hour’s time, rather than days of this, Cage learned
the man had lost his position and tasked with bringing Cage to the
empress herself to stand for crimes against her land and to regain
his job. The earlier sailboat was to make a detailed, passive
representation of Cage Island so they could Jump to any destination
beyond the barrier without requiring to set foot on the island.
Over the past week their group learned of the wards, using magic so
delicate it wouldn’t trigger the island’s security systems. It was
a painstaking process, trying to learn the wards and finding things
overlooked to use for their advantage. Each mage was handpicked by
him to kidnap Cage. The empress was given reports of their
progress, even sending the representation of the island yesterday
when they were sure to Jump to the right place, but if they fail to
report by nightfall they are to be presumed dead and no rescue
would be forthcoming.

When Cage learned everything he wanted he
healed the man enough to not die, but left the burns along with a
few nonthreatening wounds to leave him in a delirious state of
constant pain. “Now it’s your turn.” Cage said to a man who
appeared calm after all he’d seen.

“There is no need to torture me. I will tell
you all I know to the best of my ability. I know I’m to die soon,
but I would rather not taste what you are clearly a master of.
Begin as you will.” The calm man said.

“Fine, were you taught necromancy?” Cage
bluntly said.

The question clearly wasn’t what the man was
expecting and it looked like he found himself in a trap, nothing he
ever could escape. Still, at lease he was a man of his word. “All
in the Laqura Empire who are above the wizard class are made to
learn the skill. There is no option to disregard the classes other
than to become a test subject yourself. So to answer your inquiry,
yes, I have studied and practiced the subject.”

“Then as Lord Death, I am going to punish you
for crimes against the spirits before the ones you harmed get a
crack at you. For the destroyed spirits who cannot get justice
because of your actions, I herby take their place.” Cage said and
the man’s jaw dropped when Cage began to break bones and gave so
much pain the ancient man cried more than the magister.

Cage oddly felt lighter and for a moment he
saw a group of spirits behind the man, crying while smiling. The
next moment the group vanished, but he knew that those were the
spirits close to the ones who were used in necromancy and they were
pleased with his judgment. Some who weren’t crying for justice were
ready to get their own revenge when the man should die and his
spirit released.

The last three begged for mercy and were
shown none. They gave up information, some he didn’t even ask for,
but it was useful. But he didn’t see the spirits again. They wanted
Cage to know they were there, but not so much as to distract
him.

Cage stepped away as he finished with the
woman, his fingers dripping crimson on the ground. “All yours,
Granny. I’m done.” He turned around to see Daku silently standing
without judgment. Brooke and Meeka stepped with him towards the
rushing water where he cleaned off the gore from his body.

Megdline swallowed thickly. After what she
had seen, she was glad to be on his good side. Never in her life
had she’d seen someone do what he did and still manage to keep the
culprits alive. Not wanting to look at the sight anymore she turned
around and faced the open air while creating a sight mirror. When
it locked on to a designated place in Twilight she saw four mages
standing and talking. “This is Lady Megdline.”

Their heads snapped to a golden orb floating
in front of a desk. “And proof?” a large and powerful sorcerer
requested.

Megdline immediately responded “Biloitrix
Natam Naou Vali.” with the phrase only the highest level of
Twilight could know. One word ‘Vali’ meant it to be of highest
priority.

The man snapped to attention along with the
others. “Lady Megdline, what may we do for you?”

“Inform my husband that Cage Island was
attacked by twelve first class sorcerers during the night.” The
four blanched. “Cage and our Familiars managed to end the assault
without injury. Five remain alive so I’m implementing level ten
procedures when I Jump them to your location. The remaining seven
will have their heads Jumped along with what remains of their
Familiars and create a maximum severance barrier for their staffs
to be studied at a later date. I don’t know them all by name, but
those I do have long standing bounties. For your own safety, do not
heal them until they are properly detained.”

One of the other men grabbed a marble size
crystal and relayed her every word. In seconds twenty sorcerers and
Familiars Jumped into view of her mirror. While this was occurring
the warden for the jail appeared still as commanding as he was
centuries ago. While they were getting set he asked “Lady Megdline,
are you sure you do not require assistance? I find it hard to
believe you bested twelve first class. How did you do such a
feat?”

“Hold out your hand.” She said while drawling
out a roll of papers bound by twine. As the man did so she Jumped
it right above his palm. With a golden glow and a pop, the paper
landed. “I give only you and the First Council authorization to
read my report of the incident. Is that clear?”

“Ma’am.” The report dropped in his pocket,
protecting it personally. In a few more seconds a man whispered in
the warden’s ear. “Lady Megdline, we are ready when you are. Send
the heads and staffs first.”

The sorceress turned to the pile and bags.
She canceled the protection on the live five staffs and in an
instant a golden light sucked the area down in the ground before
Jumping the lot to the destination. As soon as it appeared in her
mirror two wizards surrounded the staffs in a series of complex
barriers before Jumping them to a secure location within the city
for further analysis. One woman carefully opened the bag without
touching it and looked down inside. She nodded to the warden and he
signaled her away. She did that and Jumped in a pink light. He then
made another gesture and the remaining upper class sorcerers made a
ring. He nodded, though he couldn’t see Megdline. She cut the
leather bindings on the captives and the siphoning magic on the
five and Jumped them all simultaneously before they even hit the
ground.

In the mirror’s view, as soon as the Jump was
successful the waiting group sent powerful binding magic to take
all into custody without a moment’s hesitation. Immediately the
group conjured boards of flight and flew out of the mirror’s range.
The warden smiled. “Thank you, Lady Megdline. I will be sure to
bring this to the First Council as soon as I make sure my new
prisoners are detained properly.” He pat his pocket. “I’m glad you
are unharmed and will be eager to hear the story in person. Until
then, be safe.”

“And to you. If I’m needed, there are
instructions on how to do contact me properly. We do not need my
student’s people to get hostile.”

“Noted!”

“Farewell.” And she canceled the spell.

“Lady Megdline huh?” She turned around to
find Cage and the others behind her. “What of it?” She replied with
an arched eyebrow.

Cage simply smirked and changed the subject.
“What would you imagine to happen next?”

“They will face justice, give up their
knowledge and likely be executed for their crimes against innocent
bystanders.” She smiled when he did. “Since it is almost nightfall
I say we call it a night. Tomorrow we start on your new skills
after you’re done with the children.”

“Then goodnight, Granny. Sweet dreams.”

“After what I saw today, more like
nightmares. Sometimes I wish I didn’t dream like you.” She said and
unlocked her home with a word and let the others outside.

“I did give fair warning.” He replied.

“And you also reminded me of the quote
earlier. I’ve seen interrogations before, but never like today’s.
I’ll never feel you interrogated me after this.” She waved her arm
over the area with pools of blood. Frill even admitted his own
addition with a shiver. They then went inside and closed the
door.

“The spirits were grateful.” Daku said.

“You saw them too?” Cage watched as Daku
nodded slowly.

“They departed after the five were sent away…
I will go get the cubs.” He then turned and left the area as the
elders only gained a ride back. The remaining ten warriors though
stayed close.

Brooke wove her fingers with Meeka’s. “Feel
better, My Love?”

“Yes, I do actually.” Meeka said in a
relaxed. “Now I do not need to worry about any of them ever again.
They earned all they got and didn’t deserve a thing less. I might
have nightmares, but after all they did, I don’t feel sullied.”

“That is why I love you!” Brooke gave her a
quick kiss.

Cage left without another word and began
growing a few plants for supper. They all saw he didn’t want to be
approached anymore. He really didn’t care about killing or seeing
people die, but torture wasn’t fun or enjoyable. He would have
rather killed them outright in battle, but it had to be done. He
had to make sure more wouldn’t come or that his people were in any
danger.

Necessary is rarely enjoyable.

Dinner flashed by in a blur before finally
settling in and getting plenty of rest.

 


Sharp pain blossomed in Cage’s lower
abdomen as he looked down to see the bone hilt of a knife sticking
out not four inches to the left of his bellybutton. “What a
surprise, Pimm, you can do
it.” He grabbed the handle and drew six inches of sharp iron from
his middle. As the blade exited, his skin glowed blue around the
injury, knitting muscle, a section of intestine and skin closed.
Little blood flowed down his hip. He held the handle to the seven
year old girl who’s hands shook in a bit of fear. It had finally
happened, she finally found her anger and used it to stab him with
surprising speed and accuracy.

Pimm shakily grasped her knife and looked to
be numb, realizing what she just did to the most dangerous man of
the tribe.

Flight being Cage’s newest skill allowed him
to go to the beach where most of the tribe lived in style. It was
much easier and efficient to fly there instead of everyone coming
to his paradise to simply train. Cage flew Sean and Rena on his
board while Daku carried the priestess and healer since it was
clear who flew with the least unsettling movement. The kids had
thrillingly enjoyed the ride their dad offered, scaring their
mothers half to death in the process. Cage knew a scolding would
result in his actions by the sharp looks Brooke and Meeka shot him
when he glanced in their direction. The kids loved looping and
swinging around the sky.

Children of the tribe stood around then,
paying close attention to everything. To break the silence one of
the more younger girls innocently asked “Chief, why don’t you die
like my grandmother? When she got stabbed she died. All my mothers
said so.”

Cage stepped back in the soft white
sand, his hair being blown about in the morning sea breeze. He
gestured for all the children to sit which they all gladly did
after a hard morning’s exercise and hand-to-hand sparring practice.
“I can die, Zalu.” He said to
the little girl. “But” he held up a finger. “to do it will be
difficult. Two nights ago I had to fight against people just like
me. The only way to quickly end my life, or that of any magic man
or woman is to cut off our
head.” The children gasped as he told them the truth. “I can make
myself heal almost as quickly as you can stab me, but it requires
great concentration. If I didn’t have magic I would have already
died many times since coming here. Can you understand that?” Zalu’s
tiny face pouted, trying to comprehend his words.

Rena’s eyes lit as she stood up and
came close to wipe her finger in a few droplets of blood from her
dad’s stomach. She held her finger out toward her younger sister.
“See, my dad bleeds?” Zalu nodded to the red wetness. “What bleeds
can die, even my dad, but he has great magic which keeps him alive should he bleed
too much.”

Zalu’s eyes finally twinkled with
comprehension. “I get it!”

Rena smiled and wiped her finger in the
sand.

“I’m glad.” He said and addressed the large
group. “Alright kids, it has been nearly a week since Meeka taught
you all your letters. I would like to see your progress. Spread out
and write all the letters in the sand. If you need help, ask for
Sean and Rena. They already know theirs.”

The children split off and began writing on
the beach as he stood and spoke with several dozen who needed a few
moments of his time as chieftain. Many had questions on which fish
one could eat. He created lifelike illusions in the palm of his
hand, explaining all the fish he knew were deadly. Some said they
noticed a few of those and stayed away until it was known to be
edible or not. Two old dogs and three chickens died when given the
fish in question, explaining the great hazards. Cage had to admit,
the Utala were wary people and smarter than they let on. Real world
experiences had taught them to know when and when not to do certain
things. Eating strange food wasn’t healthy and could pose great
risk.

By the time he finished speaking with his
people he checked on the children to see only a half dozen younger
children still struggle while the rest had continued to surprise
him by doing everything correctly. Sean, Rena and a few older
children filled in the blanks to help the very young to get the
hang of it. Some were too young to stay focused, but they did their
best and that is all he ever asked.

Afterwards, Daku took the children out to
play in the cool ocean water.

Cage unfolded his robe and slid it on. As he
tied the sash around his middle he walked over to his loves. “I’m
going to head home. Do you want to come with me? Daku’s going to
stay and play with the children for a little while longer.”

“We shall stay and help where there is
need.” Brooke said. “And if I ever
see you flying our babies like you did earlier…” She let him
finish the statement in a way enough to choose his own
punishment.

“What? You’ll spank me?” He quipped.

“Nooo…” She stepped closer, smiling
sweetly and reached through the front of the robe and firmly
grabbed his lance. He sucked in a breath as she squeezed painfully
and didn’t relax her grip, even in front of the tribe who tried
their upmost not to laugh. “something so much worse, Cage Love.” She weakened her hold,
still smiling in a sugary sweet way. “So long as you are good there
won’t be an issue.”

Cage cleared his throat after she pulled her
hand out from his robe. “Except that if I don’t heal myself, my
lance will be bruised after that kind of handling.”

Brooke placed a hand on her breast and
pretended to be genuinely hurt at that remark. “Who me? I’m the
gentlest woman of the whole tribe. I’d never hurt my mate in the
slightest way.” Someone snickered and the tension broke in roaring
laughter at the priestess’s innocent words.

Meeka came closer and sat her chin on
Brooke’s shoulder, wrapping her arms around Brooke’s core. “Go,
Cage, We’ll be home in several hours. Be sure to keep that lance in
good condition. It looks like I need to teach our woman how to make
a punishment that won’t take away our enjoyment. You’ll be punished of course, but
in a way that will still give us great pleasure.”

Brooke smiled and turned her head to kiss
Meeka’s temple. “I knew I keep you around for good reason, My Love.
We can come up with a proper punishment.”

“I’ll take that as my cue to leave.” He said
before giving his two beautiful women a quick kiss. He gave a wave
to his people before flying off.

Minutes later Cage whipped down with
precision movements, like he was born to fly. In a way he was.
Before he made touchdown, he spotted his teacher sitting outside on
a chair, sipping on a steaming cup of tea with Frill laying on a
large pillow down on the ground. He swooped in and expertly landed
a half dozen yards from her. “Morning you two. Enjoying the
view?”

“Very much so.” Frill meowed, sounding a deep
voice mixed with a birdlike chirp. “This island has great natural
beauty.”

“I find it relaxing after recent events.”
Megdline spoke.

“Speaking of… Any word?” He asked, taking a
chair she floated out from her house to sit beside her and enjoy
the company.

“The five we sent are secure and healed of
most injuries. They no longer pose a threat to anyone and will
likely begin to be interrogated today. Without their staffs they
are weakened considerably. I haven’t gotten word from my husband so
that means he is relieved. If he were anxious he would have
insisted on me returning home, come get me himself or even sent
protection. He must feel I’m safe enough near you.”

“Glad to hear it. I wouldn’t allow the
protection to set foot on my island.” He stated, watching a group
of birds soar on the wind.

 


Little else was spoken about for the next
hour as the three of them peered out over the northern half of the
island. It was calming of mind and body, sitting there, enjoying
the scenery and silence.

“Shall we begin the lesson?” Megdline
eventually asked, sitting her empty mug down in the lush grass.

“Teleporting or the pocket trick?” Frill went
to open his mouth, but Cage realized his mistake. “I mean Jumping…
Sorry, it’s how I think it is.”

“Not to worry. You can call it whatever you
want for all I care.” Megdline said as she turned her chair so that
they faced each other with a comfortable space between them. “So
long as you understand the principle, you can even call it
slipping. But one lesson must precede the second. To carry many
things with you without the need to bring many supply carts, you
must learn to Jump. It will aid progress considerably. If your
natural inclination for magic continues to be any indication then
you should have both mastered by this evening.” He nodded for her
to continue and she obliged.

Megdline plucked a long blade of grass,
pinching the center with her fingers. Touching either end she asked
“If this is the beginning point and this is where you wish to go.
Tell me, what is the shortest distance between these points.”

Cage grinned, already understanding the
profound meaning behind the lesson. “So that’s what I’ve kept
overlooking. You’re actually folding
space?”

The sorceress blinked rapidly before
shaking her head and chuckling. “I knew it, I just
knew it.” Her grey eyes met black.
“Since you’ve summed up the whole concept of Jumping as folding
space, I take it your world hadn’t forgotten the idea.”

“Actually until less than a century ago did
one of the greatest scientists of all our recorded history theorize
such an idea. He also mathematically created the light-speed
equation barrier. The only way to bypass that law was folding
space. Distance doesn’t really exist if you think like that. You
could, in theory, go from one end of the universe to the other
instantly rather than shooting at the speed of light for billions
and billions of years.” He said and she listened intently.

“What you say is quite accurate, but
the dragons have proven that things can go faster than the speed of light. The object
would become pure energy as a result, until it slowed, but it is
difficult to achieve and requires great amounts of mana. Folding
space though is correct. In a way, distance is merely a physical
illusion. As physical beings, we are subject to the same laws and
physics. But we can fold the
laws, if you will. It takes considerably less mana than to go
faster than light and is faster than flying or walking, but the
cost lays between the two.

“If your destination is but an hour away, it
would be more efficient to fly there than to Jump. It takes a
rather strong amount of mana to Jump, which you will soon find out
for yourself. Only first class wizards and up have the strength to
endure Jumping. And there are laws you must not bend for this
spell. The reason only the top class of wizards and up can achieve
Jumping is because they can survive the effects. If you Jump
anything alive that doesn’t have the strength of a wizard, you will
inadvertently kill the being. Watch.” Megdline stretched out a hand
and plucked a squirrel from a tree. It couldn’t do much except
scream at the air for taking it from its tree. She opened a small
archway, threw the squirrel in. In the instant the first glow
popped, another appeared between the three of them. Out came a
squirrel as it dropped to the ground. It twitched twice before
dying right before Cage’s eyes to understand. “Now you can
understand. There are deadly risks to this spell, should you ever
forget this lesson. You, Frill, Daku and I won’t suffer such a fate
for our greater mana shields us. If you Jumped, let’s say Brooke
and Meeka, they would end up just like that squirrel.” She sent the
critter off into the woods so they didn’t need to look at it
again.

“But what about plants? If that is true,
shouldn’t the seeds you carried in your pockets have… I don’t know…
died?” He asked.

“If they had sprouted then yes, but for some
reason, seeds can survive. It is like they are dormant, waiting on
the right conditions to begin to grow and thrive. Until such a
time, they are safe from Jumping’s effects.” She was glad he was so
perceptive and asked the right questions. “Size and mass can also
be affected in a Jump. The larger the object, the same for the
power requirements.

“More that needs to be considered… As you,
undoubtedly realize, there is danger to where you will exit. The
last thing you want to happen is to Jump inside a solid object like
that of a tree or rock. I’ve seen it happen to the careless and
survival depends on what gets doubly occupied in the same space. It
wasn’t pretty seeing a man needing to cut off his own leg when the
knee down had become one with a boulder.

“I will explain the wards necessary to keep
such a fate from happening to you. It is a long word spell, but it
requires almost no mana once it is in effect. It will warn you
should the destination need to be altered. Without it, you run the
chance of blindly Jumping where you will regret. You might know
where you are going, but if even the tiniest things is moved, you
could potentially Jump and kill yourself.” Megdline then went over
the spell for the wards for Jumping safely. It took nearly two
hours to create, she even needed to use her own wards as reference
for it had been a long time since she’d taught someone this
skill.

“…to protect from occupying
the space of another object.” Cage finished saying and
locked the wards into the diamonds. He then chose to take a break
for lunch with his mentor. After that and hitting the head they
stepped back outside. The break really did wonders and helped
recover energy.

Outside his house Megdline stopped him. “Now
to practice. Look across the bridge…” Cage looked and listened,
following her instructions as he imagined willing himself to want
to be by the chairs they left behind. He clearly pictured the area
in his mind’s eye and held it while focusing on a secondary point
right in front of himself and imagining them to be connected by an
imaginary doorway. When he felt that the conditions were met, the
tingling sensation grew between his shoulders. Before his eyes
appeared an archway of blackness slightly taller than his six foot
six height with a width of two and a half feet, enough for his wide
shoulders to pass. He faintly heard behind him, “Go ahead.” And
stepped into the black light.

Nothing could be seen as he stepped in, but a
comfortable warmth enveloped him, like bathwater and he remembered
a fraction of what it was like when he was Jumped from Earth as a
paraplegic, escaping from the military after killing a traitorous
army general who instigated an assassination attempt on him and his
covert military siblings. Then it was all over in an instant as
there was a faint pop and the warmth disappeared and light
returned. Cage stumbled slightly in his step, and tripped to land
flat on his face. He jerked back up and looked around, finding the
spell worked. “Hell yeah!” he crowed and jumped to his feet.
Megdline and Frill still stood where he had left them outside his
house. It happened so fast, he barely had time to feel the effects
of teleporting.

“How do you feel?” Frill asked as he and his
partner crossed the bridge.

“Terrific actually! Now I can get around
instantly wherever I’ve ever been… but, you were right.” He turned
to his mentor. “It did take a good amount of mana. I think I can
teleport about six or seven times at the most a day.” Cage
admitted.

“Not surprising. I personally can Jump four
times in a day without relying on my staff.” She then took the
staff in question and transferred hands. “Cage, this time, make a
Jump path back to your house and allow me to accompany you.”

Now that he understood the process, Cage
created a black arch a few feet ahead of himself. Megdline stepped
through and he followed. The exit was twice as draining and he said
so while breathing slightly labored. His teacher didn’t allow him
to rest just yet and had him try Jumping where a tree stood, but
was told to not enter the magical archway. He did so and felt a
sickening sensation mixed with a force warning him to not go
through with the plan. The wards worked perfectly and didn’t
release their grip till the blackness disappeared.

“It is now possible to go nearly everywhere
in the world for you.” Megdline said around the time Frill laid
down on his pillow. “Because of your knowledge on folding space we
can work on manipulating targeted space.” She patted her pockets.
“You can use any kind of container for this, but nearly all mages
of every class, except magicians like your mates, can use spatial
alteration to varying degrees. First you target a confined area,
like your pockets, and lock a gem to it. Make sure the pocket is
clear first…” Cage ran his fingers through the ten inch wide
pockets, making sure the interior was clean. It was. “When the area
is bound, imagine it widening until finding resistance. The space
within the pocket will grow, but the fabric and size will remain as
it always will. This is an extension of folding space and will
allow you to carry nearly indefinite amounts of supplies in a way
so subtle, commoners do not even realize you might be carrying
enough food to feed an entire city for a day. Because of the
properties of the spatial alteration the weight of whatever you
pocket is reduced to nearly nothing. This is a great secret among
mages that is meant to protect us from attack by bandits.”

“Then why do the couriers have bags
overflowing with deliveries?” He asked.

Megdline smiled. “Partly as a cover to retain
our air of mystery. The other issue is that if the wizards or
witches grew too comfortable storing packages in their robe or a
bag, they could become complacent or worse, greedy. The guilds
protect packages as well as mages, at least those under our
control. Our services are made to function swiftly and safely with
minimal interruption. At least, that is how I see it.” Megdline
went on. “Like Jumping, there are deadly consequences to this
ability. Since space is altered, you must heed these rules. You
must not store anything alive for the space in the pocket is
practically a vacuum and will kill anything living. Since it will
be your magic, you won’t be in danger of the vacuum when you reach
down. It is how I keep food so fresh. Without air, it cannot
spoil.

“Should another put their hand in your
pocket, it will feel empty to them. None but you will be able to
enter the altered space to deposit or retrieve the objects within.
Not even I could reach into your area just as you cannot reach in
mine. Lastly, you must be aware of what you put in by first holding
whatever the object is, giving it a name and letting go. To
retrieve it, you call the name and it will slap into your hand
instantly. If you store multiple objects of the same name it will
fill the hand one object at a time by order of first to be pocketed
to last. It is a simplistic and effective spell.”

Before he began to create the pockets of
altered space he asked “What happens to the objects in the pockets
of those mages I killed the other night? Where does it go when the
mana containing the area is released?”

She nodded, still glad she had such a smart
student every moment, even if it sometimes is frightening. “That is
why you’ll probably never wear another robe after this day. The
robes of those mages likely have many tons of supplies in their
pockets and in Twilight there is a great open place safeguarded far
away from the city where many groups will wear down the stored mana
in the gemstones until it can be cracked. Usually a sharp hill is
dropped on the staff. It’s wards will hold the hill off till it can
no longer function. When all mana is gone, the pocket will rip
open, instantly throwing all it held contained. Usually it equates
to a small castle’s weight. A team will go through the loot and be
put to good use. Any dangerous objects will either be confiscated
or destroyed. Food will be sent to orphanages, after a thorough
test to make sure it is safe and not tainted.”

“And what if I happen to forget what I put
in?”

“It would be best if you don’t, but if you
need to check, send your magic into the pocket and use your ability
to go through one item at a time. If I had to inventory my pocket,
it would take three months at the least to go through it all. Every
twenty years, I take inventory. Even I forget what I put away. Take
my experience to heart, do not idly use your pockets. It can be a
mess to clean out later.”

At least Cage knew why she whispered every
time she reached in a pocket or her arm went deeper than the fabric
would allow. He was done with questions for awhile and began
working the magic to craft the spatial alterations. When the
conditions felt right and Megdline gave him the nod everything was
correct he began expanding a subatomic space wider and wider. It
expanded without even touching the spider silk of the robe as it
stayed contained in the pocket. By the time he felt resistance his
lips parted for he figured he could hold just over half the entire
island in his pocket. Megdline hid her surprise well as even she
felt the scope of what could be held. Afterwards he did the same
thing to his left pocket, making the potential capacity size
symmetrical to the first.

Time had passed while he crafted the spells
so much that when early evening arrived he found that Daku snored
beside him and his family were inside the house already. “Well
done.” His teacher said. “You almost broke the record for first
time creation of a spatial pocket.” Megdline tossed him a stone
which he deftly caught. “Put it away.”

“Rock.” Cage said after putting a hand in the
pocket and let go. His eyes widened when he reached around when it
completely vanished. His whole arm went into the pocket, but he
felt nothing except emptiness. “Rock.” A hard object slapped into
his hand instantly. He pulled his arm back, holding the object in
question. Megdline had him put it away again and came closer. She
reached in the pocket, but couldn’t enter the area. She gave the
same command, nothing happened. She proved she couldn’t retrieve
it. “No, I’m going to keep it as a reminder.” He said after the
final test. She merely inclined her head while offering a small
smile. He gave a quick stretch and said “Now that I know how
Jumping works, I’m going to make sure to plug the holes in the
island’s wards.”

She gripped his arm and gave a stern look.
“What are you going to do?”

“The missing information I’ve been searching
for can now make it so that no one can Jump just anywhere on the
island anymore. I’m going to work the wards to transfer any
incoming teleports over to the pillars. Inside teleports will be
the unaffected, but I’ll not have what happened happen again.
Teleporters will be held above sea level and be subject to the
password, which I already plan to change. I know it will take far
too much mana to create Jumping impossible indefinitely, but
shifting into a preselected point with the greatest restraints will
work well. The pillars are the island’s best defense to restrain or
defend us all.”

“Oh, then by all means.” She let go of his
green sleeve. “I was going to tell you how tomorrow, but if you’ve
got it worked out, I won’t stand in your way.”

“Daku, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Cage
said and smiled before Jumping safely into the heart of the
mountain. Total darkness and cold air greeted him till an orb of
light sprung to life in his hand. Shadows retreated instantly. A
dozen yards away sat the island’s two primary control crystals
ceaselessly maintaining the defenses. He easily connected to them
and could feel they were already saturated while constantly
regulating security. Cage then took what he learned and applied the
teleportation protection spell to send any persons to the skull
pillars who’s hidden crystals were the most powerful. From the
control crystals beneath his hands Cage found he could even connect
with the large pillar gems miles away and work the modifications
from this room.

He plugged all the island’s holes as best
possible.

To make sure the wards worked, Cage fortified
himself with his diamonds before Jumping out of the room and
appeared more than a mile out to sea. He stood on the water,
quickly getting the hang of exiting the magic before trying to Jump
just outside the house. He stepped through and felt a slight tug
during the short moment of travel to find himself suspended thirty
feet in the air. The wards held him completely immobile before the
large white skull appeared to ask for the new password. Once
received, Cage was lowered to the water. Before hitting, Cage
created his board and flew towards the alerted Utala who saw not
only the skull but the mountain’s yellow warning orb too. It took a
few minutes to settle fears before they understood his explanation
and let him leave to fly home.

Dinner wasn’t a solemn affair this night as
the children regaled him with what they did today. Afterwards Cage
showed them his newest trick by making things disappear in his
pocket. The group of five children, two being his, took it as a
game to see how he had done it. They were so focused on him, they
didn’t see all the parents smiling or trying hard not to laugh.

 


Megdline waited as she had the morning before
when Cage finished his morning with the adults and growing another
week’s worth of food for the tribe. He touched down and all four
members of his family landed without issue. Daku stayed perched on
his shoulder during the flight to get more accustomed to flying
multiple passengers. “You seen pretty happy this morning,
Granny.”

“Oh I am!” She retorted with
enthusiasm. Megdline stood and came over to the group. “I was
finally able to get a response from one of my husband’s aids about
an hour ago.” She casually held her staff when she stopped in front
of them all. “Of the twelve sorcerers who came for you, each had
large bounties and a long list of crimes against humanity and the
peoples of Emroc and Vlara.
The total for their bounties as a whole tally three hundred and one
thousand, eight hundred and two gold pieces. If the seven who were
killed were alive it would have been around five hundred thousand.
And therefore, by our rules Cage you’ve gained all profits.”

“Three hundred thousand?!” Meeka expressed in
a shallow breath. When the sorceress nodded Meeka stated “That
could possibly buy every house in Kote outright fifty times
over.”

Cage could only blink towards his teacher. He
never imagined what his actions had created. Being on this world
less than a year he’d suddenly found himself exceptionally wealthy.
Having that much money certainly couldn’t hurt and could go a long
way. “Granny, how do I go about receiving such a gross sum?”

“I merely need your permission to Jump the
funds here. Do I have it?”

“Yes.” Then an idea sprung to mind. “Wait…”
Megdline lowered her staff with a questioning look. “I’d like to
ask if there is a way I could buy raw crystals with some of that
money? Oh and I’d like to give you some, plus the two grand of gold
you used to buy spider silk for my robe…”

Megdline studied him closely for several
seconds before deciding “Yes, I can have someone buy crystals out
of the bounty. It will cost you three gold to have another do the
shopping for you, but I can make sure you get quality crystals. As
for giving me money, I will only take the two for the silk. The
rest I couldn’t care less about. How much are you planning to spend
on crystals?”

“That I’m not too sure about.” Cage honestly
replied. “I’ve never had the opportunity to deal with gems or how
they are priced. I’d like to get quite a few so I can learn more
about them and how they are so versatile for us. Different sizes
would be good for my personal research. Most I’ll be using to add
to the island.”

“Since Twilight highly regulates gems of any
kind they will be more expensive than glass jewelry or rhinestones.
Crystals are the most basic and cheaper type, but they are as
effective as any other gemstone. If you’re going to be studying
them, might I suggest a variety of sizes with a mixture of flawless
to defective so you can get much more efficient at them?” He
nodded. “And how many did you say would be needed to make you feel
safer here again?”

“Around six hundred.” He responded.

Megdline’s eyes unfocused as she pondered the
request and stayed silent for a good minute before speaking again.
“Would you be willing to spend around seven to eight thousand for
about six hundred marble size crystals, ten of small, medium, and
three large of varying quality?”

Since he still wasn’t entirely used to
the monetary system, Cage looked to Meeka for help. She noticed his
questioning expression with great accuracy. “If you need that many
crystals, Cage, that is a fair price for actual gemstones. Commoners cannot afford true
gems easily. The crystal you gave me” She showed the one attached
to her left wrist. “would sell for about five gold at
least.”

“If you say so.” Cage said and returned his
attention. “Then I’m willing to pay that much, Granny, along with
the two thousand for the silk.”

“Give me about an hour and I’ll have it ready
to be Jumped here.”

“Oh, don’t forget. Incoming Jumps will be
diverted to the pillars. And the password is now ‘Supernova.’” He
said. “I have a few things to do, let me know when all is said and
done.” Megdline nodded.

Crossing the bridge Brooke asked “Meeka Love,
why do you seem so excited?”

“Can you not understand?” The healer
said delightfully. Brooke shook her head. “Well with
that much money we can buy everything
we will ever need for the winter without even needing to trade. Our
worries of starvation or freezing to death are now
over.”

“But Meeka Mother,” Rena said. “I have been
making carvings for necklaces for almost two weeks to trade. I’ve
worked hard. Does this mean I cannot get something for it if we
have this gold Dad showed us?”

Meeka realized how deeply the words cut her
new daughter. She has been working hard and to have it all be
proven in vain would be hurtful. Acting quickly, Meeka shook her
head. “Of course you can still trade, Rena. When we go visit your
grandparents for the harvest, we all can trade. Just in case it
won’t be enough, the money will make this winter bearable.”

“Even if the whole tribe pooled their goods,
it would likely buy a horse or a cow. I plan to by several heads of
cattle, maybe some sheep and goats.” Cage said clearly while
stepping inside the house. “I’ll also be able to buy plenty of
iron. We’ll see what we get in trade in a few weeks. I’ll be able
to cover however much we will be short. I’m going to get started on
Cillian’s bow today.”

“Dad, why would we need goats, cows or
horses?” Sean asked.

“Because I plan on making another island
dedicated to safely house livestock. Several chickens were killed
by wolves, I learned today from several hunters. I’d like to widen
my diet a bit. I need milk to drink and make cheese. There are a
few treats I can make too.” Cage said, heading for his study.

“An island, Dad?” Sean asked. “Why? How?”

His whole family stared at him. “Because our
people need to have a place to keep animals away from the few
predator on the island. It will be a place where the tribe can
always have a source of meat. If the wolves and mountain lions keep
finding easy prey like chickens, it will lure them too close to our
people. It would only be a matter of time before a child is
attacked and killed. Our people would then soon hunt down every
predator whether I forbade it or not. If I do not act soon, when
winter hits and they get hungry…” he left the rest unsaid to the
imagination to figure out. “As to how I’ll make the island… To the
west, just off the beach there is a shallow sandbar that stretches
a mile and a half before it reaches the reef. I’m going to send
large rocks to ring the selected area so that I can fill the void
with dirt and sand, enough so that it will make a small island
still well within the boundary. Granny said she’s going to help
out. She said together, would be about a month’s worth of work.
It’ll be close, but we should have the island functional for the
livestock before winter kicks in.”

“Oh.” Was all Sean could reply. His sister
and mothers were speechless.

“Dad, if you are making my new grandfather’s
new bow, may I make some arrows?” Rena quickly asked.

“That would be a big help, Kiddo. Make a good
quiver too.” He smiled.

Rena beamed. “Come, Sean Brother, help me
make some.” She took his hand and ran outside for the trees.

Brooke said “Love, Meeka and I are working on
cloth for the upcoming trade. We’ll be in our room if you need
us.”

He nodded and stepped into his study room,
but left the door open. Cage went to the open window and altered a
nearby branch to begin shaping an intricately shaped bow with a
design both pleasing to the eye while assisting with the bow’s
functionally and accuracy. Ten minutes is about what it took to
create the bow. For the string, Cage wanted to show gratitude to
the father of the woman he loved and opened the chest still
containing several full spools of the silk. He decided to pocket
one for repairs, a second would be used to create the bowstring.
Cage hooked the ends and drew when three hundred lines were woven,
but the draw weight was too much, even for himself. He magically
altered the bow’s wooden interior until the string came back. At
two hundred approximate pounds, it was too heavy for Cillian’s
request. He kept working the bow for forty minutes till it was
roughly around the mayor’s needs.

“It is done.” Cage turned to see his teacher
entering the room. “The crystals were gathered per your request and
I’ve had my two thousand already taken and transferred to my bank
vault. The cost for everything ended up as seven thousand two
hundred and one gold pieces under your name and has been documented
to belong to you as Cage, warlock, student of Megdline. You’ll find
parchment that needs to be signed stating that the crystals are
your responsibility and any unlawful actions will result in a
befitting punishment. Let us fly to the pillars why I continue
explanation.” Cage put the longbow in his pocket for safekeeping
while following his teacher outside. In a few seconds they flew
side by side casually so they didn’t need to scream over the wind.
“This is just proper procedure, Cage. When you sign it I’ll Jump
the document to Twilight’s proper department. Just know, you cannot
legally sell any of them or give the crystal away without breaking
the contract. If it happens, for each breach will result in a year
of being jailed.”

“But how can they track it if it does happen?
I’m going to strip all wards if they’ve been used…”

Megdline interrupted. “I made it clear
that all crystals are to be un-tampered with, raw, to be natural.
The crystal structure and appearance are well documented. Even if you reshaped it, the
structure will be easily traced to either the person who created it
or if it was natural. If a mage comes across a crystal, they bring
it back to find the owner. You are either fined for negligence or
if by purpose, jailed.”

“Hmm.” He grunted.

They flew near the pillars together and
Megdline Jumped the six large packages wrapped in a brown cloth.
The ghostly skull looked at the inanimate packages, but Cage gave
the command and used a grip of magic to hold it all.

Back at the beach Cage landed and looked
through the filled sacks of gold he’d count later along with four
bags containing crystals. Attached to the bag holding the three
largest uncut crystals was a rolled piece of paper. He read the
simple document along with the disclosure agreement his teacher
explained and used a piece of charcoal to sign his name. As he
looked over his acquisitions Megdline Jumped the paper back. Cage
randomly tested crystals and was satisfied when there wasn’t a
single spell placed on any nor was there a hint of mana stored.

Satisfied, Cage left the beach and headed
home to get started on the research.

 


“Sean, did you remember to pack your
toothbrush?!” Meeka called from her bedroom.

A fainter, but clear voice returned “Yes,
Meeka Mother!”

“So did I, Meeka Mother!” Came Rena’s voice
in the adjacent room.

Meeka finished packing and looked at herself
in the mirror her man created last week. She adjusted her new
leather pants and shirt that had been a gift from a sister tribe
member the other day as thanks for the herbal remedies. The brown
leather was creatively highlighted in striking reds, black and
white colorings and comfortably fit while enhancing her already
impressive features. She didn’t know how or when it happened, but
it felt odd wearing clothes again. She smiled at her reflection,
remembering how Cage told her how it wasn’t unnatural to be naked.
In fact, it was too easy to embrace. Meeka slid on her boots and
held hers and Brooke’s packs. Peeking around the corner, Meeka saw
her son heading downstairs with his pack before spotting Rena in
her leather pants and top, trying to get the thigh sheathe to stay
put. “Let me help.” Meeka entered the bedroom and knelt before her
darling daughter. Rena held still as Meeka helped tie the ends
together. “Love, you’re going to need a new one soon. You’re
getting bigger.”

“But, Meeka Mother, Mother made this when I
was five…” Rena pouted.

Meeka tapped Rena’s small nose. “I’m not
saying get rid of it. You’re getting older as we all did. Keep it
and give it to a daughter you’ll have one day. When we get back
I’ll help you make a new one.” Her boar top wasn’t yet ready. The
bottoms for pants were what she finished last night with
Brooke.

Rena slid her wooden handle knife in the tied
sheathe outside her pants and grabbed her new flint-tipped spear
several inches taller than herself. “I hope to have a daughter one
day, Meeka Mother.”

“Rena, you are the shining jewel of the
tribe. You will have many mating challenges for you will grow into
a beautiful woman.”

“Like you and Mother?” She asked with bright,
warm brown eyes.

“No, you will be more beautiful than the both
of us together.” Meeka promised.

Rena beamed at the words. “When is dad going
to be back?”

The healer stood and helped the recent
birthday girl gather the yew bows and trinkets Rena made with her
brother’s aid. “He’s not. We are going to him. He’s down with the
tribe finishing the last few issues and readying the boats for us
to leave today. We’re going to need to walk to the beach.”

“Okay.”

Downstairs, the two spotted a mated quartet
family. Meeka asked “Are you sure you do not want to come?”

One of the three women shook her head. “We
are staying. Most of the tribe is going to trade. Chief Cage is
very persuasive and has made it so our people, children included,
will be going to trade. Some of us need to stay and watch over our
home. You and the priestess were generous to allow us to live here
while you are all gone. We will stay and keep the home safe.
Anyway, my love is too pregnant to travel and we do not want her
sick.” The woman rubbed her sister-mate’s well rounded belly with a
smile of envy.

“Sisters, if she goes into labor, contact us.
If there is danger do likewise.”

“We will, Meeka Sister. The priestess made
sure we knew how to call the chief. If the baby comes, we will
call.” The proud pregnant woman said.

Meeka smiled and stole a glance to her woman
and son hoisting their goods. “We’ve got to leave now. I’ll make
sure to bring some leather to you.”

The four bid farewell as Meeka, Brooke and
their children stepped outside in the predawn lighting. Brooke too
wore clothing, altered from Rena’s first design so it fit properly
now, in almost identical make and patterns as Meeka, but instead of
a sheathed knife, she wore a tomahawk to either hip. Meeka found it
hard not to stare at the curvaceous woman she loved. It was the
same whenever she spotted Cage’s male magnificence.

Fall arrived in full force as they looked
over the island’s changes. It had almost become an entirely golden
island as all the leaves readied for winter’s coming. It was a
welcome sight so early in the morning as some leaves began to
fall.

Outside and as they crossed the bridge there
came an approaching golden light which ended up being Megdline
flying in. The sorceress and Familiar landed. Frill meowed when he
saw the four and Megdline said “He says good morning. We’re about
to leave.”

“To where?” Sean asked, hearing enough in her
tone to realize she wasn’t going to accompany them.

“I’m going home to spend some time with my
husband. It’s been almost a month since we took care of those mages
and Cage has little left to learn from me anymore. He has one final
task he needs to do to before we are no longer teacher and student.
It can wait a week while all of you are at the Fall Harvest. I
likely won’t be around as often anymore. Frill and I are going to
begin traveling the lands again. This past month I’ve been content,
but I must go back to adventuring soon.

“It got boring really quick, making that
island for the livestock. After Cage completes his graduation task
I’m going to likely return to Vin’re’s Adventure’s Guild to scour
the land.”

“But you will be coming back?” Rena asked slightly
timidly.

“You cannot get rid of me that easily.” The
sorceress laughed. “I’ve made quite a few friends lately and I’ll
miss the companionship. When I want the company, I know where I’ll
be welcomed and find a good laugh… Now, off with you. Cage and the
others will be ready to set sail by midmorning.”

“We will see you soon, Megdline.” Brooke
said. “Take care… Come loves, we cannot make our people late.”

Megdline and Frill waved the four off before
entering their home to lock it down so none could enter it while
she was away before leaving in a flash of light.

Just before descending the stone stairs,
Meeka looked ahead to the west where one could just see the edge of
the newest island. Most of the land is brown dirt, but several
large trees were magically uprooted and transplanted to the island
along with many patches of grass which would quickly spread in the
rich soil.

To the top of the mountain, when it could be
seen through a break in the trees, Meeka faintly spotted the grown
tree home of Hammit and his mates. They came by not four days after
the attack, claiming they’d scouted the whole island. Cage had
asked many questions and the four answered him with such precision
that she’d rarely seen her man so impressed. As promised, he grew
them a home and said he had figured out a way to safely protect
them from lightning and dangerous winds. In two days they had a
home of their own and stood as sentinels of the island. It was made
out of a large pine, but the size was small compared to the
chieftains home, but they found the simplicity to their liking.

While taking the steps down the cliff, Meeka
went over what happened these weeks in the silence of her mind.

Five other homes were made from trees when
certain families finally decided where they chose to live. After
learning what it was like to live in a tree home compared to a
drafty teepee, the Utala all wanted such homes, but knew the Chief
had many objectives and his time was most valuable of all. Only one
house beside’s Hammit’s was grown away from the collective Utala.
That family chose to be the sole protectors of the livestock when
they are brought in after the trade. The four remaining homes were
standing prominently before the island’s pillars. One belonged to
the elders and was also used as a meeting area. The others were for
the older members of the tribe. The young needed to wait their turn
to get a home. One home was designed with separate areas for
children to sleep when their families wanted alone time. One side
was for young boys and the other housed the girls.

Each week, for five days in the morning, Cage
gave lessons on combat. The children thrived when he worked with
them and the adults refined their own skills. As a whole, even
without the threat of other warring tribes, the Utala became more
dangerous. And Cage himself seemed to show more of his true skills,
even if in small amounts.

Meeka touched her orange warrior’s bead as
she continued walking side by side with Brooke. She noticed her own
knife wielding skills were now greater than the average Utala
warrior thanks to private lessons. She wasn’t good with a bow or
lance like others were, but she could hold her own with nearly
everyone. Cage still stood at the top of the tribe in all weapons,
but none could face him unarmed, which is how he most often fought.
Brooke retained the second deadliest with her shiny tomahawks as
she danced to a deadly rhythm only Cage could defeat. Still, Meeka
could see her arms and thighs grow in muscle, but it seemed to make
her more attractive, but not so much she looked in any way
manly.

Six times over the last month he needed to
truly fight and only Daku was up for the challenge. Each time it
looked like they would kill each other in front of the entire
tribe, but their maniacal laughter at tearing and breaking each
other always left blood and bits of flesh all over the area. The
warlock and griffin always enjoyed the challenge and Daku’s
experience is all that gave an edge to their fights, but it gave
Cage something worth fighting for and the drive for it made the
warlock become even more of a danger.

Twice Cage was honorably approached for
challenge to be chieftain. The men wanted to see how much they’d
improved over the weeks of hard work. Cage, as usual, remained
unarmed, but he was beyond lethal. Neither challenge lasted more
than five seconds and was observed by the tribe. Both opponents
wound up face down in the ground and pinned. The speed the chief
displayed never failed to surprise and humble the tribe. None dared
even suspect he might be using magic for they all saw how much work
he put in and the body had limits, which Cage pushed on a daily
basis. He was too honorable in search of a good fight to lower
himself by using magic to win a challenge. The Utala could see he
lived for greater and greater challenges.

But Cage was more than a man consumed for
challenges. He was a man with great intellect and strived for
understanding. He’d spend a few hours each night speaking with
Megdline or stare at the dwindling number of crystals he kept in
his study. One night at dinner Rena had asked why he sits and
thinks in his study and his answer was simple. He wanted to figure
things out or create things that came to mind. Most of the recent
days though were spent creating the new island just off the west
coast. Sometimes Meeka and others would come and watch him and
Megdline move tons of dirt and stone with little more than their
minds.

Cage seemed to relax several nights ago and
explained that the island’s security is nearly impenetrable. He’d
said that the experiments were working well. He’d exchanged the two
control crystals with one large and set crystals not only all
around the island’s reef, but in the island itself to use the
abundant plant and animal life for magical fuel. Cage seemed so
pleased that he didn’t even go into the study that night. Instead,
he helped prepare for the upcoming trade.

Reaching the bottom of the stone stairs,
Meeka and the others walked the paths around the dying flowers of
the lake and waterfall. They would all miss the colors, but knew
they would return in Spring. A new path through the forest had also
been created which led nearly directly to the eastern shore where
the tribe established a permanent residence and guarded the sea
pass. No plants were killed in its creation and the path cut three
hours of hiking through the untamed forest. Instead of taking a
half of a day, they would reach the beach well before noon.

Traveling through the golden leaved forest,
Meeka felt her cheeks heat as she couldn’t stop herself from
thinking about her sex life and how great it is. She felt nearly
fulfilled as she no longer hurt after each orgasmic night. She
believed her body doesn’t hurt anymore is because she’d finally
adjusted to her man’s enormous lance of pleasure he used on her
nearly every night for hours and hours. Brooke too shared the same
feeling for they could walk without stumbling afterwards and feel
the pain through the morning hours. Now all she felt was true
pleasure without the pain each time she took him into her flower,
time and time again. And Brooke’s tender touch still put a fire in
Meeka. She felt the luckiest woman alive since she got what she so
longed for. A gorgeous woman and ruggedly handsome man.

“Your cheeks are red, My Love… what are you
thinking of?” Brooke asked by her side.

“Just how happy you make me.” She bantered
and got a quick, but tender kiss for the heartfelt words.

“As am I.” Brooke’s eyes shone in the early
light while the children walked several steps ahead on the dirt
path. “I have never felt the love I get to share with you and our
man. Our babies are growing quickly because of it. I feared I’d
never find real love and knew it would only make Rena resent men.
I‘m glad you and Cage became my mates, if for no other reason than
her. The other day I caught her flirting with one of the boys
Sean’s age. She will likely take after me and hit puberty early.
I’m happy she flirted for she only had interest in other girls,
likely from watching me and trying to make me happy. Now that she
sees me happy with Cage… I think she is learning the value of men
beyond their usefulness to make babies.

“I knew men were good, but the last chief
truly hurt me and his treatment never really left till the two of
you came in my life. Men are driven to protect their mates and
guide the young, but Rena never held long conversations with anyone
with a limb between their legs. Look at her now talking with Sean.
She never would do that to any boy. She’d give commands and they’d
obey, unless they were adults.” Brooke fondly looked between her
children and smiled. “She has grown so much since we left the
plains I hardly recognize her. The love we share is truly
wonderful.”

“Sean too has changed.” Meeka noticed while
taking Brooke’s hand in her own. “I know he was a thief, but he is
more talkative and excited to do things when asked. Remember how
hard it was to get him to be like the other boys?”

The priestess chuckled and shook her head. “I
sure do. Now he is comfortable being naked as the great spirits
made us. Before we left I heard him mumble about how odd it felt to
put on clothes again.”

“I felt the same way.” Meeka laughed.

Brooke’s heated gaze lowered to Meeka’s
clothed breasts and the front lacing string keeping them from
spilling out. “And I miss seeing you naked all the time. It fills
me with pride that I’m the only woman who can take you whenever I
get the opportunity.”

“It is the other way around.” Meeka
seductively said. “It is I who
likes to see you naked and gets to have you.” She shook her braded
rope of blonde hair. “I still cannot believe how badly I want to
take you all hours of the day after all we do and still want more.
You might not have any kind of scent, but I cannot get enough of
your taste or touch. It makes me feel on fire just holding your
hand like this.”

Brooke grinned. “I kind of asked Daku why
that is…”

“Why what is?”

“Why we three are so sexually addicted, is
how Daku phased it.” Brooke said in a lower voice. “I’ve had much
sex with women, but with you I cannot stop once I start. It is the
same with Cage. I usually cried out three times a night when I felt
the need, but our first night together, I had twelve orgasms. Never
had a woman done such to me, especially when you never before had
any kind of intimate encounter. And Cage, he lasts many hours
inside us. Most men cannot keep a stiff lance more than an hour and
will need many minutes before they are ready again.

“Daku told me, in private, more about spirit
mates and it didn’t make sense till I remembered something. He told
me that we can expect to keep having the powerful feelings until
you or I get pregnant.” Meeka went to open her mouth, but Brooke
said “Let me finish first. Yes, Cage had great stamina, but you and
I cannot keep up with him yet when we are making love the two of us
cannot seem to stop. He said unbreakable spirit mates will continue
to mate forever until at least one female gets pregnant. But even
after having a baby, sex between mates will be almost feverish for
the rest of their days. He said we will need to expect this… which”
She grinned brightly. “isn’t a problem for me. I like how good it
feels just to see the two of you… Remember how Megdline said she
spent months with her husband before finally leaving the room,
likely what she didn’t say was she was pregnant with her first
baby. If she wasn’t, we might never have met her because they’d
likely still be busy.

“It also reminded me of how Moril and Chala
were when I was little. I wondered why those two always were
together, more so than normal sister-mates. They were said to be
inseparable since childhood, but when they were honorably beaten by
challenge by their man, they seemed to relax from their nightly sex
when Chala and Moril both found themselves round with child.

“Until you decide to get pregnant, the three
of us will be forever like we are now.”

“But you’ve already had Rena.” Meeka pointed
out.

“Yes, but that happened long before the two
of you came into my life. Daku said as much. I don’t remember
exactly how he said it, but until Cage’s spirit feels we carry a
child of his, we will not be able to easily resist having him
inside us and keeping his seed, even if it cannot give us what we
desire. It is why we find it so good when he fills us and we don’t
want him to leave our thighs empty.”

Meeka considered the words before saying
“Right now, I don’t want to lose or have these yearnings lessened
in the slightest and I know you won’t bare the child of another man
other than Cage, but if our desires become destructive, I promise
to find a proper man to have a baby.”

“Love, I will never ask you to feel obligated
to have a baby. If you want one, have one. Cage will also feel the
same in this. Promise me you won’t get pregnant because you feel it
to be a duty rather than a desire.” Brooke looked directly in her
eyes.

“I promise. But right now I like things as
they are. Maybe I might change my mind when Rena gets a mate of her
own and leaves the house.” Brooke smiled, liking that idea.

“Mothers! Come on!” Sean impatiently said up
ahead.

“Whoops, we don’t want to be left behind.”
Brooke said and the two picked up their speed to catch up to the
children.

 


“Chief, it is easy to use!” Rin shouted from
beside the steering rudder.

“You’re the captain now and the word is
navigate!” Cage shouted up from the new dock he grew out three
hundred feet from the shore. “Furl the sail and drop anchor!” a
half dozen men and women moved quickly and stopped the large boat
grown from a single tree and reinforced just as he did in his house
which resisted not only fire, but now seawater. The large,
magically crafted two mast sailboat slowed. Unfortunately since it
was the first of two maiden voyages the tribe has yet to learn
everything there is on how to operate the water craft.

It came in too fast and close to the dock so
Cage flung out his arms and manipulated the water to gently
broadside the starboard face while thickening the water to slow it.
Daku assisted by gripping the boat while standing on the dock to
steady it. “Sorry, Chief! Would you like us to try it again? It’s
fast on the water!”

“Yes, do it again! This time lock two oars
outside to slow yourself!”

The boat turned safely out and went to
attempt docking again. Cage watched closely as the Viking style
sailboat he created moved off. He’d always like their simple and
effective design and ability to row or sail on the wind depending
on the situation while allowing plenty of room to walk around.
Clearly the best part of the boat is that it is still very much
alive. The underside has tendril roots which feed the ship the
nutrients it needs. The sail is actually a supersized leaf with the
infinity symbol fully displayed for all to see. The head of the
ship has the head of a griffin, much to Daku’s pleasure. The boats
also have a few more modern ideas for the bow and aft have a razor
sharp blade and quite literally cut through the water faster than
other ships their size. The reinforcement within the wood would
even allow it to ram any other boat with minimal damage. It was
tricky finding the right plant able to survive the ocean’s
saltwater, but mangrove trees proved to accept the physical
alteration and work greatly on the open water.

Cage noticed Rin and a few others fully
embraced the sea with a vigor only those who could hear the water’s
call couldn’t resist or love. The plains were nice, but quite
static compared to the ever changing sea. Rin, after he healed up
and recovered from his sickness, was out in the water soon after
and rarely left it. The warrior became the captain of the first
boat and Quitte took the second, nearly identical boat. Rin named
his boat the Dagger and Quitte chose Spear. Cage was all too happy
to carve the words boldly on the light brown sides.

The Spear came in for her sixth attempt and
succeeded docking without issue. Quitte wanted to make sure it
wasn’t a fluke and she peeled off to try again. The Dagger needed
help again before it crashed, but Quitte’s prowess proved she and
her family could dock twice without incident.

“That’s enough practice for now!” Cage
decided and helped dock the Spear. “Load ‘em up!” he shouted to
those waiting on the beach. Led by the elders, most of the tribe
walked down the sturdy pier with laden bags being carried by four
dozen horses. Daku and Cage assisted helping boarding the
boats.

It took nearly an hour to get everyone aboard
and secure.

“Dad! We’re here!” Sean shouted when he
noticed most of the tribe was gone from the beach area. He and Rena
ran down the dock as fast as their little legs would allow with
their mothers jogging behind.

“Right on time!” Daku said aloud.

“Sorry, we’re late, Cage Love.” Brooke
said.

“Come on in!” he waved them up on the Dagger.
They then pulled in the long ramp. “All set, Captain Rin!”

Rin smiled like a child on a sugar rush as he
commanded the sails lowered. The pulley system allowed the boat to
be sailed by no less than three people. The flexible vine ropes
were sturdy and easy to pull and tie down. Wind snapped the sails
fully, allowing the Dagger to pull away from the dock, dragging six
of the boats that first brought them to the island. They passed
between the pillars with the Spear following a safe distance
behind.

The tribe had the well trained horses sit
after having them unloaded of burden. Daku flew in and lay on
Cage’s lap to fall asleep. “Dad, is Daku alright?” Sean whispered
while watching his dad stroking the cat size Familiar.

“Yes, he’s fine. Neither of us got much sleep
last night. He helped keep the boats still so I could add the final
touches. Since the celebration begins tomorrow, we worked all
night.”

“Then you are in needs of rest too.” Sean
said.

Cage was about to say ‘I’m fine’, but a wide
yawn escaped. There was no way he’d win a fight after doing that.
“Fine. If there’s any problems, tell me.”

“Leave it to me, Dad.” Sean said and watched
as his dad twisted and leaned back against the port side. The
moment those black eyes closed, Cage’s head dropped and was asleep
instantly.

“Oars out!” Cage heard next and snapped his
head up. All around him stood the tribe and looking to the dropping
sun behind showed he’d been asleep for four hours though to him it
was more like five minutes. Daku stirred to feel similarly. Cage
gently sat his Familiar on his shoulder before standing up. Half
those aboard pulled out lightweight yet sturdy oars, sat them in
one of the recesses while others furled the sails. He moved when an
oar nearly knocked him senseless to find Rena and Sean working
together to set out one of the forty arms. They smiled and moved
when three adults sat down on a bench to hold the paddle in the
water with others. Cage quickly moved to the open center and walked
down the path as many sat. He approached the rudder. Rin
acknowledged the chief with a curt nod and focused on the
approaching beach. The newest seafaring man pulled and pushed the
arm to control the rudder. He was far from being confident in his
skills, but Rin took it as a challenge.

“We made better time than I imagined. Any
problems?” Cage asked.

“Chief, the Dagger is great. We made great
time with several hours of light remaining. I did as you said, but
I do not know if this is the right place… the one you spoke of.”
The new captain said directly.

Cage turned to study the approaching
landmass, but could barely discern one part of the rugged forest
from another. He knew where he wanted to go and let the magic flow,
allowing it to search for what he desired. He lifted an upturned
palm and from the center rose a wormlike white string about a foot
in length. It moved to and fro until it suddenly snapped straight.
“Rin, turn the ship to the port until the bow and my seeker thread
line up.”

“Which way is port again?” The luminous
thread pointed the way. “Oh… left.” Rin smiled before turning the
boat accordingly.

The Spear followed the Dagger’s lead to a
spot where a river bled into the ocean. Rin called for everyone to
hold on as he beached the boat and came to an abrupt halt. A few
were unprepared and stumbled from the jerking stop and the horses
whinnied indignantly from the treatment. Still, none were hurt as
the oars were drawn in. Beside them, the sister ship landed much
the same way.

“We made it. Go ahead and unload. Remember to
drag in the boats and pile all the bags inside them.” Cage ordered
and moved to help where he could while Rin spoke with his mate
Zanza and looked over the boat for any signs of damage. The ramp
lowered to the sandy beach and the Utala began unloading while six
men untied the ropes from the backside of the Spear to drag the
boats to shore.

Brooke stood over with the elders and
children, preparing them to move out while Cage observed the rest
stacking all the sacks of tradable goods in the boats, keeping the
six rowboats side by side. It took less time to offload than to get
settled in for the boat ride.

“Cage, Brooke said we’re about ready to
leave. Are you done?” Meeka asked.

“Almost. Tell her to go on ahead. You know
the river’s path better than I. You lead them. Daku and I will
catch up when I make sure everything’s ready.”

Meeka gave him a quick kiss before heading
off to the others. She rode double with Brooke as most rode in a
similar way on horses. Rena sat behind Sean with another adult
behind her while following their mothers. The tribe either rode
horseback or kept pace on foot. In minutes the tribe followed the
river upstream, not wanting to waste precious daylight. Meeka
guided the way, remembering the river she took as a child so long
ago. Much of the bank was slick, but easy enough to travel. Some
hunters scouted the area for any signs of danger and relayed the
information to the group.

Zanza approached the chieftain and griffin as
they tightly bound the last of the bags behind the blockade of the
trees. “Rin and Quitte wanted me to say we are ready to return
home. The boats are undamaged and we already managed to push them
back into the water.” He looked and sure enough the two boats
floated. Cage was so occupied he didn’t even realize they had done
it. “We will return here in a week as planned unless something
happens.”

“So how do you like sailing?” Cage asked as
he wiped sweat from his brow.

The warrior smiled. “I do prefer solid land
to walk on, but Rin and my women seem to truly enjoy the
experience. They are all so happy that it is our boat and I will
not take such joy away from them.”

“Just take it easy.” Cage insisted.

“Why do you say it like that?”

“Because, Zanza, you’re pregnant.”

Cage’s statement made the woman stare in
shock for several moments before she laughed, but stopped when he
wasn’t making a joke. “Truly?” Cage simply nodded. “But I haven’t
had a baby in fifteen years… I’m thirty six. I thought I went
barren after my first two.”

“Apparently not. Your skin is glowing and I
noticed you haven’t looked well the past few days.”

“I thought it was just the sickness from
Rin.”

Cage smirked. “In a way, it is. Instead of a
cold, you’ve conceived. Congratulations.”

Zanza’s hands dropped to her bare belly and
caressed it fondly before pushing around, hoping she could feel
around for proof. She felt barely a bump and she squealed in
delight before rushing close to hug her chieftain. “My loves will
be so proud!” She hooted before running to the water and swimming
with all the enthusiasm she felt. Cage and Daku watched as she was
helped aboard and immediately started talking. Whatever they said
was lost on the wind, but the large gestures and pointing at her
belly soon turned to five women cheered around their sister, giving
kisses and hugs aplenty and Rin seemed happiest of all at the
distance, twirling the pregnant warrior in circles.

“Though we won’t have cubs of our own, it is
good to see joy in others when they find themselves bearing young…
Get on Cage, we must catch up with your flock before nightfall.”
Daku said.

With a toss of the leg, Cage watched as his
robe grew a split up either leg to sit on Daku’s back while his
limbs dangled around his neck. When Daku headed for the stream and
trotted upriver he heard “In all your years, did you ever become a
father?”

Immediately the mount came to a stop
and set two considering blue eyes on his human. A sigh of
resignation accompanied a shake of the head. “I’m afraid not. We
griffins were unique creatures in our prime before the great
division. I had many mates who all wanted to have a white king as
their own, but unlike other animals, our wants do not give us cubs. I personally was fated
to have two spirit mates, quite like yourself.” Daku continued
walking at a much slower pace as he continued. “Though I had the
pleasure of having many mating opportunities, the only way our kind
could procreate is with our fated mates. No matter how often, it
would not happen. In answer to your question… No, I had no cubs of
my own. My mates never existed. Should I have met them… well, I’d
be a father many times over.”

“How is it you can tell who is unbreakable
and who isn’t? How does this whole thing work?”

Daku smirked. “That is difficult to answer.
You will likely understand one day. Enough of this talk for now.
Contact Cillian and let him know when we’ll arrive.” His great
limbs picked up speed.

Cage didn’t like questions unanswered, but he
would honor his friend and drop the subject. He created another
sight mirror and found Cillian staring out over the town from his
office window. A black ball appeared before the mayor, one he
expected all day. Before Cage could speak Cillian asked “How was
the voyage?”

“Went rather smoothly if I may say so.
Cillian, we’ll meet you as we planned around midmorning to early
afternoon tomorrow.”

The blonde shaven man nodded towards the ball
before him. “Good. I’ll meet you with the four carts as promised. I
told a few of my friends about these boats you talked about and
they are very interested. I’ll hold my own thoughts, but the men in
question are fair and willing to buy new boats for the large lakes
all around the area.”

“I’ll take your word for it. See you
tomorrow.”

“Are my daughters and new grandchildren
there?” Cillian asked hopeful. Cage, when he could spare the power,
got his family to converse with Meeka’s parents and got on good
terms rather quickly. Cillian even accepted Meeka’s bisexual
orientation and thought of Brooke as a daughter too. As for Sean
and Rena, they were special and quick to love as any family of
blood is. Looking at the man, Cage didn’t wish to disappoint, but
it couldn’t be helped.

“Sorry Cillian, Daku and I are currently
catching up and they already have a few hours lead. I’ll tell them
you say hi.”

“Good. I shall see all of you tomorrow. Many
in Kote are looking forward to meeting the Utala and this year’s
harvest celebration.”

Soon Cage ended the conversation and held on
more tightly as Daku’s pace increased beyond anything a horse could
match and with such skill that anyone else would slip and hurt
themselves.

As darkness settled in, Daku entered the
Utala camp and Cage saw fires going with food cooking. He settled
in with his Familiar while telling the others what to expect again
for tomorrow. It would be the first time since the tribe was
founded that they would all go to trade on another’s land. Some it
frightened, but the overall feel was genuinely excited. He told of
Zanza’s pregnancy and only elder Shania commented she guessed what
her sickness really was. Many in the tribe were happy for her. And
before getting a good night sleep under a clear and starry sky,
Cage told his family what Cillian had said and explained how eager
he is to see them all again. The four were just as excited.

 


“It’s been hours, Cillian! How many
more are we going to waste before you realize they
aren’t coming?” Jom, the chandler of
Kote spoke.

“Quit complaining. It has barely passed
noon.” The mayor replied while lifting his fishing cane from the
water. Bait still dangled from a hook so he flicked his wrist to
send the measured line out.

“I can’t sit around all day and leave my shop
closed during the harvest. I make most of my yearly profits during
this week. I’m not like you who gets to sit around all day, simply
talking to people.”

Cillian nonchalantly gazed to the group of
men and a few curious women, among them was his wife. He found half
of the home guard geared for a welcome to valued guests and
hopefully partners one day. The mostly former soldiers numbered
fifty two and nearly half sat around, talking amongst themselves.
The four draft horses were on leaders to allow them to graze on the
tall grass. The wagons were empty, ready for the late running
supplies. About a half dozen brought their poles along and were
quite content. Beside him sat his old friend Ren who was laying on
the bank with his eyes closed, enjoying the moment. Then Cillian
glanced at the chandler before looking out over the calm lake’s
water.

In a calm, indifferent tone Cillian replied
“Then by all means leave. Say what you will about my job, but I
would have thought you’d have more patience and be the first to see
what the Utala have to offer first. I’ve had extensive talks with
my daughters on what to expect. Mostly they have food to share
freely for the event, willing to sell it to the town well below
what I’d usually allot for bringing into the area. If you need to
leave, I won’t stop you, but it will be your loss if another
prospector buys what they have and leave you with leftovers.”

Jom huffed and stomped away mumbling under
his breath.

“Still have the tact of a mule.” Ren remarked
from his lazy position.

Cillian chuckled. “I know when and when not
to use politics to get what I want. Different people respond
differently. Jom though is always more ready to earn a quick coin.
He just needed to be reminded on why he’s here.”

“Personally I’d rather give him a good swat
with the flat of my blade.” The old veteran said before they
chuckled in unison.

“Father! To the west! By the old tower
ruins!” Ren’s oldest son hollered from the bed of a wagon.

Alerted, the entire group stood and looked to
the trees where the lake bled into a river. It was clear they saw
the body of a gigantic white creature as tall as any man. On its
back sat a green robed man who dropped lightly and turned his back.
His words were lost in the distance, but he turned around and
walked beside the creature. Then the ones who waited all morning
got to see many on horseback riding out from the river’s outlet. It
was an impressive sight and once the group of just over two hundred
passed the ruins and reached open land they nearly all
dismounted.

“Would you look at all those women?” One of the young boys said in a
lustful way. “Where are all their men? I wouldn’t mind having my
way…”

“Watch that tongue, Boy.” Cillian stated loud
enough for those standing with him could hear. “The Utala tribe, as
I’m told, is a female dominant group outnumbering men four to one.
Every woman is equal to men and to even bed one you must best her
in combat. Do not take their revealing attire as weakness. They are
all warriors who would slit your throat if you anger them. And as
it so happens, the average man has four wives. They are a hard
people and it has taken a lot of effort to get them to come. If you
pursue one, it’ll be to your own risk.” The cocky youth didn’t seem
to heed the warning with any seriousness.

It took several minutes for the tribe to
approach and in that time Ren gave signals which gave the home
guard orders to line up beside him and the mayor. Then without a
signal neither Cillian or Ren had noticed the bulk of the tribe
stopped as one. Cillian smiled at his beautiful daughter holding
the hands of his grandchildren, but they held position smiling
back. The rest of the tribe though didn’t show emotion of any
kind.

The mayor watched as Cage, the large Daku,
Brooke and seven white-haired older people stepped forth. “Sorry
we’re running a little late, Cillian. Couldn’t be helped really. A
bear got too close to one of the children on our way here. Our
hunters brought it down and it took an hour to clean it from its
bones.”

“Was the child hurt?” Tiffa said as she
approached her husband and the home guard.

“Lost an arm.” Cage replied casually. “But
she stabbed it in the eye during the attack before it was swallowed
whole. Don’t worry, I put her back together as if nothing
happened.” For emphasis, eyes turned to a girl of about eleven
showing bright pink skin, obviously showing how gruesome the attack
was, but she seemed quite alright.

“Then I thank you for bringing it down. A
bear’s been harassing some farmers.” Cillian said. “Now are you
ready to join the celebration?”

“Not quite yet.” Came a voice.

“Elder Metak.” Cillian remembered their first
encounter and the spear wielding, shirtless elder inclined his head
at being recognized. “It is good to see you are well. What is it I
can do to ease the trepidation I hear in your voice.”

The elder took a step forward and spoke
so all could hear, but spoke to Cillian. “As you well know, our
people are very mistrusting, Cillian. Events have changed and so
must my tribe if we are to survive. Never before have the Utala
come out of necessity to make trade or have brought our children.
Where we come from, traders came to our village. Our children are
our life, but all of us agreed it would be best to bring them.” The
elder held up a single finger and the promise in his voice could
not be inferred in any way other than unbreakable. “Know this, if
anyone hurts or lays a hand on our children and not be of our
tribe, they have permission to kill their attacker. If a child is
overpowered, their parents will not show mercy and will kill.
Should the event of this week happen to harm the children, we will
kill only those responsible and leave. You will never see a Utala
again unless you travel to our island seeking your own death.” The
man smiled. “But should our trade profit, your peoples will likely see more of us.
And should your tribe be in danger, you can call on us to help. We
are a war tribe. If your enemies are too great, we will gladly send
them to the great spirits.”

Cillian was about to speak till Ren placed a
gloved hand on his shoulder. The mayor nodded for the captain of
the guard to speak. “We do hope our peoples profit, but I must ask
two questions.”

“Speak your mind, Brother Warrior.” The lead
elder said, noticing the sword.

“What would happen should one of our people
be killed by one of yours for no reason?”

“They would not, but if it happens any one of
us will kill our own. Weak minds are not permitted in our tribe. I
would even kill my mates as they would me should any of us strike
down another without serious provocation.” Ren saw the six older
women nod that they wouldn’t even hesitate. “We know our customs
are different, but Meeka has extensively explained your ways, which
we will honor.”

Ren nodded. “Then I believe that to be fair.
My second is, you allow children to kill? I mean, it is difficult
to believe a child could kill anyone.”

Metak smiled broadly. “None of our young are
soft, especially after our chieftain came to us. Perhaps a
demonstration is in order.” The elder called out “Ville, come
here!” and a girl of about six bounced up to stand by his side,
biting her bottom lip adoribly and innocently. “This here is my
youngest great grandchild, Ville. Ville,” she looked up into his
eyes with a smile. “cut my arm wide open.”

To the shock of everyone present, Ville
didn’t even hesitate to draw her knife from her thigh and slice
into the elder’s forearm with such speed and strength the blade
sliced skin, muscle and bone could be seen for a moment. Then she
sheathed her weapon and skipped back to her three mothers as if it
were just a game.

Metak displayed his wound as blood dripped in
streams from his elbow. “As you can see, even my own great
grandchild would kill me if I had asked. And she is one of the more
timid girls of the tribe…”

Tiffa suddenly grabbed the hem of her dress
and ripped it loudly. She then went to rush to bind the wound, but
stopped as six spears from the other elders leveled on her. Tiffa
felt angry and grabbed one of the spears. “Move these before he
bleeds to death!” she demanded through clenched teeth.

“Ah, you are Meeka’s mother. I’m Elder
Shania. Ease sisters, she has the same fire as any of our
warriors.” The spears lowered as the older women smiled.

“It’s alright, Tiffa.” Cage calmly said as he
approached. “Ville cut too deeply for even your considerable
talents to heal. I’ll fix him, otherwise he’ll lose the use of that
arm.” Cage gripped the wound of Metak who barely winced and soft
blue light emanated from the arm, beneath the blood.

A few moments later the wound vanished.

Tiffa came closer and prodded the area around
the forearm. “Amazing… I’ve heard magic could heal almost any
wound… Elder Metak, how does it feel?”

“As it should.” He wiped the blood off his
arm and made a fist.

“Why would you make Ville cut you to the
point you would have lost all use in it? The wound was so bad I
might have needed to amputate it even.” Tiffa admonished while
glaring at the old man who didn’t shrink, used to being around
strong women had left him immune to such looks. “If Cage wasn’t
here…”

“Even if he wasn’t I would have done the
same.” The elder stated directly. “I did as I had to so that my
words weren’t lightly taken. Look at the effect my descendant’s
actions did to your tribe.” Tiffa turned to see most watching
uneasily. Only the home guard didn’t show emotion akin to shock. “I
would gladly give up my arm so that it protects the interests of
our people. If my injury had prevented a stupid person from harming
our first encounter, it would be worth it. To discourage stupidity
for our peoples over the next few days and to prevent killing, it
had to be done in no other way. Since it is now clear our words are
revealed to be as direct as our weapons we may continue.” Metak
looked over her shoulder. “Chieftain Cillian, do I have your honor
that we will be welcome to Kote on the condition I’ve spoken on? As
leader of your tribe, it is up to you on allowing our tribe with
full knowledge of our intentions.”

Cillian could see the resolve in the old
man’s eyes. Many scars and fearsome tattoos all over his body
showed he lived a deadly life and if each one was from an attack,
for him to still stand means that many have died by his hand. The
mayor carefully considered all that transpired in the past minutes
to say “I believe I still would like to have all of you join us. I
will make certain to express your concerns to the town so your
people and ours will benefit greatly.”

Ren took a measured step forward. “And I will
make certain that my men understand that if any of our people
intend to do harm, will be arrested. You won’t need to have blood
on your hands if I can avoid it.”

Elder Metak smiled broadly again, showing he
lost few teeth over his long life. “Then we will be honored to make
a temporary alliance between our tribes. You have our consent as
elders.” The six elder women also nodded in agreement.

“As Priestess, I too accept.” Brooke said
clearly.

“And as chieftain,” Cage smirked while
getting caught up in this unorthodox agreement. “I allow my people
to open a temporary alliance. By next year, if all goes well, we
can make it more permanent.”

As he finished the statement the tribe shook
off their impassive expressions and gave a cheer. The excitement
helped Kote’s inhabitants relax and realize these people weren’t
cruel.

Cillian dropped to his knees and yelled “Come
here you two scoundrels!” Rena and Sean let go of Meeka’s hands and
ran around the elders to stop right near him and spoke animatedly
at the same time. “Hold it, one at a time.” He listened to his
eager grandchildren telling him many different things. Rena spoke
the most as Sean hadn’t fully lost his mistrusting nature yet.

“Awe, Mother… your dress.” Meeka said in a
hurt way as she approached.

Tiffa looked down at the soft blue dress and
grimaced, now realizing what she had done. The dress wasn’t cheap
and was made specifically for her. A dress she had waited months to
get made for special events. “And I bought it for the harvest too.”
Tiffa mumbled before glaring at the elder. “You owe me a new dress
for making me rip it needlessly!”

Her snap made the six older women laugh
joyously. Metak smiled. “I will be sure to see our matter
rectified.”

“I’m sorry he scared you, Mother.” Meeka then
brought her into an embrace while giving a kiss on the cheek. “It
is good to see you again.”

Tiffa smiled in a motherly way as she pulled
back and touched her own cheek. “I don’t think I’ll ever want to
get used to having my daughter kiss me. Welcome home, Meeka. I
missed talking to you like this. That black ball isn’t the
same.”

“I know. Hopefully we can see more of each
other now that our people have settled in on the island.”

“I would like that greatly. I miss not having
you around.”

“Me too, but now I don’t need to keep hearing
you and Father making love all the time.”

“Hey now!” Tiffa finally laughed, holding a
hand over her breast. “Besides, we don’t hide in our bedroom
anymore. After you left we are like we first were before you and
Nolan came around.”

Meeka plugged her ears. “I
really didn’t need to hear
that.”

Tiffa chuckled, liking her daughter’s
reaction a little too much and sat a hand on her shoulder. “Come
now, we are both grown women who enjoy sex. You are clearly not a
little girl anymore.”

“No she is not.” Brooke said with pride.
“Greetings, Tiffa. You are looking very lovely this day. Your
breasts look especially attractive.”

Tiffa tucked streams of loose hair caught by
the breeze and laid it behind her back with the rest of her golden
mane. “Hello Brooke. And I see you are also radiant. I was actually
hoping to speak to you.”

Brooke smiled. “We have five days to speak.
That should be plenty of time to talk, especially since you’ve
offered my people to set camp behind your home…”

“Where are these goods you promised me,
Cillian?!” Jom nearly yelled and much of the crowd silenced.
Cillian and several warriors watched as Sean and Rena put a hand on
their knives and backed away from the man standing behind their
grandfather. The tribe didn’t draw weapons, but they were a
heartbeat from doing so till the children were safely away and
stood with their mothers and grandmother. Cillian saw neither child
showed a reaction for fear, even in retreat and he’d never seen
such a thing. He stood and brushed grass from his knee to face the
flushed store owner. Before he could speak Jom jabbed the center of
Cillian’s solid chest with a stiff finger. “You promised and I’ve
wasted my time! These people are carrying little more than the
scant amount of cloth on their bodies. And just how are you
possibly going to reimburse me for this waste?”

“Remove your hand before I break it.” The
mayor calmly replied. The cold threat was enough for the proprietor
to huff loudly and comply.

Cage came over and looked down on the
short man. “Think about it, Jom.” Cage said and waved a hand over
the bulk of his people. “Do you think it would be logistically
possible to carry enough supplies through the forest, using a
nearly impassable river and
still bring enough trade without an established road from the
beach a good day’s ride from here?”

Jom hesitated. “So what are you saying? Are
the supplies coming from Miot? That’s by the ocean… then why the
gods are there wagons here?”

Cage simply shook his head and turned
around.

“Don’t you walk away from me you filthy mage.
Answer me!”

Gasps came all around him and in Jom’s rage
he couldn’t think straight. Some drew knives, but didn’t move when
Cage simply laughed it off and childishly said “Stick and stones
will break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” Then the mass
of people watched as he began to actually walk upon the water. He
flung his arms out to bring forth the sight mirror’s image of the
six laden boats. Blackness appeared over the water and with a pop
that could barely be heard, it vanished and in its place were the
boats floating upon the water. Cage was glad he hid the boats and
they weren’t bothered by scavengers thanks to a crystal he
discretely pocketed from one of the boats. Cage then grabbed the
six ropes and drug the boats to those watching in awe. Several of
his people approached and took the ropes to pull the weighty
vessels safely on shore. “Jom, those two boats at the end hold the
goods my people created for trade. The four others hold food.”

“I’m sorry my temper got the better of
me.”

Cage grinned. “Not to worry, it takes a lot
more than words to make me mad. But when dealing with my people
will not go well if you can’t show a little patience.”

“Chief, why must we deal with a stupid man
who dishonored you so openly.” One of his people said and Jom
flinched as if the words were blows.

“Simple.” He responded. “Jom, might be a
greedy little bastard, but he is a good man at heart. His shop
makes a great deal of money so he has a bit more than most of the
shops willing to trade. But he knows now that dealing with us needs
to be fair and without deception for not only will he have to deal
with you, but also Cillian. And if he tries to rip us off he’ll
answer to me.”

That seemed to fully satisfy his people and
frighten the man enough to realize exactly what he’ll be dealing
with.

Cage pointed to the boats. “Load up the carts
with the food when the ceremony is through. Cillian and I already
settled on a price determined if he finds the food good. Elders,
come with me so Jom can view what we have to trade. Those looking
to buy our boats will need to wait till after all is said and
done.”

Cillian and a few of the men went to walk
towards the boats till a hand gripped his arm and he followed it up
to his new daughter’s kind face. “Stay here, Cillian. All of you
must not interfere. It is tradition during trade of the tribal
peoples that those offering must bring over what they offer. We
will come to you.”

“But I’m capable of sampling and helping to
carry bags.”

Brooke shook her head. “It will dishonor us.
We came, not you.”

“Stay here, Cillian Grandfather! I’ll bring
you the food.” Rena said and flashed by.

“Hard to say no to her, isn’t it?” Cillian
said and received a smile from the obviously proud mother. He
looked at the others and sighed. “Alright boys, you heard the lady.
We must sit on our thumbs a little while longer.”

The men laughed.

“Brothers, sisters, children, come greet our
village neighbors.” Brooke said to those who hadn’t went to the
boats.

Reluctantly the tribe moved forward, but
parents kept their children close at all times. Cillian watched, as
most others did, as Daku proudly moved towards his partner, content
to watch the first interaction in silence. The tribe parted as if
they didn’t care he didn’t change course in his direct path. They
moved around him. Cillian spoke to his daughters and grandson while
secretly watching as much around him as he could. Daku’s
magnificence drew the awe of the townsfolk, but none had the
fortitude to approach him. The griffin had certainly been the talk
of the town for weeks, but none really knew it could change size on
command. His feathers and fur was truly a beauty to behold and also
danger instinctively held many still. Cillian knew at a glance that
Familiar wasn’t one to be trifled with.

His attention turned to the interactions of
his people with the many Utala. Some stayed with the horses, but
the others spoke with plenty of personal space. The home guard, Ren
included dealt mostly with the curious people. Three even drew
their swords for the adults and children to hold. Several women of
Kote got up the nerve to get close to some of the fierce yet
beautiful women. Every man present had noticed that only a handful
of them wore pants and a leather shirt like his daughters. Most
though wore a thick strap of leather to hold their breasts along
with what looked like leather undergarments. Some wore leather
shoes, but every man wore only pants, displaying their broad chests
layered in muscle, tattoos and scars. Nearly all carried a knife.
Women strapped theirs to a thigh while men carried it on a forearm.
Quite a few has bows strapped over their chest while those with
orange beads carried a simple, but deadly spear. Meeka once told
him most warriors carry one while hunters use a bow. Those with
both were to truly be feared. Then Cillian and several of the men
about choked as when a group of Utala women were speaking to one of
the locals, one suddenly took off her leather top and held it out
to the startled woman. Bare breasts drew almost every male eye.

Brooke noticed a drop in conversation to
quickly say “Jada, put it back on.” The young mother looked over at
the priestess with an honestly curious expression. “We are no
longer on our lands, Sister. Our breasts and flower must be covered
at all times outside.”

“But she wants to trade her dress for my
clothes. She said she finds them pretty and will be a surprise for
her husband before she mounts his lance.” Jada said, still holding
out the strap.

“I didn’t mean right this moment.” The woman
said meekly with a bright red face. “I thought you and I could
exchange when you visit my home.”

“My mistake then.” Jada then put it back on
without the slightest bit of embarrassment before a sister-mate
returned her baby.

An older man asked “Where is your woman’s
modesty?”

Brooke didn’t sense any hostility in the
question from a man sitting on a wagon, but it seemed this was the
most fun he’s had in a long time. “My people only wear clothes for
winter. Any other time we do not find clothing necessary. But all
we are wearing is what remains of a wyvern attack. We need leather
and clothes or our people will freeze to death this coming winter.
So forgive Jada for forgetting we are not on our land. She, and
most of my people have never willingly come onto another’s land and
mistakes are bound to happen.”

The man waved it off. “How could a man be mad
at a bunch of beautiful naked women? Even those elders aren’t bad
to look at. Just be careful that you don’t give a few men the wrong
idea…”

“SORRY! I didn’t mean any harm!” Heads jerked
to see a young man, the one Cillian warned earlier, with the point
of a knife at his throat. The owner of the blade stared coldly at
the person who almost tried to openly grope her breasts. She was a
young woman of seventeen, like the boy, but her look was as deadly
as the knife she wielded. In the silence she could be heard saying
“If you wish to have me as a mate, challenge me properly as a man.
Should you make me submit, you may be worthy to give me a strong
baby. But you will need to know, I will go for the kill for your
blatant mistake. Leave me alone or challenge me.”

The boy turned around in terror and fled.

The young woman sheathed her blade, smiled
and went right back to talking.

“Forget what I just said.” The old man crowed
to Brooke as many of her sisters laughed. “You women are quite
capable. Now tell me this story about the wyvern. I’d like to hear
it in great detail.”

“It is no story.” Came a deep resonating
voice and many heads turned to Daku. “It happened and he tasted
quite delicious. I didn’t need to eat for months.”

When it became clear Daku had no more to say
Brooke moved closer to the man, being followed by a few interested
townsfolk and several Utala warriors she said “After Cage and Meeka
came to our tribe, we were warned of the Laqura Empire’s plan to
enslave or kill my people and others from the Tribal Plains. We
gathered all we could and burned the rest to escape their
dishonorable intentions. We fled…” she began the story, holding the
attention of all those around her.

“Here, Cillian Grandfather.” Rena approached
with a great platter of fruits, vegetables and some smoked
fish.

“Where did you come by oranges so early
in the season? And are those bananas?!” Cillian asked dumbfounded at all his
new granddaughter displayed.

“Father,” Meeka placed a warm hand on his
shoulder. “Cage grew all these on the island for the past few days.
My people could barely pick them as fast as he could grow
them.”

“I had heard stories of mages able to grow
food, but this…” Cillian shook his head, seeing the great
quantities stuffed in bags. “I thought they were simply tales to
tell children. So it’s true then that you live in an actual
tree?”

“Why don’t you come one day, Cillian
Grandfather?” Sean said.

“I think I might do just that.”

Tiffa nodded with a bright smile. She so
wanted to go. “Can we?” she asked her daughter.

Meeka nodded. “I know how to make Cage
and Brooke allow it, even if they won’t.” her parents chuckled, being old enough to
know exactly what their devious daughter would do.

Cillian reached down to the loaded plate,
going for the banana, but paused when Rena slapped his hand. “No,
Cillian Grandfather, that is not how our offering is done.”

“Oh?” Cillian raised an eyebrow, trying his
best not to laugh at the endearing child. “Then enlighten me.”

“Sit down with me.” He followed her
instructions as she did likewise and sat the platter between them.
“On the plains, we had many wars. Some were deceptive and done
during trading. As I am a training priestess, Mother told me how in
the past one tribe really hurt ours because we were bigger and
stronger. They called trade, but our ancestors didn’t know they
tainted the gift of food. Many died from the poison and for their
treachery we killed them all. From then on, all tribes agreed that
all offerings be done as I’m doing now. Because children are
protected by adults and are irreplaceable, each tribe’s priestess
in training” Rena touched her chest meaningfully. “must be present
during food trades. This is actually my first because my tribe had
become so strong, we made all the food we needed.” She admitted
with excitement to do her part she had been taught to do. “So,
Cillian Grandfather, the trades using dishonor and poison ended
soon for tribes couldn’t risk the lives of their children. Trades
became very honorable because of what happened to the tribe’s
ancestors.” She picked up the banana he was going for earlier,
peeled it and took a hearty bite. Cillian realized immediately why
this meant so much for the honor of the Utala. If the food was
contaminated he’d watch his own grandchild die. Rena then extended
an arm with the peeled fruit. “Here.”

Cillian took the banana with the bite already
taken and said “Thank you. I haven’t had one of these in years.
They only grow in the Empire’s tropical lands and rarely do these
reach us down here.” He took an expectant bite and his eyes grew
wide. Foregoing manners, with a full mouth he said “Tiffa, try
this!”

The healer shook her head, but did as he
asked. “So sweet!”

Meeka said “Cage’s magic has that effect on
all the food he’s grown.” Her nose wrinkled. “Be thankful you
didn’t have to eat his failed attempts. I swear, for a while there
I thought I’d never get the taste out of my mouth. It took quite
awhile, but he figured out how best to grow all the food we eat
back home.”

Rena peeled the orange Cillian eyed, using
the end of the knife to get the skin started before peeling the
citrusy exterior. The smell was so potent some turned to their
small group with envy. Rena ate two slices before passing it off to
an excited Cillian who tasted and shared.

Everything edible on the plate soon vanished.
Only fish bones and peels remained. Rena smiled and pat her full
belly. “Cillian Grandfather, do we have the honor to trade?”

“Of course!” The mayor chuckled. “Bananas
alone would nearly empty the town’s coffers. If the price your
father and I agreed on is still the same we do.”

Rena jumped up to many villagers waiting on
her to say “He accepts!” and the tribe quickly began to transfer
the heavy bags off the boats to the wagons. Brooke paused the story
only momentarily to get everyone out of the way and let the task be
done. She resumed it to the point where they left Lord Doyle’s
estate.

All the while this was happening Cage, the
elders and Jom were over by the last two boats. The larger bags
held hand crafted bows and arrows along with spears with prongs
designed for fishing with intricate carvings by master knife
wielders. Weeks ago Cage showed the advantage of pronged spears
over single blade spears. Other bags held necklaces with carvings
made mostly of bone with detailed markings. No two were ever
identical. And though Jom had learned the art of keeping a straight
face, Cage clearly saw the man almost salivate over everything
showed. The man saw great value in his future as all his anger from
earlier, vanished. The tribe did their best to make as many objects
in the short time they had and now it was up to the elders and
chief to reach an agreement.

“And the last we have are what I made with
magic.” Cage said and reached for a bag. Jom’s expression faltered
for just a moment, but it was clearly unexpected. Then the man’s
face soured when he saw what came out. “Don’t be so quick to judge.
This is a toothbrush and this wooden jar holds toothpaste. I won’t
tell you how to make it or even how the toothbrush works, but I got
the approval from the Third Council of Twilight to sell these. I
had to abide by certain strict rules which they will likely check
out.”

He first handed the wooden jar of what was
called toothpaste and Jom smelled it. “It clearly has mint.” He
then lightly dabbed a finger in the thick paste to taste when he
was told to do so. “So what is its purpose?” Cage held up a finger,
took back the small jar, put the cap on and handed the toothbrush.
“By the gods!” he exclaimed when he squeezed the wood. He didn’t
drop it as Rena had. Cage thought back, but he held it like it was
a snake.

“Don’t be afraid, Jom. Those bristles on the
end spin quickly. What you do is dab just a bit into this paste as
so.” He took the brush and showed the proper way and handed it
back. “All of my tribe use this at least once a day. Squeeze it and
brush your teeth. It will not only clean them, but also give you
fresh minty breath and the most important part, it will help to
keep what teeth you have far longer than doing nothing or digging
with a pick. The green tops are mint and the orange is well… orange
flavored. Go ahead and clean all your teeth. It will foam up so use
a little water to rinse and spit it out.” To further sell the idea
he added “And when you are done, you will thank me for your wife
will want to kiss you all the time.”

The man wasn’t sure, but Cage had shown
respect and patience with him. Something Jom admired, but he’d
never tell a soul. The chandler gripped the handle and did as
instructed. He found it an odd sensation, but when nothing bad
happened he went to another tooth and felt the foam he had been
warned about. He fought the instinct to swallow and when he
finished he cupped a handful of water from the lake to wash it out.
He felt with a finger astonished to no longer feel the fuzziness,
only hard and smooth teeth. “Is this how my teeth are supposed to
feel?” He got a nod in answer. “How many do you have?”

“Exactly two hundred toothbrushes, two
hundred mint and similar orange paste. I will give you that one and
the paste for free, but the price is nonnegotiable I’m going to
sell them far below what I paid for the main material.” He didn’t
say crystal or it would violate the council’s agreement. “I’m
selling each toothbrush for seven copper and you will resell them
for no more than a single silver. First orders get a free jar to
accompany the brush. The jars, sold separately, will be sold for no
more than nine copper while I want four for each tube.”

“That is too much.” He said.

Cage gave a level look. “You know damn well
magical items, even the mundane, go for no less than a gold.” The
man swallowed dryly, hoping to pull one over on the mage who he
expected to be just as ignorant as he was the first time they met.
“This is just a test, one the magical council is eager to see if it
works. I expect there to be a demand, especially if people want to
keep their teeth longer and healthier and finally kiss those they
love without bad breath. If you work on it, I expect you can sell
every one of them by the end of the Fall Harvest. How would you be
interested in a bet?”

“I’m listening?” Jom smirked, willing enough
to listen at least.

“Accept my price. In four more days, when the
harvest is over and one toothbrush remains I’ll pay you ten gold on
the spot. The paste isn’t part of it.” Jom’s brow rose. “And just
so we are clear, this is about your honor as a good salesman. If
you deceive me by hiding one when the agreed time comes, I’ll use
magic so you speak only the truth. If you lie I promise to give
your severed hand to Daku.”

The griffin in question licked his beak and
made Jom pale some. The man said “Agreed, Mage. In five days we
will find the winner.” His eyes looked calculatingly over not only
the toothbrushes, but also at the trinkets and well made weapons.
Eventually he said “I’m being honest here, but even for half of
these I don’t have the ability to pay outright. But here is what
I’ll do… I can outright pay the price for the toothbrushes and
toothpaste and about an extra eleven gold for all the bows and half
those fancy spears… but the others and the trinkets I’ll trade
outright from my shop’s supplies. What is it you require?”

Elder Metak answered “We mostly require metal
and leather, or clothes good enough for winter.”

A slow smile appeared on the owner’s face.
“Then you’re in luck. I just bought two hundred sheets of uncut
leather. But that, should you choose to trade for the lot, will be
the price along with the remainder of the promised money. Metal and
clothes you’ll have to buy from Vok’s, our smith, or Mille’s next
to my shop.”

Elder Metak stood to say “We must discuss
your offer.” and walked towards an empty piece of land with his
mates and the towering chieftain. Jom watched the calm discussion
though he couldn’t hear. Several minutes passed before the group of
eight returned. The elder nodded “We accept the trade.”

“Good, we will go to my shop first to fulfill
the transaction.” Jom said.

Soon the remaining bags were loaded in the
last cart and the driver knew right were to go.

Lastly the boats were looked over. The exotic
design and system tantalized the fishermen to start a bidding war
for each boat. They knew that the covered arms could easily hold a
man or heaps of fish. Out of fifteen bidding men, the top six each
got a well designed boat that is also seaworthy if needed.

“That’s it everyone!” Cage shouted. “Let’s go
do what we came here for! Have the time of your lives!”

There came a cheer, but mostly it came from
those who waited all morning. Cage smiled when he saw Cillian lift
Sean up to sit on his shoulders. Not wanting to be left out, Rena
came running and got her wish to be carried just like her brother.
As the warlock moved over to his family Cage said “Cillian, that
went better than either of us expected. It took only just over an
hour.”

“Surprised me too. I think it has to do with
how defensive your people are. The honor and words oddly put me at
ease. I can trust those who are direct. Even if they told me I was
going to die, I’d feel honored enough that they wouldn’t sneak up
and slit my throat.” The mayor replied.

“Why do you think Meeka and I fit right in?”
That got Cillian laughing. “Besides, they are loyal, even after
death. If you have them as a friend that is. Even from birth the
children are taught to be this way.”

“I’m still more impressed by how articulate
Rena is. She speaks more like an adult than most I know.” Cage
didn’t need to see Rena to know she was giving a toothy grin.

Cage began to walk with Cillian while
their three women were having a deep conversation of their own. “I
noticed that too. My people do not talk down to kids unless there
is good reason. Rest of the time they are direct and articulate,
taught to be so as soon as they begin to speak. Besides, my kids
are special and are growing each day. Sean’s actually chosen a hard
path. He decided he wants to not only be a warrior
and hunter, but also a healer. He
spends hours alongside Meeka, learning.” Cage reached up and
tickled Rena’s side through the seam of her small shirt. “and this
little rascal might be small, but she learns and practices all day
long. She’s the top of all children when it comes to reading and
writing while sixth in combat.”

“Combat? She’s so young.”

Rena answered. “Dad teaches the whole tribe.
Mother told me why children need to fight. What if she died and
stupid men come for me? I would need to save myself. If I do not
fight, I will be taken or killed myself.”

“Wise council, young lady.” Cillian said,
personally admitting that he could see such things happening.
Still, teaching a child how to kill didn’t sit right with him.

The large group soon headed for Kote and the
Fall Harvest with great expectations.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


Arriving at the heart of Kote was rather
memorable. Cage had wondered how the Fall Harvest would change his
view of the town from its usual old western feel mixed with
medieval appeal to be let down slightly. Sometimes he had to remind
himself that these people do not have the means or the knowledge to
really dress up the town for a true celebration. What had changed
were unlit torches which lined either side of the wide dirt road.
There were vendors outside and between buildings, selling food and
all manner of objects. A wooden platform had been erected in the
center of town, around the quaint water well. Several tent-like
shelters were spread throughout for shade. Some even had chairs for
people to rest.

The largest difference is that nearly all the
locals were in town, wearing their finest clothes. Women wore
colorful, flattering dresses, had their hair done and displayed
humble jewelry around their wrists, neck and ears. Men had either
groomed their beards or shaved cleanly. Many slicked their hair or
brushed it in handsome ways. Nearly all the men wore either knives
or swords. The distinguishing difference between these blade
wielding men is that only the home guard wore gloves with Kote’s
brand burned into the leather. Brushed and cleaned horses were
either ridden or stalled in one of the dozen stables behind the
buildings. Even from a distance, Cage saw there were more than the
four hundred or so who live here and he suspected these additions
were either family coming down or merchants seeking to make a few
extra coins.

Townspeople began pointing to the south,
noticing the large group coming ever closer. Beside him, Cage
noticed Daku smiling, likely overhearing whispers and conversations
that no human naturally could. Cage figured they would have similar
reactions that first greeted them earlier by the lake. After all,
it wasn’t everyday they got to see not only the last living
griffin, but also the might of just over two hundred Utala.

Cillian looked up at his grandson. “Alright,
Sean, time to get off.” The boy soon stood on his own two legs.
Rena also climbed down her dad’s back, using his robe to drop down
safely. The mayor turned to the large group. “Men, go set up the
food over by the stage. Utala, enjoy yourselves while I tell my
people what you wished to be said. Cage, after you finish business
with Jom, come by my office to claim the coins for all the food.”
With that, he took Tiffa’s hand and they walked to the curious
crowd, calling for everyone to meet at the center of town for an
important announcement.

Cage gained his people’s attention as three
loaded carts of food followed the mayor. “Go and get accustomed to
the town. Enjoy yourselves. Talk to different people. I know most
of you are afraid, but in reality they will be more afraid of you.”
Ren seconded the words and said it is so. “I’ll finish the trade
and come back as soon as possible. If you have questions, feel free
to ask. And remember the festival will last no more than five hours
after nightfall. When those torches start to go out we’ll all meet
at the north end of town and go to Cillian’s. I’ve already sent our
tents and all the supplies there so it’ll be ready when we
arrive.”

Then the bulk of Utala spread out as planned
to visit their new neighbors. They stayed in large family groups,
going in different directions and began to mingle. Brooke and Meeka
held hands while Sean and Rena did the same to not get separated.
Meeka led the way, showing the best places she’d known for her
twenty one years of life here.

Just Metak accompanied Cage to Jom’s business
to finalize the trade. Cage enjoyed the elder’s expression as he’d
never seen so many supplies not only for travelers, but for day to
day necessities. Jom let the two browse as he stepped in the back
room to retrieve the agreed coins, which caused him to drop by half
its contents. He then sat the gold, silver and a few coppers on the
table and began trips to throw the fresh leather from the tannery
out. As he did this, Metak approached the table to select one of
the skins to find it to be larger than himself. “Cage, this leather
is very well made. The trade is worthwhile. We can make proper
clothes with these. They have been stretched and softened to
perfection. Our people will do much better now. My worry for our
people is gone.”

“Personally, I think such assumptions lead to
vulnerability which tends to find a way to bite you in the ass.”
Metak seem to enjoy the imagery of those words. Cage gave a quick
glance around. “So do you see anything we might need?”

“I saw wax candles and those things called
lanterns that could be useful. And those coils of rope would be
great when we are ready to depart.”

Jom huffed as he sat the last of the stack
down. He blinked when he found Cage and the spear carrying elder
bringing two dozen oil filled lamps and two crates of candles.
“Three silver.” He quickly said while wiping sweat from his brow.
When Cage gave a nod, the chandler withdrew the cost from the coin
bag beside the leather. “Anything else needs doing or are we
settled for now?”

“For now.” Metak answered. Jom smiled.

“Then you both better step back.” Cage
explained and the two men complied. Cage had to draw from his gems
for the earlier teleportation was by far the largest and draining
single use of magic he’d done in a long time. Fortified, Cage
looked at all the supplies on the table and let the flow of energy
leave him to mold a spell which surrounded the supplies in an inky
light. As it was consumed fully, a faint pop later and the gear
disappeared.

Jom’s jaw dropped at seeing magic up close.
He came forward and swiped his hand through air where leather and
crates once sat. “What did you do?”

Cage grabbed the coin bag and handed it to
the elder. To Jom, the mage said “You don’t really think I’d tell
my secrets to just anyone do you? I’ve got an image to uphold.”
Cage grinned. “An air of mystery keeps things interesting don’t you
think, Jom?”

“I guess so.” The man didn’t seem confident
in answer.

“Come on, Metak, let’s go enjoy
ourselves.”

They left the shop, allowing Jom to get his
newest acquisitions out and ready to be sold. The elder and warlock
spotted a small group waiting outside the store, already hearing
about the new goods and wanting to get a first look or be the first
to buy. Cage noticed a few memorable faces of locals who parted
once they recognized him. The elder chuckled when they passed and
watched the groups file into the store eagerly. “Seems the
temperamental man won’t get a moment to rest.”

Cage nodded in full agreement. Daku moved out
from behind two buildings and drew more attention. “Cillian is
almost done speaking to the flock.” Daku pointed and Cage looked to
the center where the people crowded to listen.

The mayor stood upon the ten foot tall
circular stage with six elders, Brooke and Meeka by his side. Even
from a distance of a hundred yards the three noticed he was more
eloquent in the warning of the Utala, using less graphic words, but
still getting the point across. The three held still, watching the
crowd’s reaction closely. Many of the Utala stood together, but the
more confident warriors stood among the populous. The townspeople
gave wary glances to the mostly revealing people, but weren’t
unkind. Cillian stopped the speech when Meeka whispered in his ear.
He then spoke about the alliance the Utala would bring to fight
when danger should ever come. Only then did the people of Kote
breathe a sigh of relief in unison. The speech ended a minute later
with Cillian saying “And let this be the official beginning of the
Fall Harvest and welcome our neighbors! Eat! Drink! And enjoy!”
Cillian’s words were met with cheer from the citizens and
Utala.

“I must go tell my mates how well the trade
went.” Metak said and walked off.

Daku and Cage held still in the center of the
road, content for a few minutes to simply watch as the Utala spread
apart in family units. Few residents had the nerve to approach the
warrior tribe alone, but in small groups they began to tensely
socialize. The quickest to make friends were all the young
children. Some tribal warriors wished to see the swords and knives
the men of Kote carried and Cage smiled as the ice had finally been
broken. The Utala found handshaking an odd custom, but they were
quick to adapt without feeling they would dishonor themselves by
not compromising on another’s territory. Cage also chuckled when he
spotted Jada in a green dress that brushed around her knees and the
woman who wanted to trade wore the strap and bottoms. He didn’t
know when it happened, but those two traded and became fast
acquaintances. As Cillian and the others walked down the platform’s
steps they watched as a band ascended and brought with them and
assortment of woodwind, drums and guitarlike instruments. When they
began to play an exciting tune the people became more animated.
Some Utala families found willing guides to show them all there is
to see. He watched as he had given every adult who came, two silver
to use and pay for the treats, exotic food…

Cage and Daku looked down when they saw Sean
running towards them with a bright smile. “Dad! Daku! They have
games!”

The boy stopped to catch his breath. “Where?
I haven’t seen any games.”

His brown eyes twinkled as he looked up and
took his dad’s hand. “I’ll show you! Come on! Rena and some of the
others are already waiting in line.”

Cage was dragged around the bulky crowd with
Daku purring playfully and following, gaining many curious eyes.
Past the platform, Cage found where he had missed seeing several
games of skill and fun. There were knife throwing competitions,
foot races, one that looked like a variation of horseshoes, but
instead of ringing a vertical pole you had to hook a horizontal bar
and see how many spins the shoe could make before falling. It
presented a great challenge and made Cage grin. There weren’t any
prizes or cost to play. The only prize would be pride in one’s
self. There were thumps of chopping and he found a wood splitting
competition. Next to it in the open area were men running with tall
logs who when reaching a line of rope, stopped and flipped the
large lumber end over end to see who could reach the furthest.
There were even javelin tosses.

Sean could see his dad’s mounting excitement.
A bright grin, darting black eyes and jerking motions couldn’t be
disguised from the unexpectedness. Even Daku had a very similar
expression. “See what I mean, Dad.”

“Sweet!” Cage said. “I don’t know where to
begin. I want to try them all!”

Three lilting laughs drew their attention
towards Meeka, Brooke and Tiffa. Tiffa asked “Surprised?”

“Hell yeah I am!” his eyes changed direction.
“Meeka, why didn’t you tell me about these competitions?”

Meeka smiled widely in a cocky way. “I didn’t
want to miss your expression if you knew beforehand. Was I right or
was I right, My Love?”

Brooke laughed, wiping a jovial tear
away. “So worth keeping it secret, Meeka Love. Cage Love, it is so
hard to truly surprise you.
These competitions, as I’m told, is all that keep these days of the
celebration from as you say, being bored out of your
mind.”

Tiffa added “And the lumber competitions help
keep our hearths going all winter long. We make it fun since
felling frozen trees are nearly impossible.”

“Then why don’t you shave off the bark from
bases of tree?” he asked.

Because of his and Daku’s presence, many were
quiet so they could listen.

“Why would we do that?” The matron healer
inquired.

“If in the summer you scrape off all the bark
it will allow all the sap to flow out. By the time winter comes,
most of the water will be gone from the tree, making it much easier
to chop down, even in the height of winter. It’s an old trick one
of my friends back home did since his family lived with six
constant months of winter every year.”

“I’ve been a woodsman all my life and I’ve
never heard of such methods.” Cage turned to see a large man with a
thick beard speaking to him. Cage found it hard not to laugh, but
restrained himself for the man easily embodied the very definition
of a lumberjack, even down to the axe strapped to his back.

“Try it if you do not believe me.” Cage
responded. “I’ve already shaved a few back home. It won’t hurt you
to try and if it doesn’t work to your satisfaction you can boast a
mage didn’t know he was talking about.”

The woodsman grinned and thumped his own
chest. “That I’ll do, Mage. Sorry for interrupting you.”

“Nonsense!” Cage laughed. “You just made up
my mind. I’ve never been in a log splitting competition before.
Want to have a go?”

The man drew his axe. “Never thought I see
the day a mage would do actual physical labor or have the gall to
challenge me. Name’s Otis and I ask you not to cheat like the
stories told of mages.” Hearing the woodsman’s name didn’t make it
any easier for Cage not to bust out laughing at his initial
observation.

“I’m Cage and you won’t need to worry. I’ll
only resort to magic if I’m attacked by another mage or if there is
no other way of survival.” Cage interlocked his fingers and popped
a few tense joints while whispering a keyword that snapped his robe
into comfortable fitting pants. Cage pulled his arms through his
sleeves and tied the sleeves around his waist.

“Why are your arms black?” Otis asked.

“Magic from a man who wanted me to have arms
and feet stronger than metal. I can catch a sword barehanded and
not worry about being cut.”

“Wouldn’t mind having that myself. The
millers too would greatly want the same for many lose fingers
grinding up harvests. Can I speak to this mage and get…”

Cage shook his head. “Sorry Otis, he
died a long time ago. And I
haven’t a clue as to how he made my armguards or boots.”

“Pity.” The woodsman laid the axe across his
shoulders. “Come, let us see who’s better, Cage the mage.”

Cage shook his head at the lame pun and
followed him over to the more open north end of town where the
splitting took place. They stood fifth in line, bringing quite a
crowd where news spread of the competition between Otis and the
mage who survived Meeka’s curse. Many of the Utala came to witness
as well. Cage watched techniques of men chopping as fast as they
could without chopping off their own feet. They cut a wedge on the
side of the wood while standing atop and before reaching the center
they spin around and work the other side till the center breaks and
the cord of wood splits. When the first two finished a team of men
picked up the larger chips and tossed them in barrels before
kicking the pieces over into a large pile. On the left side laid
stacks of cords of wood five feet high and over a hundred long.

Fifteen minutes lapsed before Cage and Otis
were next. Cage was handed an axe while the woodman preferred his
own. The edge was keen, but not overly so and the length was
adequate. The two stepped solidly on the set logs and Daku
approached. “On your mark!”

“You can speak!” Otis exclaimed. “I didn’t
know you could!”

“Yes, I can speak. Are you going to stare at
me all day or are you going to chop trees for fun?” The griffin
asked not unkindly. In answer, Otis cleared his throat in
embarrassment before firmly lifting the axe over his head like Cage
did. “Get ready…” Daku looked at both men to see them entirely
focused on the task and waiting for the signal. The griffin shot a
wing straight up while commanding “Begin!”

Axes fell down with great force and were up
again, following lines etched with charcoal in the pine bark.
Cage’s greater height actually was a disadvantage, even with all
his training. He powered each chop, but as he reached the proper
depth and turned, he stole a glance at Otis who had already turned
and pumped his great muscles with more efficiency than the mage.
Cheering rose an octave as the two fought harder and harder. It was
impossible to tell one screaming voice from another. Sweat poured
off both shirtless men along with slivers of wood.

“And we have a winner! Otis!” Daku’s voice
roared over all others. Cage was in the middle of arching his back
when the call came and stumbled. The roundness of the log rolled
out from beneath and fell hard on his back, eliciting a crowd wide
laugh at his expense. Cage’s chest rose and fell rapidly from
exertion as a shadow cast over him in the form of the woodsman.

“Well played, Mage. Maybe you
should have used a little magic to
stand a chance.” Otis said and offered a hand.

Cage took the offering and was helped to his
feet. “But then where would be the fun? I can slice through the log
in a second otherwise.”

“You jest.” The man chuckled. To prove a
point, Cage conjured his trusty black sword with the ultimate
sharpness and approached the log. With a single swing of his arm
the blade slid through with no resistance. Then with a surface as
smooth as glass the end three inches fell to the ground as the
blade vanished. “I stand corrected.” Otis let out a deep belly
laugh and clapped a hand on Cage’s shoulder. “I’m still going to
boast I best you this day.”

“Go right ahead. You earned it. I’m going to
go try that log toss thing.”

“You mean the Caber Toss? You’ve never tried
that before either?”

“Nope.” He popped the p.

“Then I challenge you this time. Come friend, I’ll show you how
it’s done!”

While waiting on the other challenge Cage and
Daku watched as some of the townspeople challenged the Utala who
gladly used the opportunity to further relations. Soon he found
Zatal with one of the other men doing the log splitting and when it
was over he was surprised to see Meeka and Brooke challenging each
other. Cage didn’t get to see who won, but it looked clear Meeka
was in the lead.

Otis explained the Caber Toss by example. The
log was quite heavy and difficult to control, requiring a firm
grip, strength and accuracy. Cage made a successful flip, but the
accuracy was beyond pitiful. Otis and several others fell down
laughing hysterically. Truth be told, Cage wasn’t even holding
back.

Everyone was impressed when Daku asked for a
Caber. His talons dug into the one he was given and with a single
mighty thrust, tossed the long and heavy piece of wood like the
best Kote had to offer. The griffin strutted proudly.

It wasn’t any prettier at the horseshoe toss.
Cage hit the horizontal bar with every toss, but he managed only a
single successful loop while Otis ringed two with every average
third toss.

But that all changed when it came to knife
throwing. Rena complained when she and Sean tried it and came over
when he was trying horseshoes, making that place the next target.
When he and Otis came to it and were ready, the husband and wife
workers handed the two of them three knives. It became clear with a
single flick of the handle. “You’re right.” He told the kids. To
the adults he said “These knives are all unbalanced. Otis, let me
see yours.” The man passed his over “These are too.” and took them
back after the test. “If this isn’t some trick, you’ll allow me to
correct the balance.”

“But my grandfather made those knives.” The
wife said “There is nothing wrong with them.”

“Really?” Looking down at his daughter he
said “Rena, throw both your and your brother’s knives at the
target.” Rena instantly drew her little knife and threw it within a
half inch of the bulls eye, the blade stuck. Sean handed his over
and she threw it almost center, also blade first. “Now do it again
with these.” She tossed all three in quick succession. Only one
landed and held at an awkward angle, the others bounced, but the
one that did stick was way off the mark. “If my seven year old
daughter can tell something is wrong, so should you. Will you let
me fix the balance so it doesn’t look like this game is
rigged?”

Silently the husband returned the kids their
knives and returned the three. With a nod Cage balanced the knife
over three fingers and others watched as the wooden handle became
longer as the center hilt shrunk. It took several moments, but when
he found the center of mass balanced properly, he handed it to Sean
who had been training with some of the boys to down birds or fish
with a blade. Sean hit the red center while Cage fixed the other
two, allowing Sean to do as his sister had and each toss was right.
Otis didn’t say a word, just handed his over while the man and
woman watched in embarrassment. Otis then got his three and grouped
his all within three inches from the center.

When Cage got his turn he held two blades in
his right hand and one in the left. He flung his arms in quick
succession, silencing everyone who watched. In under a second Cage
flung two knives side by side, in the center ten paces away. The
third and final shot hit dead center, squeezing directly between
the two so tightly nothing had a chance to vibrate.

“If I didn’t believe you were honest I’d
swear you just used magic.” Otis commented.

“Then the blades wouldn’t have spun end over
end. If I had, the knives would have shot straight like fired from
a bow. Care to see?”

“No, I believe you are that good. I knew you
were more versed in weapons and fighting back when you cut the log.
Only master swordsmen can move with such precision. I’m just
surprised is all… especially that you’ve never entered a log
splitting or Caber contest.”

“Dad, I’m getting hungry.” Sean said.

“Me too, Bud.” Cage turned back to the
lumberjack. “You’re welcome to come. I grew bananas for this event
if you want some.”

Otis pat his stomach. “Already had two
myself. I got them before we met. Thank you greatly, Cage. We never
get bananas this far down. They were good, just as when I had my
first and only as a lad, for my coming of age celebration. I’ll
likely see you tomorrow. Next time I’ll bring my family.”

“They aren’t here?”

“No, we live on Kote’s outskirts. It is a
half a day’s journey from here.”

Cage quickly understood the underlying reason
quite clearly. He put a hand in his pocket and whispered “One gold
coin.” to pull it out. “Here, this should cover cost for Big Tim’s
inn above the tavern or Lakr’s down the way.”

Otis shook his head and pushed the rare gold
away. “No, keep it. We’ll make do.”

Cage smirked wryly. “Otis, you do
realize arguing with a mage is rather pointless? I could slip it in your bowels and
you’ll find it in the most expensive shit of your life or I could
adhere it to your forehead indefinitely.” Otis’s expression
downturned. “I can always make more money with my skills. Take it
for all the fun and excitement you’ve shown me or for your family
to sleep in a dry bed. Take your pick. Either way you
are going to take it.”

“Then for my family.” Otis decided and took
the gold, something that would easily take a half year’s labors to
make. “Would you have really done that?”

“Nah!”Cage laughed and pat the man’s back.
“Probably would’ve slide it in your pocket without you knowing. By
the time you would have figured it out you’d be home and have no
excuse other than to take it. Go and bring some banana’s home while
you’re at it. I’ve already decided that since bananas are so rare
in these parts and aren’t difficult for me to rear, nearly every
trade my people have with yours will have some.”

“I thank you for your generosity.”

“It’s rare anyone can kick my ass half as
well as you did today. Be ready for a rematch.”

Otis grinned as widely a Cage, feeling a good
rivalry bloom. “Farewell.”

“Alright kids, let’s go get something to
eat.” Cage said as the man parted ways.

“I’m done for today.” Daku said. “I’ll go to
Cillian’s and catch a few mice. Maybe even torment Sassy a bit.”
Daku expanded his great wings, forcing some to back away. With a
powerful leap and drop of the wings, the griffin took flight,
giving the city a true look at magnificence and awe.

Because of his departure Brooke, Meeka and
Tiffa came over. Cillian wasn’t far behind. Cage explained the
reason he’d left and where they were heading so Cillian said “Good,
while we go eat I can bring you the agreed upon money for all the
wondrous food.”

“So who won?” Cage asked his women.

Meeka gladly explained. “I beat Brooke at the
log cutting and Caber Toss, using kinds for women, but she beat me
with archery, racing and horseshoes.”

Brooke smiled to her lovers before down at
the children “Have you been enjoying yourselves?”

Sean and Rena gladly told just how much fun
they’ve been having.

By the mayoral, whitewashed building Cillian
walked inside and upstairs while the rest moved over to the food
stands which gave out free food, nearly all came from Cage’s
personal crops. Behind the counter of large woven bowls filled with
fresh fruits, vegetables, and meat were five working to feed the
masses. Behind them were several large bags that had been brought
for trade. It clearly wasn’t every bag, but then again, it wouldn’t
be good to give everything away all in a day. One thing Cage did
notice is that the free bananas and other rare fruits he took for
granted were being given away faster than he estimated. Meeka had
clearly been underestimating just how badly some foods were taken
for granted.

Sitting on one of the many benches, eating a
hearty meal and listening to the band play in the slowly darkening
day Cillian exited with a bag of coins and gave them to Cage who
pocketed the lot. They all ate, listening to the children regaling
their stories again and again, trying to outdo the other.

 


As the hours passed Cage sat on another bench
with Meeka and Brooke sitting to either side with their heads on
his shoulder, lightly sleeping. He watched as the tribe became more
and more comfortable with these other people. Hands weren’t always
on weapons and the families became more sociable. He knew from body
language that certain questions arose that made the Utala more
defensive for they were bound by tribal law not to answer certain
topics. More than once he was approached by a tribal brother or
sister for questions asked by others they didn’t know if it should
be answered. Mostly it was a clear no.

Torches were lit all along the road as the
music became calming and a breeze clearly spoke that the seasons
were changing. Cage relaxed as he had an arm around either
slumbering woman, enjoying how good they felt.

But it wasn’t to last.

The seven elders approached with a group of
tired children, Rena and Sean included. Cage gently shook his
shoulders, waking the slumbering beauties. The two yawned nearly in
unison to look around and realize how late it had gotten. “We miss
anything?” Meeka rubbed an eye.

“Nothing of interest. It looks like we are
about to leave and turn in for the night.” He answered.

Brooke stood and stretched as more of the
Utala broke off conversations when they noticed the elders and most
children gather. The priestess nodded to Metak’s unspoken question
and gave a quick series of whistles. No Utala disregarded the call
to leave. Horses were whistled for and the un-tethered steeds
seemed to magically appear from all over. Each trained horse found
their owner while they checked their packs. Most children were dead
tired and needed help climbing.

“Heading out?” Came Cillian’s voice.

Brooke turned and gave a nod. “Yes, we will
be leaving for tonight.”

“Alright. There are few hours left till I can
call an end to tonight. I shall see you all later. Today went much
better than I expected. The worst injury was Elder Metak’s… Well,
you know the way to my home.”

“Today was wonderful.” Brooke admitted as she
mounted a horse and helped Meeka up.

Cage led the way northward, walking and
listening to his friends speaking of all the fun they had. Most of
the children were already asleep before even passing the last
building. Only about two or three didn’t fully enjoy themselves.
Since it had gotten too dark to walk properly several got
permission to carry torches. Cage even supplemented a few floating
orbs so none stumbled.

When they were a good mile from Kote Cage
walked alongside the horse carrying his sexy mates. “Meeka, have
you decided to sing for the celebration yet?” She shyly shrugged
with uncertainty. “Well I think you should.”

“Why? I’m not good singing in front of
crowds”

“You’ve sung in front of all of us.” Brooke
pointedly meant the tribe.

She glanced behind her shoulder. “Yes, but at
the time it really didn’t feel like it was really me singing. I was
really stressed, especially being naked in front of you and
everyone else… I slowly became comfortable around everyone, but the
people in town… I don’t know how well to explain. They don’t know I
can sing. Because of my bracelet they aren’t as afraid of me as
they used to be…”

“But you have the most beautiful singing
voice, Meeka Love. I want everyone to hear you and be jealous that
Cage and I have you all to ourselves. You should sing, we all love
your voice.”

“I don’t know.” She looked down and away.

“Would you do it if you knew you weren’t
alone?” Cage asked.

“What do you mean?”

“How would you feel if we did something none
in Kote have ever experienced?” Meeka asked for more and he laid
out what he had been planning for awhile. “I actually wanted to do
something like this, but I was too busy all month to try and work
out how. If we practice, do you think we can do it for the grand
finale on the last day?”

“You’re serious?” She asked skeptically.

“Sure am. I want this celebration to never be
forgotten.”

Meeka smiled before shaking her head. “I can
only imagine… I will only do it if I know the two of you will be
with me.”

Brooke wrapped her arms around her and gave a
soft kiss. “I will always be with you. I don’t keep you around just
for great sex or to fondle your breasts. I love everything about
you and want to share you with everyone to show how happy I am that
I can be so close to the woman I love with all my heart. I would be
glad to be by your side just to hear you sing. I cannot sing well,
but my dances are refined.” She felt the tension in Meeka ease as
she sank back in her chest and turn just so to give her a loving,
thankful kiss.

“Thank you, My Love.” Meeka loved it the way
Brooke smiled.

Elder Shania walked over, eavesdropping.
“Instead of it being just the three of you… We have five good
singers who would complement Meeka’s superior voice and several
dancers to join you, Brooke. Cage, we could show our new trading
partners we aren’t entirely bloodthirsty. If Meeka would be willing
to teach our singers some of her native songs we could keep
building our friendship between our peoples. What do you
think?”

“Good idea, Shania!” Cage exclaimed and
rubbed his rough chin. “Sean’s been practicing with an ocarina I
made him almost every night in his bedroom and is getting pretty
good. If he took my place and played with a few other good
musicians I would be free to really make an impression to highlight
the event.”

“We’re really going to do this?” Meeka just
had to ask.

“Damn straight. I want my first year on this
world to keep being exciting and to bring a little of my own here.
You need to at least have a glimpse of what a real party is like.”
He laughed.

“You mean beyond the orgasms you lance
gives?”

Those listening began to laugh at Brooke’s
words, her lovers included.

Finally Meeka said “I’ll do it so long as I’m
not alone. I know just the songs I can teach my sisters. We’ll get
started tonight, but don’t tell Father or Mother. This should be a
great surprise.”

“You will have what you need.” Elder Shania
said with a bit more enthusiasm.

“Meeka, tell me which songs you’ll be singing
so I can begin practicing.” Cage said.

The healer shook her head. “I haven’t sang
the songs in a long time so you wouldn’t know them. There will be
four appropriate to all this so you’ll have to listen when my
sister singers are ready…”

It took about a good hour of walking to reach
Cillian’s. Daku met up with everyone and said everything is well.
Cage led the way to the barn where he had Jumped all the gear the
tribe would need for the five days of the celebration. Food,
teepees and a few tools. The tribe was greatly surprised to finally
see the trades made with Jom and many men and women smiled or
sighed for the leather would make good clothes. Everyone worked
quickly by pulling out the teepees that were not needed since Cage
not only made better shelter out of trees, but that most of the
tribe had come.

Firewood was gathered by the young while
adults prepared the structures. Building, eating and getting warmed
by a fire went faster than expected and four hours before Cillian
and Tiffa were spotted by a young hunter placed near the road, they
got in a good initial practice. The hosts wished to say goodnight
to their family, but Cage told most to go to sleep before they had
tried. The few posted to watch over everyone said they were asleep.
The pair understood and didn’t push the issue, heading inside for a
few hours of sleep.

 


“Good morning you two. Where are Cage and
Daku?” Tiffa asked as she sat down with Cillian in the Utala camp
behind their house.

“Left about an hour ago. Doing a morning
run.” Brooke answered as she sipped on a hot drink brought by her
woman’s kind mother. “Usually they do it rather than fighting most
days.”

“They fight?” Cillian asked.

Meeka nodded. “Daku is the only one who can
give Cage what he needs so he doesn’t go out looking for
battle.”

Cillian had to ask “Meeka, will Cage go
battle-mad? You know of what I speak. You should remember Blio the
Butcher.”

Meeka shook her head. “No, Father, I do not
believe Cage will turn into a cold murderer. Little is truly known
of Cage’s ancestry, but they were a warrior people. He feels alive
when he is fighting, especially against powerful opponents. Father,
you’ve been in the Vlaran army and have seen battle, what was it
like for you?”

“Truly and completely frightening, but”
Cillian admitted as he rubbed an old scar on his forearm from an
old sword strike that nearly took his arm. “in the heat of battle I
knew no other moment of clarity in my life. I hated taking
another’s life, but in all honesty I miss the heat of battle.”

“Then I’ll give it to you.” Came a labored
voice from behind.

Cillian felt himself jerked up from the
ground by the collar of his shirt and thrown on the ground. The
surrounding Utala spread back, eyes wide and frightened. Pain
exploded through his shoulder and hip from the surprised assault.
Instinctively Cillian went for the eight inch blade in his boot.
The attack stirred the blood Cillian had feared he’d never feel
again. With a great roar blasted from deep within his chest he
jumped to his feet and glared at his attacker. First he saw a wide,
feral grin followed by sharp black eyes that had reveled in a life
of danger, cruelty and death, but twinkled with joy. Anger subsided
enough for the mayor to say “Fuck, Cage, why did you attack
me?”

“Sometimes an old hound needs to remember
that he still has teeth. Here I come.” And Cage laughed as he
lunged with a powerful leap, adding a spin rotation. Cage’s legs
split with his left heel coming down.

Hesitation would have severely damaged
Cillian’s face if he was even a moment slower. Adrenaline made it
so Cillian moved just enough to avoid a deadly strike. The mayor
knew that move wasn’t being held back in the slightest and was in a
serious fight for survival. Long forgotten instincts exploded
within the man as he went to hamstring Cage, but the blade cut only
air as the opponent rolled away and swept the ground. Cillian had
never seen such a move from a unorthodox position, but stomped and
heard satisfying snap as he broke Cage’s knee.

Expecting the attack to end there and waiting
for a scream of agony that didn’t come, Cillian stopped and
shouldn’t have as Cage gripped the ground in a spin to a handstand
and his other leg that wasn’t broken buried itself in Cillian’s
middle, knocking the wind out of him and to the ground while the
dagger dropped and flew aside. Only Sassy’s barking inside his
house made noise for an instant.

Laugher erupted from Cage’s lips along with a
loud crack from his knee as he sent a spell to pop the joints back
in place and repair the ripped ligaments all in a few moments. He
then pulled his knees to his chest and thrust them with such force
that he flipped himself to a standing position and sat on his heels
by Cillian’s side. Thick drops of sweat dripped off the warlock’s
chin and he had to wipe some from his eyes. “So how was the feeling
of a good fight again?”

Catching the wind Cillian’s vision swam, but
Cage’s nearby grin gave something to focus on. Silence and the
heavy pounding of his heart drumming in his chest allowed him to
feel what all men crave in their life, excitement. Slowly he
replied “I had almost forgotten… but do not do that again.”

Then Cillian watched Cage stand and his
vision cleared just as he watched his wife run up and smack Cage so
hard his head spun so much from the unexpected swing he fell. Tiffa
said hotly “Get off my property! Now!”

“My Love… I’m fine…” Cillian said.

Tiffa’s angry blue eyes turned to him.
“No! He did the inexcusable and I will not allow him here for the rest of today. Warlock
or not, he knows I do not tolerate fighting at my own home. Get off
your ass and leave too Cillian! I saw how you fought back. Neither
of you are allowed to be here for the rest of the day. I do not
want to look at either of you.”

Being scolded like children had a few
Utala laughing till Tiffa spun her piercing blue eyes to everyone
else. “Do you think I’m joking? We made an agreement and my only
demand was no fighting. You
are all free to camp elsewhere if you cannot restrain
yourselves!”

Instance silence followed and was broken by
Cage rubbing his jaw and sitting up. “I apologize Tiffa. Come on
Cillian before she really loses her cool.” He handed the knife over
and Cillian took it. To the others he said “I’ll see you all later
in town.”

Together the two men got up and walked away
with Daku beside them, laughing in a deep rumble.

“Sorry about the surprise, but I had a
reason.”

The mayor looked up at the smiling, dark
green robed mage brushing off grass from his chest. “I know why you
did it. In the army, new recruits were attacked by their superiors
randomly. Our superiors used to say surprise attacks are what we
needed to get used to for not all wars were honorable. I found in
my younger days that if I was surprised I didn’t need nearly as
long to shed my fears to fight from one moment to the next.”

“Battle instincts.” Daku nodded and looked at
the mayor. “Survival depends on them. The faster you can react, the
better chance you have of surviving. From what I saw back there,
you still have them, Cillian.” He then jerked his furry white head
to get a better view with those large blue eyes. “Meeka takes well
after you and your mate. I wondered if Tiffa could get angry and
found my answer.”

“Yeah, and I felt it.” Cage rolled his jaw, feeling the
stinging after effects from the blow. “Damn, she has one hell of a
swing. If she used a fist she might have even knocked loose a few
teeth.”

Cillian chuckled and look at his shoulder to
see his wife watching them leave and how she held her hurt hand
from slapping Cage’s solid face. Brooke, Meeka and many others
watched them leave in complete silence. “After today, I know I’ll
be hurting, but at least I still got the moves.”

“I can second that. That stomp on my knee was
beautifully done. Was it intentional or done in the heat of the
moment?” Cage wondered.

“Intentional.” Cillian responded. “In the
Vlaran army we’re taught to incapacitate enemies by breaking the
knee if we lost our sword.”

“Hmm…” Cage pondered as he remembered how
well placed the strike had been to break his knee with minimal
effort and with the ability to recover with months of healing, if
it could be done. He’d need to learn that trick if it was a common
soldier tactic and how to watch for it. Then his eyes lit. “Oh
yeah! Almost forgot!” Cage and the others stopped on the road as he
shoved a hand down a pocket, whispered “Cillian’s bow.” and felt
the emptiness slap the desired object into his hand. The Mayor’s
jaw dropped as a longbow was pulled out from the pocket. Standing
four feet tall with a string wrapped around the top Cage handed it
over. “Here Cillian is the combat bow I promised to make.”

Cillian held the bow reverently in one hand
as his other’s fingertips traced the intricate designs of leaves
and the footprints of animals winding throughout the entire bow.
“Beautiful.” He whispered reverently, all bodily pain forgotten.
The elegant curves and beauty made this by far the best bow he’d
ever seen or touched. He found the line and began unwinding it to
string it to the other end. “What is the string made of and how
long were you making this bow for? Many months must have been spent
making something so beautiful.” The reverence in his words made
Cage feel good.

“It took three days actually, but don’t let
others know.”

“You jest.” Cillian finally managed to
securely loop the other end.

“I’m serious, Man. It is made from oak, the
same as what I made my home from. The string is a secret. It is
stronger than average wood and can take hits from a sword without
breaking. What took the longest is designing the patterns which
also function to support tension and break up the solid pattern at
distance so it’ll be more difficult to see. Because it is stronger,
you won’t need to really worry about bugs destroying it like your
last one… Try the pull.”

And Cillian did. “Remarkable. It is just how
I like it.”

“Cillian’s quiver.” Cage whispered and pulled
out a thin wooden tube carrying two dozen three foot long arrows.
He held the strap and drew an arrow. “Here, try it out.” Cillian
gladly took the arrow, notched it to the string, took aim and drew.
An expert release, a soft whoosh and a thump made the new owner
hoot for joy. “I might have made the bow, but it were your
grandkids who made all of the flint-tipped arrows. Sean selected
all the best branches, carved them under careful observation by our
best hunters while Rena took down several birds with her excellent
knife throwing abilities and used the most pristine flight feathers
to fletch each arrow. For the arrowheads, they worked together all
month long to chip the flint rock into shape.”

Cillian’s chest swelled with pride as he
reverently threw the quiver strap over his right shoulder to rest
the material comfortably against his neck, finding the ready quiver
precisely on his hip where it didn’t need to be adjusted. Bow in
hand he retrieved the arrow from the trunk of a pine, put it away
to return. “This is beyond anything I dreamed of, far more valuable
than the pelts I have… I cannot wait to show Ren and my dear
friends.”

“I only ask you tell them who it came from,
not how it was made. If you went around telling it took only three
days I’d be asked by everyone to grow a bow. It is best you play
ignorance. I won’t stop you from showing it off for it was actually
fun to make, but not even my people know I made that for you as a
gift. They need to make their own, and have. Will you do this for
me?”

“I will.” Cillian vowed, understanding what
he meant well enough. “This is a bow worthy of a king. It’s
accuracy is perfect and has great balance. I will use it well when
I go hunting next week. But why did the children use flint?”

“Because metal is hard to come by for my
people. I can make wood as hard as metal if I wanted, but metal
cannot be replaced. We have so little and I’ve used spells and
almost none is raw in my island. Maybe a pound at most. We couldn’t
spare any to make metal arrowheads.”

“Then do you want to head by Vok’s, our
blacksmith first or do you have something else needs doing before
the festival resumes at noon?” Cillian asked and wrapped the combat
bow over his thick chest.

“We can, but my tribe’s going to need some
livestock. I’ll need to by about three dozen head of cattle, goats,
sheep and maybe some pigs.”

Cillian smiled. “Since Tiffa kicked us out,
we should be able to deal will all that beforehand.”

Cage chuckled alongside Daku and headed for
the smith family first…

 


“I’m willing to pay handsomely on behalf of
my benefactor.”

The Bandit Lord looked down from his seat to
a large burly man with an old, but well used sword strapped to his
hip, a ratty crossbow strapped to his back with a holster carrying
many bolts. The obvious henchmen’s odor clearly told the lord he
lived and worked with illegal drugs sold all across the black
market. The leader of the largest underground bandit force in all
of Vlara had quietly listened to the thug’s proposal after letting
him into the camp far to the far outskirts of Zalt.

He clearly ran the bandits and made a fine
living off the wealthy without revealing their wintery hideout in
all the years he’d been in command. How this drug lord’s henchman
found them was a problem the bandits would take care of. Torches
lined the cavern walls while offering respectable heat. Thick gold
rings with gemstones decorated the Bandit Lord’s large fingers and
by his ornate chair sat a great battleaxe only a man of his stature
and size could wield effectively. Other bandits he’d known for
years sat at the table with the henchmen, waiting for any little
excuse to end his miserable life. The long silence came to an end
as the Bandit Lord leaned forward, allowing firelight to deepen his
scarred face and wild brown and grey beard. In a deep gravelly
voice like a landslide he said “Let me be sure I understand what
you are asking. Your boss wants my boys to go over to that pathetic
little town and slaughter the lot for interfering in his
business?”

The henchman was clearly unsettled and it
made the Bandit Lord grin, revealing missing or rotten teeth. He
did manage though to keep his voice rather calm. “Correct. Kill all
the men, take the women for your own if you want. My boss wants to
rid himself of those pests and has enough influence that should you
succeed you and your men won’t need to hide in the caves or outside
populations. You can take the town all for your own and he can make
you not only a more wealthy lord, but an actual lord, recognized by
everyone, including the king. To show he is serious I have hidden
two thousand gold pieces as a preliminary payment” Faces showed
genuine surprise and eyes shifted greedily. “and it will be
accompanied by fifty sturdy swords for your men. If you agree to my
boss’s proposition I’ll give you directions to the stash so you
won’t outright kill me and keep the gold all for your own.”

The Bandit Lord leaned back in the
ancient seat of past brigands and could see his top men already
considering the deal. Two thousand gold was a great pay for killing
a small, easily forgettable town. He had plenty of men to do just
what was asked and the promise of taking all the women, land and
town all for themselves was
too much to resist. They had been making fair coin for their
efforts, but the promised payment would surely last much longer
than three years thieving and killing. “Before we chose to accept,
just who is it that wants us
to do this?”

The henchman had good enough sense not to
tell. “That is not part of the agreement. If the boss gets what he
wants, he’ll likely contact you later.”

“Fair enough. We will have one last romp
before winter and get what’s owed to us for what has been done.
Boys, go ready the men and the boats. We head for the town within
the hour.” The room shouted joyfully and ran for the tunnels, only
the Bandit Lord, two of his trusted and the thug remained. “Now
where is this promised gold and weapons?”

“Allow me outside and I’ll show you.”

“Do it.” The Bandit Lord ordered while
standing and grabbing his great battleaxe. One of his men wrapped a
black hood over the thug’s head and was led out through the
labyrinth of tunnels, passing excited men readying for the last of
the year’s mission. Men parted before the giant man of muscle,
seeing his dark eyes full of life for promised treasure.

Outside the henchman was unbound and led to
his horse while the three bandits followed him to the secret
location. Stashed in an old fox burrow was the loot and before the
Bandit Lord went to rend the thug in half with his hungry blade,
the thug was already riding hard for his life, knowing the kinds of
men he dealt with. The bandit leader put his axe away while
laughing. He knew that whoever sent the man would be worth meeting.
He had met few who had the balls to hire him and still be able to
remain elusive or had men smart enough to have some loyalty. “Come
on boys, let’s go show the others what we got and get ready to
sail.”

“Good thing the river’s moving fast to the
west this time of year. In three days Kote isn’t going to know what
will hit them.”

“Pillaging, murder, rape… I can hardly wait.”
The Bandit Lord grinned with excitement and mounted, ready to have
his fun. The two old comrades mirrored their leader’s sentiment and
followed eagerly.

 


“Are you going to tell me what’s going on
yet?” Cage asked Daku as the Familiar wrapped himself around his
warlock’s neck.

Daku’s bald eagle-like head lifted and
smiled, making his partner sigh and shake his head. “Just wait for
him to come. All my explanations on a certain topic will be shown.
You will finally understand soon enough.”

While waiting on a predetermined bench
outside Cillian’s mayoral office for the past hour with his
Familiar, Cage mentally went over the rest of his morning after
giving Cillian his new bow.

The first stop by the local blacksmith of
Kote was by far the most uncertain aspect of the morning. Hammering
sounds of metal on metal came long before the house came into view.
It was like other homes in the area, but with more smoke rising out
of chimneys. Inside Cillian spoke with the physically large family
of smiths. An older husband called Vok and his wife were hard at
work either making or repairing tools for the townspeople. The
couple had a heavily muscled son in his late twenties to early
thirties and a spirited teenage daughter along with two younger
twin boys. Cage couldn’t take his mind off how odd Daku acted
towards the master blacksmith’s eldest son while he came to an
agreement to buy nearly all the metal the family would part with or
wasn’t theirs to sell. The end price was a pretty penny, but well
worth it. About the time Cage finished the deal Daku returned from
speaking with the younger man of the house. Cage didn’t say a word
at the time, but he was busy gathering all the iron, bronze and
mixed scrap into a large pile. Because most pieces were far too
large to pocket, the only expedient alternative was to teleport all
the acquisitions to Cillian’s barn. The magic truly dumbfounded the
entire family.

Afterwards Cillian led Cage to different
farms who were willing to sell some of their livestock. Over the
course of a few hours, and ten farms later, Cage got all the
livestock he estimated, without buying so many that the families
wouldn’t be able to survive without their own animal resources.

Since noon passed and the festival started
its second day, Cage was told by Daku to wait in this very spot,
even after his people arrived. Brooke, Meeka and the kids stopped
over and explained how Tiffa ranted for nearly an hour before
finally cooling her temper. Meeka had never seen her mother so
angry, but most of the tribe saw it as humorous. If in any other
situation though, his actions would’ve been frowned upon by the
tribe for the assault. Since Cillian had been wanting a little
excitement, it was allowed. Before his family left to go enjoy
another full day of the celebration Cage spotted Tiffa, but she
made it clear through body language that his actions weren’t close
to being forgiven. Also Brooke was proud so much metal was gathered
and already the tribe was well pleased for so much.

“So you finally made it.” Daku said.

Cage looked up as a familiar face approached.
“You’re the man I saw earlier helping your parents at the
forge.”

“Name’s Eoin, son of Vok.” He said and
stopped as Cage stood and looked over the man layered in large
knotted muscles. He had recently bathed since the morning and
shaved off the once thick beard. Eoin wore a shirt that emphasized
his thick chest without sleeves that displayed massive arms only a
man who’s worked all his life at a forge could earn. His hands were
large, scarred and parts of his arm exhibited burn marks from the
forging process. But a horrendous scar marred nearly half his face.
It looked like some animal got in a good swipe.

“And I’m Cage.” They shook hands in polite
greeting. “So are you the one Daku had me wait on?”

Eoin looked at the smaller figure wrapped
around the mage’s neck. “Guess so… he asked me to meet you here
today though he didn’t say why.”

“Zatal!” Daku’s voice carried to the nearby
passing warrior with his five mates and nine children. The Utala
man and his lovers came over. Before they could ask anything he
asked “Please go find Lanna for me and have her come here. If she
asks why just tell her I need to see her for a few moments.”

Zatal nodded and to his mates he asked “Where
was she seen last?”

One said “By the horseshoe challenge. She has
been trying to win against her sister-mates since last night.”

They and their children went through the
crowd in search of her.

Something in Daku’s words clicked in
Cages mind as he looked at Eoin. “So that’s what you’re up to, Daku.”
Playing matchmaker. He thought while
glancing at his Familiar. “Eoin, tell me about
yourself.”

“Why?” The blacksmith asked suspiciously.
“What is it you want of me?”

Cage sat back down. “Just wondering why Daku
is so interested in you so suddenly. It has piqued my interest a
bit. Besides, I doubt you’d be here if he didn’t ask. Why is that?
Nearly every resident is here, but not you without being
asked.”

Eoin deflated somewhat and sat down too. “You
would be right. I’m not comfortable around groups of people to tell
the truth. Besides, if Mother knew I was coming she and my sister
would try and find some poor girl to marry me to. I’d rather be
back home helping Father with the forge, but since you bought all
our spare metal this morning there won’t be much to do till we can
buy some ore from Zalt’s mines… but they won’t be this way for
another two weeks to sell the ore they mine.”

“So you’re a smith? How long have you been
doing that?” Cage wondered.

“Nearly all my life. Father said I came out
of Mother swinging a hammer.” The muscled man admitted. “Even for
the five years serving the Vlaran army as an armor maker.”

“Any children?”

“None. Can’t have children if a woman cannot
see past my scars to share my bed.” Eoin touched his cheek and
jaw.

“What caused the scars?” Daku asked
directly.

Eoin looked at the calm and handsome man,
showing enough emotion that he was envious of the cruel masculine
beauty. Even the odd bird/lion animal was easy to look at. But Eoin
saw the two not showing pity, just curiosity. “Shoeing a horse when
it got spooked by a snake. The hot iron along with the hoof nearly
ripped my face off when I was sixteen. Good thing the mayor’s wife
was nearby checking on a newborn when it happened. Probably would
have…” Suddenly Eoin’s whole demeanor changed in an instant.

Cage was momentarily unnerved, but he watched
the smith’s body suddenly go rigid as if he was shocked by
something. The man’s eyes widened as his lips parted slightly.
Eoin’s pallor first went somewhat pale then flushed all in a
second. At his shoulder, Daku chuckled mischievously and it allowed
Cage to look away from the man’s completely rigid form.

Not thirty feet away stood Lanna, but she too
seemed entirely frozen, mirroring Eoin’s expression. Beside her
were her sister-mates and her man who became unnerved when she
didn’t respond to their questions.

Then Eoin began to move as if he were no
longer in control of his body. Cage watched as the man turned his
head and stood. And the moment Eoin’s eyes met Lanna’s they began
to almost be drawn together like magnets, but neither could move.
They stood, staring at each other in a way that went beyond the
heated gaze of lust. It was a fated union destined for one another.
Lanna mates were quiet and unsettled by how she and the large man
by their chief were looking at each other.

After a long moment of silence that began to
draw attention from those nearby Lanna was the first to ask “Wh…o…
Who are you?”

If Cage didn’t know any better he would have
thought Eoin had heard the voice of the most beautiful creature
alive for the very first time. “I’m Eoin.”

Completely out of nowhere Lanna suddenly
asked in the most sultry voice no one had ever heard. “Do… Do you
want to… challenge me?”

“What?” Eoin asked, still spellbound before
her.

“Lanna Love, what is wrong with you? Have you
been possessed by bad spirits?” Her man asked and the moment he
touched her there came an almost growl from Eoin at the same time
Lanna slapped his hand away as if it burned.

Daku jumped down and grew to the size of a
tiger. “For your own safety, back away for a moment. Lanna has just
met her one true spirit mate.” Lanna’s sister-mates gasped as her
man stared in unbridled shock. “They just met and are bound for
this moment on, but until they return to themselves he will see you
as a rival and won’t stop till you are dead for touching his mate.
Lanna just saved your life by making you remove your hand.” Daku
turned his head to them and her current mate realized she had never
looked at him as she was looking at this scarred outsider. He could
not understand what was happening, but it was not his place to
interfere anymore. Lanna asked for a challenge.

Not registering anything around them, Lanna
said “Fight me… you… must.”

“I…” Eoin cleared his throat, trying to
understand these sudden powerful feelings he had for this ethereal
woman before him. “I cannot fight you.”

“Best me… Shame me not.” Lanna struggled to
keep hold of herself.

Cage stepped forward and between the two, but
they looked around him so they could keep eye contact. “Eoin, she
is Utala. I cannot let the two of you become lovers without a
challenge. Otherwise I’ll have to exile Lanna. Do not disgrace her.
If you beat her you will become a brother of the tribe. The two of
you were meant for each other, but this is our way.”

“But I cannot bring myself to hurt her.” Eoin
responded, unable to take his eyes off the beauty known as Lanna
and she him. “I’ve never hurt a woman before, but to think of
hurting her…” He shook like he was suddenly chilled.

“You don’t have to hurt her. Just take away
her knife and pin her to the ground.” Cage explained the most
harmless way to win a mating challenge.

The blacksmith controlled enough of himself
to say “Fine.”

Cage jumped back, seeing Brooke and Meeka
running over, hearing about what’s happening. He raised his hand
saying “Then as chieftain I will allow this honorable mating
challenge to commence.” Brooke and Meeka stopped, seeing the odd
look of pure love and lust in the pair, understanding everything in
an instant. The priestess gave the nod to her love. Cage then
dropped his hand “Begin!”

It ended in seconds, but it was clear neither
held back. Lanna drew her knife and lunged at her unarmed spirit
mate. She didn’t aim for a vital spot, but she would have damaged
his stomach with such a thrust. Eoin showed he was more than muscle
as he powerfully griped her wrist with an unbreakable hold in a
flash, spun around to take her off balance and used his hip to flip
her body as if she weighed no more than ten pounds and sat on her
stomach. Lanna’s blade dropped from the raw power of the smith and
went still. “I lose.” She crooned happily.

“Eoin has won mating rights from this day
forth unless Lanna is challenged or he loses her and any mates he
claims from this day forth as a Utala brother…” Cage nearly choked
as Lanna’s wrist was released and she grabbed Eoin’s face and gave
him a deep kiss without any hesitation and he couldn’t hold back
any longer.

“Cage, better move them to the forest. They
will begin mating each other shortly.” Daku warned when Lanna began
roughly trying to yank Eoin’s shirt off as he easily pulled her
strap off without any hesitation. Bare-chested, he went for her
lower garment, intending to rip it off too as she removed his
shirt, dropping it.

Immediately Cage sent a spell beneath them
which lifted them together and worked a spell to speed them through
an alley and out to the forest before any more scandalous viewing
could be seen.

Still, everyone nearby stood in shocked
silence at what had transpired.

Then Daku rumbled a deep, resonating laugh.
“Now both she and the rest of you can fully appreciate what it
means to be unbreakable spirit mates.”

“I thought I understood, but I was clearly
underestimating the power because of my personal experiences.” Cage
admitted. “So that’s why…”

“Yes.” Daku nodded and fluffed his
wings. “When I saw him this morning I knew he was meant for Lanna.
It is why I spoke with him and asked he come today. I needed you to
see what it was like from a different, unexpected perspective when
unbreakables find each other.” Then his head turned to her former
mates. “No, she was not possessed.” Her former man and sisters
looked down at him and quit speaking. “The group of you might have
loved her, but deep down none of you could get that kind of reaction out of her now could
you?”

One of the former sister-mates shook her
head. “She always seemed more aloof, wanting to rather spending
more time with our son than being with us. Lanna has never done
anything like that before. Who was that man?”

“A blacksmith here. Daku and I met him just
this morning.” Cage said.

“A metalworker?” Lanna’s former man asked,
suddenly less hurt. “Then I have no objection for the honorable
challenge. I will not challenge either of them since he will make a
good brother. Lanna will bring him to the tribe won’t she?”

Brooke stepped forth with Meeka to say “They
will not likely separate for a long time. The man clearly has great
strength to be able to toss someone of Lanna’s stature so easily.
And I watched closely, she didn’t hold back at all, except maybe
not going for the kill. She honored herself well except not waiting
long enough to leave before having sex before everyone.” She got a
group laugh.

“Not many unbreakables have the great
will to resist the urge to mate like you and your mates do.” Daku
stated. “In fact, those two surprised me by not immediately becoming one. Quite often, first time
spirit mates lose all control of themselves in the moment. I’m
quite impressed with them.”

“Yes, and it seems we have a metalworker in
the tribe for the first time in our history.” Brooke said.

“Good. Now I don’t have to teach someone… if
he chooses to come that is. We have quite a bit of metal that needs
to be worked and I really don’t want to do it.” Cage then
stretched.

“Ho, Cage the mage!” came a booming voice in
the distance. Cage spun around to find Otis riding into town with a
large woman and three teenage children. Two girls and a wiry boy.
Cage grinned, ready to have another adequate challenge. Before they
could meet up, he had to quickly speak with the approaching elders
about what happened.

 


That evening word got to Eoin’s family
and his parents and sister stopped by Cillian’s, wanting to meet
the woman who took him, but the three were excited about the
situation until Cage explained that the new pair were nowhere to be
found. What he didn’t say was that he magically checked on them an
hour earlier and Lanna was riding her lover like there wasn’t a
tomorrow. He didn’t want to intrude on their privacy, but he had to
make sure they were well, not knowing that they were in the process
of making almost frantic love. But when Cage told Eoin’s family he
was very busy at the moment
the mother seemed to beam with pride that her son found
someone.

When they left Cage had a few more hours to
practice with Meeka and the singers since Cillian and Tiffa were
still in town. Cage listened to the songs Meeka chose to teach her
sisters and he had to work hard to get his ideas just right in
timing for the music. Sean took out his smaller ocarina that his
dad made and sat with others who had brought small drums and
instruments to accompany and get the music to be harmonious to the
singers.

Lanna’s ten year old son though stayed with
his father and siblings while she was away, but the boy seemed
happy that his mother was.

 


The next two days were much the same. Lanna
and Eoin hadn’t shown up and stayed out alone in the woods
together. But the rest of the tribe continued learning of their
neighbors ways, but rarely spoke of their own. Tiffa finally
forgave Cage for his actions, but warned both he and her husband it
wouldn’t be tolerated.

New friends were made and all seemed to be
going very well.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


A thrilling sensation woke Cage as he looked
down to find himself all alone in the tent with two naked beauties
who he loved. He saw both were flushed with making recent love
without him and looked down to find Brooke teasing his foggy
awareness by licking his firming lance while Meeka started sloppily
kissing his chest. “Good morning to you two too.” He chuckled and
the husky timbre in his voice made the women smile seductively.

“It’s about to be.” Brooke said a second
before opening her mouth and consuming his lance as best she could.
She got a deep, satisfying groan from him and began stroking what
she could not engulf without choking.

Meeka grinned and forced him back down when
he tried to sit up. Then she threw a leg over his rock hard abs and
let her loose hair tickle his face as she held him down. “We wanted
this day to be perfect.” She said in almost a whisper and leaned
down to take control of his lips.

Cage immediately tasted not only Meeka but
Brooke’s sex on her lips. It excited him greatly. His hands then
grabbed her firm backside which prompted her to use her highly
skilled tongue.

Brooke’s touch lasted all of a moment before
he felt her flower part and consume the entirety of his lance,
gaining an orgasmic shudder from her and a gasping groan from him.
Her hips began to roll as she threw her head back to say “Great
Spirits!” as she took him fully to the hilt.

Their reaction made Meeka grin as she turned
around on his stomach and firmly grabbed Brooke’s moist hips to
take control of how she moved while her man pulled her up to his
face and she felt his tongue go to work while the his stubble chin
roughly rubbed her pleasure bud, causing her to quake, but when
Brooke managed to claim Meeka’s breath they both cried
“Cage!!!”

When Brooke could handle no more she fell
back to pull her mate’s large lance from within and it wasn’t
exposed long as Meeka claimed it for herself. Cage pushed her back
so she fell atop Brooke and deftly pulled his legs around to stand
on his knees and remained inside her from behind. Brooke saw the
widening of Meeka’s sapphire blue eyes as a powerful orgasm was
coming and hugged her to be breast to breast. It came powerfully
upon the blonde, so strong she could not maintain control of her
body as he made her scream in pleasure. Meeka gained some control
as he shuddered within her while Brooke kissed her greedily.

The passion didn’t end till the dawn began to
brighten their tent.

Hot flesh slicked with sweat, Cage caressed
the wonderful women pressed satisfyingly to either side with their
legs wound around his. He liked to watch their feminine perfection
like this. His large hands gently caressing the flair of their hips
while they comfortably lay their heads on his chest and smile to
each other.

A subtle disturbance of voices in the
distance broke their bubble of bliss. “What’s going on?” Meeka
asked as she sat up.

“It is still too early for your parents to
wake.” Brooke said. “We better go see.”

Quickly they all got up, dressed and the
women strapped their weapons to their thigh. Cage opened the flap
to the cool morning air, followed by his mates.

Almost immediately they saw the source of the
excitement while others also slipped from their teepees to see the
reason for voices.

Lanna and Eoin finally returned. In a loud,
commanding voice Cage said “About time the two of you
returned!”

Silence came next as all heads turned to him.
Hand in hand, Lanna brought Eoin over, followed by every awake
member of the tribe. Cage saw Lanna lost much of her fierceness
with the large spirit mate at her side. She looked profoundly happy
and unsure of herself. Both wore clothes, but were so dirty that
they showed haste in putting it on without caring.
“Chief,Priestess…” She said so quickly it was more like one word.
“ThisisEoinandIwantobringhimintothe…”

“Calm yourself, Sister.” Brooke said and laid
a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Your words are too quick to
understand. Breathe. You are too excited.”

Lanna made a show of taking a deep breath and
it really seemed to help the flustered warrior. “Forgive me,
Priestess.” She said much more slowly and gestured to Eoin. “Eoin,
I would like you to meet Chieftain Cage, leader of the Utala tribe.
This is our Priestess, Brooke. And this is their mate Meeka.”

“We met.” Eoin said to Cage and both smiled.
The smith’s eyes had caught sight of something and it turned out to
be Daku coming to land on Cage’s shoulder to wrap himself
comfortably around the back of his neck. “It is a pleasure to meet
you all.”

“I was wondering when you two would show up.”
Cage said. “Today is the last day of the Fall Harvest. We were
getting afraid the two of you would be left behind. You two
hungry?”

“Very. We ate little these past days.” Lanna
admitted bashfully.

With a gesture from the chief, one of the
women left to go gather food for the pair. She returned quickly
with a platter and the two gorged. Worried glances spread through
the tribe as the pair stuffed mouthfuls. Then there came a chuckle
from Daku who said “Take a breath you two. You have come back to
yourselves after joining. Tell me, how do the two of you feel
towards each other.”

The rather quiet Eoin said nothing as Lanna
swallowed her mouthful and wiped her lips. She said “I never knew a
better lance could do what he did to me. It is hard to be here, I
admit. It is difficult to not be with him for some reason, but we
agreed that we had to return.”

“That will pass when you become pregnant.”
Daku stated, matter of fact. “Hunger brought you back, but now you
must focus. You will have plenty of time in three days to be
together. Until then you must resist mating for this critical day
and help. If I see the two of you losing control I will separate
you.”

“Why?” Eoin asked.

“Because you have priorities… if you are
coming.”

“I cannot leave Lanna, but I’ve never felt so
strongly before…”

Brooke held up a forestalling hand and
silence came next. “Eoin, so are you willing to follow Lanna and be
part of this tribe?”

“Yes.” He replied in a direct seriousness
that had no doubt. “Lanna and I spoke on the matter and I cannot
take her from all of you. I have only my parents, little brothers
and sister, but they will understand why I’m leaving and be happy
for me. Lanna says your people are in great need of a blacksmith.
I’m willing to offer my trade if you’ll have me?”

Eager whispers grew till Brooke held her hand
up again. “As it so happens, we are in need of a metalworker’s
skills. My mate is stretched too thin and to add another task will
hinder him. Yesterday I saw how you managed to defeat one of our
best warriors so I need not ask you to do a challenge. You are
strong and will give Lanna worthy babies. So long as you are her
mate and uphold honor for your people I allow you into the Utala
tribe as a brother.” Brooke stepped forward and quickly kissed him
on the lips as part of her duty as priestess.

Eoin staggered back and heard chuckling at
his response. “Why… Why did you just kiss me?”

“Eoin Love,” Lanna took his hand and he
immediately relaxed to give her a smile that stretched his scars.
She returned it with a loving smile of her own. “do not be upset.
Priestess Brooke has brought you into the tribe. Only she has the
right to do such. Neither the chief or elders can allow what she
can. You are now Utala and my official mate.”

“Oh.” He scratched his head. “Does she have
to kiss everyone often?”

Lanna laughed lightly. “No, only once unless
it is for her mates and children.”

“What next?” He asked.

“Mother?” Lanna looked down to her ten year
old son and up to her former mate and sister-mates.

“Eoin, this is my son, his father and my
sisters…”

“Hope you are not mad about the situation… I
didn’t mean for it to…” Eoin stopped when the average size, spear
wielding man held up a hand.

“You do not need to apologize, Brother. You
won Lanna by honorable challenge and I’ve nothing to be upset for.
The chief and Daku explained why it happened. Lanna was never truly
mine, even after our challenge eleven years ago and the son we
share. I am happy you can put a smile on her face. Even my mates
agree she deserves you as a true mate.” The naked women by his side
nodded.

Eoin blinked in great confusion. “You are
more mature than I expected. I actually worried I’d have to fight
again to keep her.”

The other man this time was confused before
understanding. “Ah, but Lanna will teach you what it means to be a
true Utala brother. You won mating rights in honorable combat. None
can dispute you are a powerful man. Your arms are clearly the
largest of our tribe. You deserve the best and I am honored you
have chosen Lanna, Brother. If you take more mates, your brothers
will understand, but if you take too many, be careful of personal
challenges. If you are honorable, we, your brothers, will always
respect you.”

“For Lanna’s sake, I’ll do my best to
understand.”

The warrior woman brushed her covered breasts
against Eoin’s arm and Daku spoke commandingly when the pair was
dangerously close to losing control.

To change the issue Cage commanded “Eoin, you
and Lanna need to regain your strength. Eat and get to know your
new people and what it takes to be Utala. Everyone else!” he
shouted. “Begin taking down the tents and ready for the last day of
festivities. Have everything situated within two hours. Eoin, when
all is done, take Lanna to meet your persistent family and gather
your belongings. We will be leaving Kote first thing tomorrow
morning.” To everyone else he simply gave a clear nod and the tribe
instantly began to do what he commanded.

“Are you ready for tonight?” Brooke asked her
woman as they bound the poles with the leather siding and rolled it
up.

Meeka tied the last knot before responding.
“I hope I do not make a mistake. Our sisters have put much effort
in learning songs they never knew…” She looked down into her hands
with clear hesitation. “So much will go wrong if I make a mistake
tonight. All the hard work will be for naught.”

Brooke laid a hand atop her love’s and drew
them close. Meeka noticed a kind, loving smile and it filled her
breast with warmth. “My Love, I believe tonight will be the most
amazing night of celebration. People will see how amazing you are
and be jealous of your talent.”

“I just worry.”

“Nerves.” Cage said and grunted when he
lifted the collapsed version of the teepee over a shoulder. “Once
the show starts you’ll knock ‘em dead.”

“Who’s dying?” Cillian said as he approached,
hearing only the last part.

Cage laughed as he walked away to drop the
wrapped tent over in by the barn.

“Don’t mind him, Father.” Meeka responded
when she saw the suspicious worry in his expression. “Cage has many
odd sayings that has another meaning.”

“Like hitting the head?” The mayor asked and
saw his daughter nod. “Then what does he mean this time?”

“That I’ve decided to sing…”

“About time you do that.” Cillian interrupted
with a wide smile. “You have a great voice, Meeka, and the town
will love it.”

“But, Father, it won’t just be me singing.
The tribe will be with me to show the honor they feel for how
wonderful these past days have gone. Brooke and others will dance
while some will make music. Five of my sisters will also sing along
with me.” She informed.

Different expressions crossed Cillian’s
appearance none being hesitant or concerned. “When do you plan on
doing this event?”

“Tonight, when the sun goes down.” Brooke
said as she walked over. “Then in the morning we shall leave as it
will conclude our first trading opportunity.”

“Is there anything I can do to smooth your
plans?” He had to ask.

Brooke shook her head, making the beads clack
against her high cheekbone. “No, we will make camp near the lake
after the end to the celebration. After we are finished here our
hunters are going to collect the livestock Cage procured three days
ago. Now leave, our people must finish preparing for today.” She
shooed him off. “We want to have one last practice and do not wish
to have you see it. Collect your mate and go to the village.”

Cillian laughed at being dismissed on his own
land, but was too curious to be upset. He had an inkling tonight
would be great and went to go saddle the horses before going to
Tiffa and telling her the good news on what awaited. After he did
prepare the horses and crossed the distance between the stable and
his house he saw a growing pile of supplies gathered over the past
days of the festival. Around his well pump were groups of unabashed
naked people bathing and getting ready. He heard the beat of drums
and other instruments being tuned one last time while others were
sitting around sharpening weapons or washing clothes in large
buckets.

Before long he collected Tiffa and rode off
when the Utala kindly had them leave per the priestess’s request.
The pair didn’t mind, realizing the unknown made the wait more
exciting.

Cage had everyone do one final rehearsal
before being one of the last to bathe. His mates also cleansed
themselves in the cold well water and used a little piece of soap
to remove the grime. He quickly made his trusty black knife which
shaved only hair. Skin was unable to be cut due to the conjuring
conditions. A few deft strokes left his jaw baby smooth. He slid
into the versatile robe and tied the sash carefully since today was
more ceremonious. He called a wooden comb from his pocket and
brushed his hair to the side while the sides flowed back. Only the
three beads hung on the left side of his temple.

“Love, I’m ready.” Brooke said as she slid on
the new flowing red dress she traded for. She turned her back and
allowed him to brush out her wet ebony hair and braided it in a
unique way which would match all the dancers. By the time he
finished doing her hair Meeka came over in her beautiful turquoise
dress with all the glistening rhinestones, the one she bought back
in Vin’re for the Summer Ball. Cage gave her silky blonde hair a
unique design he’d seen once on a model back on Earth and it drew
attention to her soft neck and smooth features. Some he left loose
to frame her face and highlight her generous mouth, small nose and
her beauty mark that was placed to show her curse. Since Meeka
would be the lead member of tonight, she needed to stand out more
so than usual with her sisters.

The other five amazing singers also came to
him for their hair and the remaining dancers managed to copy
Brooke’s braids.

Soon the camp was broke down, piled in one
large heap. The primary entertainers all wore flattering dresses.
All weapons were cleaned, sharpened and polished for few wouldn’t
be left out. Horses were groomed and everyone was ready and
excited.

Eoin still held Lanna’s hand and said he was
going to hurriedly go visit his family and introduce her as his
wife and retrieve all his equipment before saying goodbye. Those
not participating chose to go with him since he said that he had
many tools and equipment needed to do his trade which needed to
come.

Several family groups also went off to gather
the livestock.

Before leaving around the noon hour Cage
focused on Jumping the great pile of supplies in the safe clearing
he used to hide the boats near the beach last week. It knocked the
wind out of him, Jumping so much at one time, but his diamonds had
plenty to keep him from passing out.

“Mount up everyone! Today’s the last day!” He
shouted and gained many smiling cheers for nothing bad had happened
to upset the first trade between the Utala and Kote’s
townspeople.

 


“May I have a word?” A voice asked
casually.

Cage sat his cup of mead down. The warlock
wanted to test an idea his teacher once said how warlocks couldn’t
get drunk on alcohol and so far he didn’t even feel a buzz as it
was his sixth mug. The drink had a strong yet interesting flavor
and warmed his stomach, but the test proved effective in that the
alcohol turned quickly into sugar and helped give him the much
needed energy boost from the earlier Jump. It was the first time
he’d drank a drop of liquor in years, but now that he knew it
didn’t affect him as it had on Earth and it benefitted his system…
well, he felt more relaxed since his perception wouldn’t be altered
and his reactions weren’t corrupted should there be danger. After
the quick thoughts passed he looked up to find Jom being the one
who spoke by his table where he and his family were eating in Big
Tim’s tavern. “What do you need?”

Jom looked at the tables, almost all were
taken. “If you’re busy I can come back?”

“Not at all. Being the last day and all,
we’re taking it easy and enjoying ourselves. So why do you need to
speak?” Cage asked, glancing at his kids eating a thick stew.

The chandler pulled up an empty chair to
relax and get off his aching feet. “Actually it’s about our wager.”
Cages curiosity rise along with a single eyebrow. Before he could
say the spell to speak only truth Jom said “You win.”

“I do?” Cage said in honest surprise.

The small man nodded. “In truth, I was
actually going to visit you yesterday when the last toothbrush was
sold, but I was too busy to leave the shop. As of right now my shop
is mostly empty thanks to your peoples trades. The weapons went out
by the second day and I have just a few trinkets remaining that I’m
not willing to sell.” This statement intrigued everyone at the
table, but Brooke and Meeka were the most stunned. “To be bold,
those toothbrushes were skeptical, but by the next day when a few
tried it, many women though really wanted it, more so than the men.
They like how their breath is no longer foul and I heard some women
talking how their love lives have returned because of the objects.
And when I ran out of the toothbrushes, the paste was all bought up
the same day. I made a hefty profit because of them.” Jom’s eyes
twinkled. “This Fall Harvest has been the best of my whole life.
When do you think I can get more? If these days are any indication,
traders from far and wide will be coming for these goods.”

“That is the real question.” Cage shrugged.
“Twilight’s Third Council will be studying the toothbrush effects
here and will tell me their findings. I have one contact there
thanks to my teacher’s influence who will tell me their decisions.
He’s my aid and will let me know when I can make more. I have
gotten all rights to the design so no mage is allowed to distribute
toothbrushes without my written consent. But until Twilight lets me
know their decision on this test, I cannot make anymore. They’ve
never even thought about dental care since mages do their own. They
never thought of prevention, just getting paid to magically correct
non-mage teeth.”

The man grimaced, obviously not wanting to
wait and willing to buy many, many more. “Unfortunate… When will
the Utala be ready to trade again?”

Brooke answered “Likely in the spring.”

“Why so long?”

“Because there is too much to do before
winter keeps us home. We will be too busy preparing, but during the
winter is where we make most of our tradable supplies.”

“And” Cage added. “it will be impossible to
make a proper canal from the ocean to the lake so my boats can
simply sail instead off offloading and walking along the stream.
Cillian said he’d need to discuss it with the town council before
allowing me to do it. And my priorities will be occupied all winter
long for my people. Spring will be the earliest I could widen and
straighten the river. Sorry man, trading is now on our lowest
priority. You’ll have to make due till we can come back. So far my
people are optimistic that we can continue to…”

There came a bloodcurdling scream in the
distance which had every Utala on their feet. Being nearest the
open door of the tavern, Cage and Daku shot out first to look to
the south. From the wooden floor the two caught sight of the town
staring in the same direction. It was silent for a moment only as
Cage took everything in. Off in the distance there came a battle
cry along with the sound of metal striking metal. From their
slightly higher vantage point they saw a large group of men
charging in the mid afternoon sun with swords and ready
crossbows.

Almost as one, all of the home guard
unsheathed their swords in a metallic ringing sound before charging
through the frightened crowd. Other men with swords drew them and
shouted for the women and children to flee. Over the cacophony of
screaming there came one clear shout “BANDITS!!!”

By the numbers of men surging this way
it wasn’t just an attack, it was an extermination. One of the side
thoughts Cage had was, Is the Laqura Empire
here already? How did so many men reach this place without me
sensing a Jump? But at his forethoughts he gazed at
all these unsuspecting people and all the Utala waiting for him to
decide what they would do since they scrambled to where they knew
he’d be. They didn’t say a word and that meant their serious
expressions wanted to take action since it wasn’t Kote attacking
them. His decision came within a heartbeat. “Warriors! To me!
Hunters! Get the children inside and bar the exits! Half of the
hunters! Ride north and kill any bandits waiting to cut off the
women and children. Leave none
alive unless you determine they have worth, but cut off their
hands so they can’t stab you in the back!”

Then Cage jumped off the walkway and ran
south, followed by all the Utala warriors and gathering the ones
running to the tavern along the way. Daggers were drawn, arrows
fitted and lances lowered. Daku then sensed as Cage did, but said
“Be careful humans! There is magic here!” Great blue eyes settled
on black. Without unspoken word but with knowing connection Daku
extended his forty foot wingspan and took to the air as Cage leapt
and gathered his black board beneath to fly and not need to fight
the crowds. From their position they could clearly see bandits
bulling their way, cutting down any in their path. Some Utala were
already there, fighting alongside the home guard and men at arms
who brought a blade and used it to fight for their families. But
arrows were useless against the hungry looking bandits as simple
magic prevented the projectiles from striking the target. From
their height over the crowd Cage guessed there to be close to three
hundred leather armored men carrying weapons with cruel intent.

Without even pausing to think a grin spread
over Cage’s features as the bandits paused in their attack when
they spotted them flying straight at the lot of them. Trying a wide
range spell Megdline taught when confronting a militia of non-mage
people with simple magical wards, Cage threw his arms forward and a
black mist rolled off his hands and expanded to target the bandits
using magic. It was an advanced application to the shield breaking
spell he’d used several times, but instead of breaking the enemy
barriers, the mist attached to the spheres, locking the magic
together to constantly activate the enemy magic so as to not only
drain the source of the warded object, but set to blind the men
from seeing out.

Most tumbled and fell when the simple wards
were attacked and gave Cage just enough time to work a secondary
spell which would invert their barriers on every crossbowman he’d
seen. The cost of the two spreading spells were tremendous on his
physical mana as he had to maintain the black mist and the
inversion while flying.

A commanding voice in the enemy force said
“Drop the crystals!”

In the time the bandits registered the
command from the Bandit Lord the Utala and home guard
reinforcements began hacking away at the blinded bandits who were
easy to target because they were covered in a personal sphere of
blackness. Thirty were felled before the bandits were quick enough
to drop their magical objects and leave its protection and fight
like men.

But without the crystals, Utala archers
targeted the weak areas of their target’s sparse armor.

The battle joined and Cage watched Daku drop
to the ground and spread his wings across the street to deflect
arrows and bolts off his hard body from the bandits who shed
themselves of the useless barriers. Some lucky arrows pierced
Daku’s furry neck, but most bounced off his hard wing feathers. As
the last of the fighters passed him, he grew till he completely
blocked any further access for the bandits to use Kote’s main road,
his great wings stood flat as a white wall while his bulk took up
nearly half the road itself. The griffin blocked all arrows from
hitting the fleeing humans and held position, making it clear he
wouldn’t move till they were all dead.

Fear gripped the bandits for they weren’t
ready for this, nor did they see any way to survive except run as
not only was their path blocked by a great beast, but how fierce
the copper skinned people were at effortlessly killing any in their
way.

Most ran screaming for their lives only to be
cut down by arrows in their back which presented perfect
targets.

Before Cage dropped into the fray with a
laugh he saw Meeka slicing through the throat of one man before
turning and landing a well placed kick to the man’s sternum, her
dress hindering her little. An arrow fired at her during the kick,
but the wards upon the crystal bound to her bracelet deflected it
harmlessly. The flailing man tripped two others which Cillian took
the opportunity to crush the throat of one under his heel before
jumping over and skillfully driving his dagger to the hilt through
the man’s eye. Brooke was a whirlwind of death in her dress as her
tomahawks deftly lopped off unguarded hands, split helmets, almost
decapitating some in her dance. Ren’s sword was like a work of art
and few could block even one swing before he ended them with a
hidden dagger in the other hand. Utala and townsmen were a truly
lethal combination. Utala now killed with less wasted movement from
all the training under their chief’s tutelage and pride swelled
with the chief.

On the ground, Cage spun heads around,
grabbed blades barehanded to wrench arms and stab men with their
own weapon. His robe was in stealth mode and it stuck to his body,
offering movement as if he wore nothing at all. One swung for his
head, but Cage blocked it with an elbow before spinning around,
wrapping an arm under the man’s chin and moved forward, wrenching
the head with little resistance as it spun completely around and he
dropped dead. Cage fought while laughing and killing in a
single-minded direction, towards the clear leader trying to keep
his men together. An arrow harmlessly bounded off one of Cage’s
wards and turned off by command. There were no mages present, just
warded crystals. The alcohol earlier didn’t even slow him down, for
which he was grateful. If he were off in any way there would be
great trouble ahead. Then he snapped a man’s knee and used the body
as a shield as two swordsman hacked for him, but instead killed one
of their own. Zatal had quickly caught up, using a lance to stab
one of the two and used his knife to slice the second man’s exposed
throat.

The Bandit Lord saw his men dropping
like wheat to a scythe. He found it pointless to wrangle his men to
fight back. He didn’t plan on a mage or that creature being here or
how his men stood no chance against the fierceness the copper
skinned people fought with, and worse yet, he thought,
Women are fighting! And they did
more, they killed his men without hesitation. Then he knew there
was no chance for victory as people on horses began riding over the
white beast’s body like a bridge which had barred their path.
Dozens of horsemen used the creature in a way he wouldn’t have
dreamed and charged at his men who had been dwindled already to
half.

He called “RETREAT!!! RETREAT!!!” as loud as
he could.

Then the Bandit Lord felt true, mortal
fear when a pair of black eyes met his. A wild, feral grin like
some stalking cat gave a cold chill he hadn’t felt since he became
leader of the deadliest group of bandits in all of Vlara, but it
all meant nothing as soon as he saw this tall man striking like a
snake and killing every man who came too close without breaking eye
contact or pausing to blink. The next thing the Bandit Lord heard
was true silence as hard men learned to back away from the man in
green and coated with blood of his enemies. No longer could he hear
the cries of battle, pain or a death rattle in such an overwhelming
presence fully unleashed. Nothing had wounded the tall mage or
slowed him down. Few reached the Bandit Lord’s height but the mage
walking ever closer easily matched it and looked directly at him
without cowering. The Bandit Lord’s world of silence ended when he
heard the mage state “You fucked up big
time, Pal.”

With the rush of sound returning from those
confident words the Bandit Lord felt the weight of his great
battleaxe hungering to be used. Its reach was easily five feet with
the axe’s blade width of two and a half of solid iron. Anger
suffused him as his promise of women and riches were ultimately
foiled by this mage. All he had to do was kill the approaching man
and be able to flee and get revenge on the men who hired them.
Muscles bulged as he looked through the eyelets of his helmet while
he pulled the axe back and with a roar, swung for his head.

With the swing, Cage sensed magic gathering
around the impressive weapon and instinct honed over countless
fights is all that saved him. Wards bound to the diamonds flared to
life and met the giant axe’s foreign magic, but his wards folded
instantly while the axe didn’t slow. With his left hand, Cage
didn’t show surprise to the unexpected failure while punching
upwards from his hip, connected with the metal shaft of the double
bladed battleaxe, forcing it upwards with enough impact that the
trajectory altered adequately to pass over his head safely.

Dumbfounded to have been so casually
thwarted, the Bandit Lord swung again and Cage’s repaired wards
were again bypassed, but the angle in the next attack was awkward,
having little power behind it and Cage’s right hand deftly grabbed
the sharp edge and halted the strike.

Movement canceled between them and the
ringleader stared in surprise.

In the next moment Cage created his black
sword from his fingers and cut off the man’s arm at the shoulder
while his right hand pulled the axe away since there was a leather
loop binding it to the huge man’s hand. It was much heavier than it
looked, a good hundred pounds of solid weapon. As leader of the
attack, Cage decided to keep the grotesque man alive, but not as he
was. With his sword of pure magic, Cage didn’t stop at just
severing the arm. The lead bandit fell to the ground as a stump as
he no longer had either arms or legs and his helm rolled away. A
quick thought and smell of burnt flesh cauterized the wounds,
eliciting savage cries from the man.

Seeing the Bandit Lord fall so easily, most
turned tail and fled.

Kote’s men cheered but the Utala looked to
their chief and those running for their lives. “Go hunt these
stupid men down!” And then the Utala cheered, chasing down every
fleeing bandit. Even mercilessly killing the ones surrendering as
he gave clear indication there would be few prisoners.

Cillian and Ren ran to him in the next
second, coated in blood, little being their own. The mayor asked
“Why did you order the men surrendering to die?”

“Just saving you the paperwork, for you
would have them hung soon anyway. Besides, you best go help my
people since they do not know the land, but it won’t stop them from
ending the lives of all these
bandits. Hurry before my tribe has all the fun.” Cage replied
quickly while un-tethering the lifeless hand from the axe and
laying the massive weapon across his broad shoulders.

Ren quickly said “If not for your tribe, we
would likely all be dead.” That being enough, the captain of the
home guard called for all the men to hunt down these bandits and
show no mercy. The sword wielding men not of the guard also charged
after the swarm of Utala warriors killing the fleeing men every
moment.

“Cillian,” The man turned to Cage while
clutching his blood dripping knife and a sword he managed to take
from an enemy. “Hurry and gather the wounded. I might be able to
save some of them.”

Daku’s giant form rose when he heard his
partner’s orders and felt attacks on him end and behind him stood a
wall of archers numbering a dozen who protected him from being
rushed till the mounted Utala could charge over his back. He then
looked to the fleeing, unjust humans and growled so deeply it
resonated in every nearby breast before he charged off like a bolt
of lightning after those who came to do harm. People moved when
they heard his shrill roar and tremors caused by a heavy body.
Fleeing bandits were flattened beneath his paws, at least those who
couldn’t outrun him before reaching the woods.

Cillian and Cage called for every remaining
person to search for wounded.

Brooke and Meeka were soaked in blood, sweat
and gore as they rushed to Cage before helping the growing number
of men and women search the bodies for wounded. Cage was yelled for
the most critical patients before tending to those who would live
for much longer. Magic flowed from him as he quickly tended to the
wounded, reattached limbs, staunched mortal and even grave wounds.
He lost count as he ran from place to place when someone else had
been found alive. He was so focused he didn’t even notice the sex
of the person, whether they were young or old or even if they were
of his tribe or not. The only thing he did remember was telling the
children of his tribe to gather all the crystals while having Sean
and Rena watch over the battleaxe and have the leader of the
bandits, he permanently grounded, watched over.

 


Only when he healed a man with an arrow
through his gut, did he hear “That was the last one, Cage.” and
turned his head to see Cillian right beside him and helped him
stand. He drew more from his gems and sensed there was plenty if
there was a second attack, but little more.

Around him stood all of Kote staring at him.
“Did I miss something?”

Cillian patted him on the back tiredly. “It’s
been a good hour since the attack and we lost only four of our
people, but Elder Metak says your people are well accounted for.
All but five bandits, including the gang leader are alive. Good
thing you sent hunters north, your people saved all of ours from
falling into a trap. Your quick assessment saved many more lives.
Daku though needs your help as a few arrows can’t be dislodged. He
has really thick skin, more than I suspected. The arrows that
pierced cannot be removed without breaking off inside. Can you make
it?”

“Where?” but Cage found the giant Familiar
curled in a ball as some children tried soothing him. Cage knew his
partner held out so he could save as many lives as possible. Then
he ran for his friend and people parted. Children moved aside and
Cage stroked the soft fur. “I’ll get them out.” Daku simply looked
before shifting his head to show his bloody white fur with two
dozen arrows sticking from his neck and shoulder. Cage firmly
grabbed the arrows and ripped them out quickly, bits of flesh
coming along with the barbs. The pieces that broke off required
Cage to borrow a knife to cut him open and remove the foreign
objects. So far only healing magic and sticking worked, but any
other form of magic was useless, even to pull out the arrow heads
and splinters. It had to be removed by hand. The griffin grunted as
he was healed immediately after each painful arrow was removed from
tender flesh. It took a few minutes to free his Familiar of the
barbed projectiles. “Anywhere else?”

“No.” And Daku finally began to shrink down
to the size of a large cat, something he couldn’t do with arrows
sticking out without risking more damage to his body. “Did we get
them all?”

“Yes,” Metak and nearly every Utala
approached. “There are none left in the forest, of that we are
sure.” Cillian and others came closer. “Cillian Brother, I’m sorry
our people were all unharmed while you lost some of your tribe.
What a sad end to such a good week.”

“It’s not over yet.” Cage declared loud
enough to gain attention. “I’ll not let them bastards ruin such a
week of fun and sharing. We are still going to continue with what
we’ve been working on these past few nights…”

Brooke said “Cage, you cannot be serious. We
cannot do it.”

“We will.” He wasn’t going to relent and his people
could see he meant it. “Pile the bastards before dark and I’ll bury
them so we don’t have to see the corpses. To any family member who
lost someone today, come forth and I’ll bury your loved one
wherever you would want them to rest… To my people, go clean up and
get ready. If you have blood on your clothes I’ll remove the
stain.” He met the mayor’s uncertain gaze. “Cillian, make sure
everyone has a seat around the platform. We cannot let
their interference ruin all our hard
work between our peoples. You know I’m right in this. Should we end
the celebration as it is, our people will only remember the attack,
not the joy and competition we worked so hard for. Will you let
those bastards ruin all the good we’ve done?”

“No, I certainly will not.” The mayor finally
understood where he was coming from. Tragedy lingered longer than
joy.

“Nor will the home guard.” Ren stated,
needing to speak since it was clear the people hesitated and
whispered. “If not for the Utala or you Cage and Daku, our town
would have been overrun with brigands. Many more would have died
and our women and children would be held captive, raped or worse.
Your people have earned much respect in my opinion.”

“As have yours.” Elder Shania stepped closer
to the disheveled man. “We fought well together and our warriors
would have taken much longer to track down those dishonorably
stupid men.”

“Speaking of…” Cage wondered. “How many were
there and just how did they sneak up on us so easily before the
shouts started in town?”

Ren answered and watched Cage sit down from
exhaustion all the while Daku crawled up in his lap. “Including the
five prisoners, three hundred and eleven. As to how they got here,
riders found three boats moored in a hidden area by the lake. Those
left to guard were swiftly dealt with. The bandits likely came from
Zalt, but I cannot confirm that yet. I will find out soon enough
though.”

“Better let me handle it. I can make it so
they cannot lie to save their lives.” Cage requested and got a curt
nod from the swordsman. “Do you mind bringing me some food? I need
to recover.”

Big Tim stood in the crowd, larger than the
average man, and came forward. “I’ll fix you up my best stew and
finest brew.” The tavern owner then departed quickly.

“Wait, from the lake? What of our people and
livestock?”

Metak explained patiently “All were gone
before the attack thankfully. They are safely hidden and will
remain so till we meet up with them.”

Cage looked up as Brooke and Meeka knelt by
his side. “Let us help.” The priestess said. “If we are going to
still fulfill our roles, you will need a bath as well.” She touched
his blood soaked features. Neither woman were un-bloodied
themselves though they escaped harm. Meeka simply twisted her ankle
some.

Daku huffed before climbing up his master to
lay across his shoulder. With help, he stood again. Someone offered
a pump behind one of the buildings so everyone could wash up. After
they came back refreshed, no blood lingering on any clothes, Big
Tim had a large steaming bowl of vegetable stew, fresh biscuits and
a large mug of foaming, honeyed ale ready.

While Cage ate on a bench, the families of
the four deceased brought the bodies and were deeply thankful he
Jumped them to an area he knew of. They left crying, but couldn’t
help it. By the time he finished eating and felt full, much of the
tribe bathed again while Kote’s people began taking chairs outside
and moving benches to surround the circular platform as directed
intentionally by the elders. It was clear they made paths for a
reason.

When Cage gathered all the blood off fabric,
his people started getting anxious. Since he couldn’t wait he
caught the attention of Cillian and Ren who came over swiftly.
“Let’s go interrogate and learn why they attacked.”

“This way.” Ren said and led the group
towards the headquarters of the home guard and jails. Inside the
moderate size room stood ten alert guardsmen, watching the modest
iron cells closely.

In the sturdy jail cell, Cage noticed all
four men had their hands cut off and bound in bloody linen. But the
leader he dismembered was in far worse shape, unable to even cower
as he lay helplessly in the center. Their earlier greed and lust
was forever gone in each expression since they could see their
lives wouldn’t last long. The four who still had legs cowered in a
corner. “Hello boys!” Cage sais as he stood in front of the cell,
all the other men gave him plenty of space. His words startled the
five and they all whimpered in a way. Cage leaned against the bars
with great ease as Daku glared from his shoulder seat. In a casual
tone he said “Here is how things will go. You all know you are all
going to die for your actions today. If you tell me everything I
wish to know, will determine how long you will suffer. If I don’t
find what I want I’ll chain you outside until you die of thirst,
sun poisoning or even be mauled by a hungry predators. Your only
alternative is to tell me everything and I’ll end your suffering
swiftly.” Before he began he whispered the truth spell, wedging the
magic in each of their minds. The use of such magic was miniscule
compared to earlier.

Directing the questions to the limbless man
Cage said “Who are you and why did you lead the attack today?” When
the man held his tongue it made the interrogator smile grimly.
“Nothing to say?” no response except from a heated glare. Extending
an arm through the bars, Cage magically gripped the torso and
jerked him chest and groin first into the adjacent wall with a loud
clang, making the man scream. “How about now? … No?” Another groin
shot against the cell bars resulted.

The man’s eyes widened when he saw the mage
about to flick his wrist again to shout “No more!” A hard silence
lasted a short time so the man could regain some sense of himself.
“I gave up my name when I became the Bandit Lord of Vlara.” Behind,
there were clearly unexpected murmurs between the men. Because the
spell remained in effect, it was true. Cage upheld the leader and
brought him closer while upholding the levitation so they looked
eye to eye. “As for today, we were promised riches, women and
power.”

“Really?” Cage tilted his head. “By
whom?”

“Don’t rightly know, but he paid a great
amount of gold and well made swords with promises for more. The one
who hired us was someone’s underling. We came from our hideout for
this.”

“Tell me about this underling.”

The Bandit Lord expression was pensive,
learning too late the mage made it impossible to say anything other
than the truth. Nothing left to live for, he didn’t care anymore.
“Not much to tell, Mage. He was like any underling. Carried a less
than average sword, crossbow and a dagger.”

“That is too vague. You’re clearly smart
enough to lead bandits. You would have been killed long ago if you
didn’t notice things.” Flattery put a cracked smile to the man’s
lips. “This man must have said something meaningful… A name, place,
where he was heading. Did he reek of body odor, have missing
fingers, twitchy eyes, a hooked nose, visible scars…”

Something seemed to click in the man’s
expression, making Cage’s eyebrow quirk. “Now that you mention it…
he did smell… I remember he smelled of pungent chemicals. He
smelled of opium… More like he bathed in the stuff and never took
another bath in anything else.”

Instantly everything fell in place. Cage
turned to Cillian and together they said “Tran.” That was the only
real reasoning that logically made sense. Mayor Cillian continued
“He would be the only one capable of this. Tran is the only one who
has any reason to do this. His grudge ran deeper than I expected
after his operation was burned to the ground, after he took my
daughter and got away from you…”

“Agreed… I’m going to put a stop to this when
I’m recovered. He went too far this time and tried covering his
tracks with these assholes to do what he cannot. He got sloppy
again.” Came Cage’s vow. “I let him go and wouldn’t have thought of
him again till he wanted petty revenge. This knowledge doesn’t
leave the room.” Each man nodded when he sat his eyes on them. Such
news would only cause panic before the man was caught. “Now back to
business.” He returned to questioning. “Twilight highly regulates
magic, but the kingdoms do not allow common men to use protective
crystals outside of war. How is that a roving band of bandits
managed to procure three hundred and twenty two crystals capable of
blocking magic and projectiles?”

“Before I became Bandit Lord, my predecessor
managed to kill a convoy and we kept them hidden for only our most
dangerous jobs. Apparently they weren’t good enough.”

“Apparently.” He smirked. “And the axe?”

“Passed from Bandit Lord to Bandit Lord.
Since you bested me, it’s yours.”

“Good to know. Well… I’m done.” Cage turned
around to the others. “You boys have anything else to ask before I
kill him? He’s been forthcoming so far and I keep my word.”

Ren nodded. “We are well aware of your word.
If he is the Bandit Lord as he says he is, he has a great price on
his head. His crimes are well known throughout the kingdom and is
wanted dead, not alive. If you take his head, is there a way to
keep it from rotting?”

“Get me some water and I can freeze it.” Ren
gave the nod to one of his men who left instantly. “Bandit Lord,
this is goodbye.” With a flick of his finger the man’s heart ceased
to beat. In a moment, the man lost the light in his wide eyes.
“Next!” he said as he dropped the limbless corpse and looked at the
cowering bandits.

By the time the guard returned with a full
bucket of water a third, handless man was being interrogated. Soon,
every man was dead on the floor. Ren ordered his men to behead the
Bandit Lord and drag the bodies out the back to be dropped with the
gathering pile near the forest. Cage then froze the head in ice and
placed a preserving spell which had a word to end it once it was
delivered to Vin’re. A letter was written detailing the event along
with the phrase to thaw the ice. Ren declared that in the morning
he would personally deliver the head, but was given a much more
reasonable alternative and was grateful.

When everything was sorted Cage and Daku
stepped out to bury the bodies to find darkness had fully set in.
Many voices hummed in the air, but terror had diminished and left
raw nerves though there wouldn’t be a second attack. During the
hours of interrogation allowed some sanity to return to the town.
With their exit of the building they were met by an elder to learn
everyone was ready. “We’ll start soon,” he promised. “but I have to
dispose of the corpses.”

The elder gave a nod and followed him and
Cillian to the heap of gathered corpses just outside of town where
several of the living waited. Blazing torches lit the area, but it
didn’t help the compounded stink of hundreds of bodies who likely
hadn’t bathed once in at least a year.

Daku sneered and watched as Cage gestured for
everyone to step back before thrusting his arms. A sharp burst of
magic opened a fissure beneath the heap. Bodies began to drop by
the dozens and sink into the black hole. Those alive watched the
mass grave in awe for they would have taken all day at least to dig
a pit or burn the dead, but in under a minute they were all
consumed beneath the ground. Cage then forcibly clapped his hands
together and the fissure crashed similarly closed. Daku looked to
his partner and used his long, soft tail to wipe the sheen of sweat
from his brow while still lounging across his shoulders. Between
panting, Cage said “Thanks.” and gave the griffin a scratch under
his chin. Daku purred in gratitude.

Some began to talk, but Daku said “Give him a
few minutes to rest.”

“But I have the board he requested.” A man
said, holding a plank of wood.

“Oh… forgot about that.” Cage remembered
adding something to a passerby who went to collect the bodies and
bring them here. He let the man closer with a hand gesture and soon
held the four foot tall piece of wood. With his free hand he
pointed a finger near the head and conjured an orange flame which
he then manipulated into the same infinity symbol marking between
his shoulder blades. He then pushed the flame to the board to brand
it before handing it back to the man. “Drive that in the center
where I buried the lot.”

“Sure thing, but may I ask why?” The man took
the obvious headstone.

Cage sat down in the grass to recover some.
He had used a large amount of mana and he needed a good night’s
rest, but he didn’t have such luxury. Slowly he fed his body with
power to fight the draining effects of using magic. The sleeves of
his robe covered the fact his diamonds twinkled in response to
being used actively. To the man he said “Because tomorrow I’m going
to contact Twilight and maybe Tate if I can to let him know what
happened here. That is my mark which will let whoever they send
know I was the one who did magic here and hold responsibility
because of it. There will be a clear investigation, especially
after what was learned. Now if you don’t mind, please stake that
area and let me rest. When you’re done, go find a seat and get
ready.”

The group dispersed thanks to Cillian’s
presence and the board displaying the infinity brand was plunged
into the ground and hammered in. Only the elder and mayor silently
stood over Cage as he took a meditative sitting arrangement. Daku
rested from the same spot, but could almost feel their tension of
the day dissipating with each slow, deep breath that began to
synchronize. Cage felt himself relaxing, muscles uncoiling and
rational priorities reasserting itself. Because of the meditation,
focus sharpened and strength returned. And thanks to his diamonds
he found a state where he became comfortable on the cool grass.
Daku’s furnace-like body heat wasn’t easy when wanting to cool off
around his neck, but the closeness and connection was more than a
compromise.

Refreshed after ten minutes, Cage stood and
said “Let’s go.”

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


Unknown, yet expectant whispers circulated in
the heart of Kote as the citizens sat waiting around the erected
platform. After the earlier danger passed, the people were looking
forward to tonight’s final event, especially since they didn’t know
what was going on. Cillian and Tiffa sat quietly together in the
front with the seven Utala elders who didn’t say a word on the long
bench they together shared. They were asked constantly when it
would begin when the youngest elder returned to sit with her loves,
but they smiled knowingly, making it obvious they weren’t going to
tell. The odd part was, less than ten of the Utala could be seen
standing around. The rest had simply disappeared one by one without
notice till the crowd’s patience were growing thin and boredom made
one search for something to do.

In the distance there came a sizzling sound
and the crowd quieted to look on in fear as the town’s torches were
snuffed. Candles were blown out and windows closed loudly. The
entire area plunged in darkness. Some cried out when the near
complete darkness of the night consumed weak human vision, but
Elder Metak yelled loudly “BE SILENT AND LISTEN!!!” to keep the
people still and seated for their own safety. When order remained
his words made them curious and silent.

‘Thump, thump’ There came a barely audible
beat. A moment later it happened again. ‘Thump, thump.’ Louder it
was this time, sounding like a gentle heartbeat. A third time it
came. By the sixth it wasn’t imaginary or the beat of a heart, but
from drums increasing the depth and perfectly timed strikes on
leather surfaces.

“Look.” Tiffa whispered beside her husband
and pointed to a faint red light above the platform that slowly
began to appear and pulsed slightly brighter with each drum beat.
‘Thump, thump.’

Like the drums and light, there came a soft
note steadily getting louder, adding a melody to the resonating
beat of drums. Another light of soft blue appeared next to the red
one, twinkling with the secondary underlying music. More
instruments were joining the flow and for each one there came a
joining orb of red, blue, green, gold, pink, violet and white
several feet above the dark platform. The lights began to circle
around each other faster and faster as the music sped up till,
without warning, stopped and the lights disappeared instantly.

All attention riveted to the wooden stand
now.

A rich voice then shocked the crowd as Meeka
appeared, illuminated by calming blue lights swirling like tiny
fireflies around her. Her song was one every person in Kote knew by
heart, one of love, peace and happiness. But her voice was perfect,
unable to be denied. To make her more dramatic the lights swirling
around her made the blue dress constantly shimmer with the delicate
rhinestones glistening. Her hair was styled in a way that made her
beauty as powerful as her voice. Few had known she could sing, but
now everyone listened to perfection.

But she wasn’t alone as five more beautifully
stunning women appeared like Meeka had, each having tiny wisps of
light swimming around them. Their voices joined in a harmony unlike
anything the town had ever heard. Since it was a circular stage,
the six singers positioned themselves where each could look over
the crowd who were beyond impressed.

They started the song slowly, quietly, like
the original beat of drums at first, and as their voices grew,
music joined them.

When it came to the point of the song
everyone knew would get exciting, they weren’t disappointed as
twelve breathtaking dancers appeared on the large platform in a
burst of pink and red light, adding their physical energy to the
song as Meeka’s voice not only reached the very back seats, but
down to their very hearts. Some in the audience sung along, but not
so loud as to butcher the perfection of Meeka’s ethereal voice or
that of her sisters. Brooke and two of her sisters danced around
Meeka, displaying a deadly grace forged through hardship that had
made way for beauty the likes of which cannot be duplicated in any
other way.

Instruments began to glow and brighten with
every beat or note before the entire platform became a brilliant
stage of light that pushed all darkness away.

The party wasn’t done yet as the tribe began
to reappear, but were glowing with bands of light wrapped around
their tattoos in striking ways. Children ran up and down
strategically placed aisles, throwing glittering balls of light
that varied color every few seconds, tossing them to one another.
The adults had their spears highlighted by magic and were slowly
fighting so as to not be overly distracting.

The whole town of Kote watched in
overwhelming awe at the spectacle going on all around them. None
were able to move as they watched and listened.

Soon it all ended as slowly as it began, the
dancers slowing, children sitting and fighting adults stopping and
standing like proud, glowing statues.

It wasn’t the end either as it led to a
second song. One in which Meeka and the five singers began slowly
circling in a clockwise direction while telling a famous Vlaran
story of honor and triumph while the musicians remained sitting or
standing in the center of the stage. The dancers gracefully
maintained their place this time, but moved in exotic ways that
made even a snake’s fluid movements bow down to these women.

Adults ringing the townspeople began artfully
showing a tribal spear-dance while the children held on to their
color-changing orb to dance playfully around the paths, making all
near them smile as they giggled.

The song ended abruptly, as it should have.
But before anyone could speak, the most impressive display yet came
in the third and final song.

Children whispered a command to the orbs at
certain points in the exciting song and watched in splendor as each
orb flew up above the trees to explode in breathtaking ways. Some
took on shapes of animals in a moment of light before fading into
nothingness while others were varied objects. With each child’s orb
bursting like controlled fireworks, each loss had the children
leaving the paths. The light threads on the spear wielding adults
began to fade in unison, almost appearing they were fading into
darkness from whence they came. But each explosion revealed they
didn’t move, waiting for the children to come.

At last comes the
finale! Cage thought as the story of friendship began
to close.

Meeka, the singers and all dancers stopped
moving while the musicians slowed the tempo before the grand
finish.

Tiffa, Cillian and every other person looked
up into the star twinkling sky when those on stage pointed up
meaningfully. They saw only blackness at first before small balls
of light began coming into existence. At first there were a few,
then hundreds began raining down like some giant sparkler. At the
heart of the lightshow flew Cage with his hands up in the sky,
maintaining deep concentration as his imagination guided desire
into reality. Hearing the final beats speed down below, he made the
board spin faster and faster. His hand separated slightly to fire
sparks of light so it acted like a pinwheel. He soon reached the
fastest speed of rotation his body could handle, making the streams
of sparkling gold light almost blur together like a whirlpool.

For the cherry on top, Daku dove through a
section of light, spread his great wings wide and stared
magnificently with ancient pride that spoke to all.

The event ended with Cage unable to withstand
any more spells. All magical light vanished with music and those
Utala who didn’t participate came from some buildings with lit
torches which were quickly being used to relight the ones snuffed
all along the road. Cage slowly made a landing between his mates.
And Daku shrunk again to perch on his shoulder.

Clapping erupted along with roaring cheers,
whistles and complete exhilaration from the electrified crowd.

Before they were rushed to be congratulated
Sean stood and came over. “Mothers? Dad?” The three turned after
bowing. “Did I do well?”

“You did amazingly!” Brooke crooned and
picked him up to twirl around. He almost lost a grip on the ocarina
his dad made. It was much smaller than the other.

Smiles plastered on every face in the sea of
people below stage. Everyone laughed, patted each other on the back
and even hugged those around them. They took the steps down to find
Tiffa and Cillian at the front of an overwhelmed and excited crowd.
Tiffa’s tears flowed freely as she wrapped her arms around her
happily crying daughter. Cillian never looked so proud. Old hatreds
for Meeka’s curse vanished in the town after that display and
hearing her rich soprano voice.

Cage was tired, like usual when doing so much
magic and remained on the stage. He sat down with his legs dangling
over the edge and was content to watch everyone congratulate his
loves and people for a wondrous event. Daku seemed content to also
stay back and watch the interaction. Not one person seemed to dwell
about the earlier attack after witnessing what a real party was
supposed to be. While he watched Meeka and Brooke soak up the
attention he remembered how badly he wanted to bring a little of
Earth’s entertainment here to Raliea. It was a pain, trying to get
everyone involved, especially to wear magic for a short time. He
found a way to make a rope of light similar to seeker thread by
manipulating an orb and feeding the light extra energy to sustain
itself for a specific amount of time. For the thin light ropes, he
had to spell them to start when the first magic began, but used a
delay until the correct moment in the song. The light ropes were
then wrapped around some adults like wire that would disappear on
their own after using up the extra energy. The children’s color
changing orbs were just as he once did when he first visited Vin’re
and gave two boys one to play with, but added a firework-like spell
which would send the orb up and explode into a specified shape
before using all of its energy too. The wisps of sparkling light on
stage were movement based and triggered by whisper and meant to
stick close to the individual dancer or singer while pulsing colors
dimmed and brightened to the beat of instruments.

Still, it was a lot of magic, even if all he
did was use light magic.

“I’m so proud of you.” Tiffa said again as
she hugged Meeka and gave her another congratulatory kiss. Meeka
gladly soaked up the affection as she didn’t realize how good it
felt to sing like that. She felt relief after all she went through
to finally see those she grew up knowing, finally smiling genuinely
at her.

“Thank you.” She replied and looked to her
freed hand being grabbed to find Brooke nearly bouncing from
excitement after it was over. “My Love, this is the best Fall
Harvest we ever hoped for.”

“I too enjoyed doing this. This celebration
will be greatly remembered. I’m glad Cage made us do this…” Her
delicate brow furrowed as she then realized he wasn’t beside them
and turned around to find him sitting on the platform. “Meeka Love,
I hate to say this since you’ve done so well and everyone is happy,
but I think we should go now. Cage looks like he’s about to fall
asleep from exhaustion.”

Meeka too could make out her man’s lack of
enthusiasm in the dimmer torchlight. She turned around to find both
of her parents together again, understanding in their proud eyed.
“I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be.” Cillian said, forestalling his
remarkable daughter’s explanation. “I’m beyond the wildest
expectations for the harvest celebration. This has been the most
eventful day in our town’s entire history. You did us proud, Meeka,
but you need to take care of your husband… mate or whatever you
want to call him. He needs rest, more so than anyone here, that is
clear enough to see.” Cillian smiled down in his grown child’s
eyes. “Do what you have to. Your mother and I have no intention of
leaving Kote so you know where to find us. Let us know when will be
a good time to visit though. We really would like to see this tree
house you live in.” He opened his arms and Meeka got a hug. “Come
on in Brooke. You’re my daughter now too.” He got a bright smile
out of the woman and a warm hug. He looked down after the pair
stepped back. “Come give your grandfather a hug.” And both Sean and
Rena gladly received a warm embrace.

“Don’t forget me!” Tiffa said over the
crowd’s noise. The children rushed to her as well.

Brooke caught the eye of the elders before
climbing the steps to gently nudge Cage who had nearly fallen
asleep. He looked up to smile tiredly and Brooke returned it while
making the decision. She put her fingers to her lips and whistled
loudly. Some turned to her, but the second whistle was louder and
the horde quickly settled down some and quieted to listed. “Tribe
of Kote!” She began. “You have been very generous to we Utala and
as priestess, I would like to give thanks. I believe our peoples
will prosper. We have shed blood together and for Utala that is
more honorable than simple trading. Our tribes will be stronger
together and I hope it continues to be so. In time we will make a
more permanent pact between our villages, but these past days is a
better start than any our people have had on the plains. But we
have much to do and little time to spare. We shall be leaving
tonight and will return to trade sometime in Spring. I thank you
again for allowing our tribe into yours and sharing all you have.
We have learned much in this short time.” Brooke then shifted her
tone as well as her expression. “Utala, give final farewells to the
friends you made. We leave tonight. In a half hour, leave for the
lake and be careful. Make torches if you must.” She then walked
down the steps followed by Cage.

Down with the family Daku said “Everyone,
Cage will stay the night with Cillian and Tiffa. I will be staying
with the tribe till he returns.”

“What? Dad, why aren’t you coming with us?”
Sean asked as he stuffed his ocarina in a pouch he made from a
scrap of leather.

“Because I have a few loose ends to tie up in
the morning that only I can manage. You’ll all be plenty safe with
Daku watching over you… maybe.”

“Maybe?” Daku asked with a raised, furry
eyebrow.

“Yeah, maybe.” Cage returned the look to the Familiar on
his shoulder. “You like to play tricks on people when you tend to
get bored just so they retaliate.”

“Not me!” Daku said, pretending to be being hurt as he
placed a hand over his breast.

“Oh really? Then who else was it last night
who tripped me that also has a long white tail or who pushed Shania
into that patch of poison ivy when she was out walking through the
forest and swore there was a large white beast who pretended to caw
like some oversized crow?” Cage asked.

Daku looked away and turned his beak up
as one would their nose. “I don’t know what you are talking about. I’m the most well
behaved of everyone here.”

“Yeah and I’m the poster boy for sanity.”
Cage retorted.

“Good point.” Daku chuckled. Especially when
he saw Elder Shania scratch her hip and narrowed her eyes from a
twenty feet away.

“I don’t get it…” Rena said, hoping someone
would explain it.

The adults just chuckled.

To Brooke, Cage asked “Are the crystals and
axe still safe?”

“Yes, they are. What do you want to do with
them?”

“Cillian, do you have a vault?” The mayor
nodded. “Then I’ll need to borrow it for tonight to keep everything
safe.

The last thing Cage clearly remembered of
that night was Daku wrapped around Rena’s neck when they all left
for the lake and he passed out in the spare bedroom of Cillian’s
house, formally Nolan’s room, Meeka’s older brother.

 


“Are you almost done?” Cillian asked without
sounding impatient.

“About.” Cage said as he sat down another
milky crystal the size of a copper coin. Each one clearly had the
crow symbol representing the Vlaran military, Ren explained as all
three sat alone in the meeting room with the assembled town
council. There were four men and two older women. The only other
councilor he knew in the room was Millie, the seamstress and owner
of the clothing store beside Jom’s. They all sat together in the
mayoral office, usually whispering so as to not distract Cage as he
worked.

Cage had checked all of the identically made
crystals and found they weren’t the best quality he’s studied, but
they were sturdy and could contain a fair amount of energy. The
spells were simple so they didn’t utilize too much power. The wards
were basic. Block projectiles, offensive magic and sudden heavy
objects like siege weapons. Hand to hand or close range weapons
would be allowed to pass the simple barriers. They were nothing
fancy and his senses didn’t detect underlying spells except a nasty
one should any mage attempt to draw from them. It would cause
paralysis and agonizing pain. Being a warlock, he wouldn’t even
attempt to circumvent such wards. Each were identical to the next,
something the government would need as standard issue.

He went through each one, making sure there
wasn’t a threat that could backfire in the near future plan. Nine
more finished the batch.

Then Cage hefted the great battleaxe and sent
his senses into the thing. He was surprised to find there to be a
thin hair-like oddity in the lengthy shaft which turned out to be
clear sapphire by the makeup. The axe had just two active spells.
One, to keep the weapon in its current condition indefinitely. It
would not only preserve the weapon, but the sapphire it was created
around. Second, should it meet magic of any kind, would instantly
adapt and create an ideal condition which would neutralize the said
magic.

The axe was a magic-breaker. A rare and
deadly weapon against mages.

With a loud thump, he dropped the hundred
pound weapon on the table, slightly startling the room. “Now I’m
done.”

“Perhaps you should begin.” Cillian mentioned
and the room agreed.

Nodding once, Cage closed his eyes for a
moment and imagined finding his contact. The magic flowed and
another sight mirror brought up an image of a young man in his late
teens lounging beneath a tree reading a thick book with a chipmunk
curled on his shoulder. The spell was as clear as if the young man
were among them. The youth closed his book as his head jerked up
and the chipmunk stirred. He had sensed the gathering magic before
a black orb appeared. “Good morning Leon and you too Kolby. It is
Cage, are you still willing to be my aid?”

The boy, Leon quickly jumped up into a
standing position and smoothed his maroon robe while Kolby held on
easily to the fabric. Leon gripped the closed book in one hand and
waved his arm some and there came a reddish light before an
distorted image. Leon then whispered the key phrase only two alive
knew of outside his family could use to see past the ward Cage had
placed on his diamonds before leaving the island. The distorted
image snapped into the very image of Cage as he sat in the
room.

The town council could see the two, just as
they could be seen in Leon’s image. Then a reddish orb appeared in
the room to instantly relay Leon’s hasty words. “But of course, Sir
Cage. I’m feel it is an honor to be your subordinate. Many are
quite jealous, if I may be so bold.”

“Leon, you forgot to erect the privacy
wards.” Cage warned calmly. It was the last thing he’d need,
someone finding out who his contact was.

Leon flushed under his dark complexion and
touched his staff. Immediately the dark ruby glowed before his
spirited image vanished. It returned immediately when Cage
whispered his phrase. “Sir Cage, are you there? Please forgive
me.”

“Be more careful next time Leon. When I speak
to you next, put the block up immediately so you know it is really
me. It would be bad if someone learned you were tasked to be my
aid, especially for you, Kid. Kolby, remind him next time.”

The chipmunk bobbed its head and squeaked.
“He gets ahead of himself when excited. Next time we’ll do
better.”

Cage’s smile made the two relax as they
conversed over great distances. “Now I need to know if you have
made your decision? Not the one Granny or the First Council placed
on your shoulders.”

Colby answered excitedly as he rubbed his
little furry cheeks. “Yes, Sir Cage. We were chosen to be your aids
out of all new graduates of first wizards. It is an honor to be
given such an opportunity. As you have asked, we spoke to Lady
Megdline in private not two days ago to learn the spells which will
prevent us from speaking to others about you without your verbal
permission or proximity. Any conversations we have from this day
forth cannot be spilled and will remain confidential. It was a
spell we gladly bear.”

“Then show me the mark, Leon.” Cage watched
as Leon opened his mouth and manipulated the sight mirror to search
the very back of his throat and found the miniature series of dots
that looked like an X. What Leon hadn’t said was if he did speak,
even unintentionally, the tiny nodes would make him choke and gag
so he would be unable to speak. He pulled the image back to smile
more confidently. “I thank you then for doing it.”

“So what may we do for you, Sir Cage?” Leon
asked as he tilted his head. “I find it surprising you are in a
room of people I’ve never gotten to meet. Has something
happened?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact.” Cage admitted.
“There is a delicate issue that needs to be resolved and I need you
to act quickly. You’ve traveled through Kote, correct?”

“Five years ago.” Koby answered.

“Good. Ren,” Cage tossed a single crystal in
an envelope also containing a written letter. The warrior reached
over and grabbed the letter. “please take this outside and set it
in the street.” Ren got up and left the room. “Leon, I need you to
Jump the package and verify the crystal immediately. This is high
priority. I don’t care what you must do, but I need to know who it
belongs to. While you wait for the analysis, I’ve written a
detailed report of what happened yesterday. You may read it so that
you understand my urgency. Do whatever you must, but contact me as
soon as you are able. This will prove you are man enough to work
for me.”

“We will not let you down.” Leon vowed with
serious determination. Colby bobbed his little head while Leon’s
focus shifted to Ren as the man left the entrance and walked to the
center of the street and laid the envelope on the ground and backed
away. A few moments later a reddish light enshrouded the package
and with a pop it teleported to Leon’s outstretched arm where he
used the book as a platform to catch it.

“Contact me as soon as possible.” Cage
said.

“Yes, Sir Cage.” Leon said and conjured a
reddish board beneath his feet to fly immediately.

Cage ended the spells to hear from one of the
members in the room observe “Seems a spirited lad to me.”

“He is. That’s why I like him.” Cage
admitted. “Leon just graduated his studies a month back in the top
ten of his first wizard’s class. We’ve met a handful of times just
like this and Granny gave him a few difficult tasks which he
completed. As my aid, he’ll get some special privileges other
wizards wont on their own.”

“Can you give us an example?” Millie
asked.

“Sure… Well, he isn’t working for free. My
teacher helped me create a banking account in Twilight which I use
him more like a retainer. He gets paid a gold per month… something
more than most aids get there since quite a few things are free. I
put a hundred thousand gold pieces in my account so I can keep him
around for awhile.” Cage’s statement on the amount he deposited
made those in the room stare in shock, even Ren as he reentered the
room and closed the doors. A hundred thousand was a huge sum.
“Well, Leon can access things for me in my name and get faster
results than if he had to do them himself in certain things. For
instance, today I should get answers in about an hour, but if he
were to do the same it would take a couple of days.”

“What is to stop him from using your name or
his own personal gain, without you knowing?” one of the men
asked.

Cage leaned back in his chair, relaxing so as
to recover precious energy for what would be an interesting day.
“It is part of our agreement, but should he try and go beyond his
duties… Well Twilight is a city of magic and in certain places, you
are spelled to not be able to lie. The places he is going today are
like that. And you saw that mark in his throat, it’s proof he
cannot work for anyone else but me until I let him go or take on
another aid. But should he ask for something personal and use my
name, I will have to likely allow him to do so if it is
reasonable.”

“So are you some kind of lord for him to call
you Sir?” Another asked. “Is that why you can get things done more
promptly because of special treatment?”

Distain clearly colored the man’s voice
and he had a clear dislike for such things, Cage noted. The room
grew tense for but a moment. “No, I’m not a lord or care for
titles. Personally, it is a waste of time to carry them. We’re all
equal in a way, but my position allows me to get things done when
there is a priority issue. If
we weren’t attacked and your
little brother wasn’t one of the ones killed, I would have waited
my turn for the results like everyone else.” Cage held up a finger.
“But since it did happen, I’m
getting answers immediately so your brother’s death doesn’t happen
to someone else. I have to do things in order so I can get the
bastard responsible for all this. And if I have to step on some
toes then so be it.”

“Sorry, but I didn’t realize you knew.”
The councilor looked down as his fist relaxed. “At least he died
with a sword in his hand… so how is it we’ll take
him down exactly?”

For the next half hour Cage explained the
plan entirely. There were some questions and even a few helpful
suggestions. With his intentions clearly expressed, none were
disappointed and glad to have understanding. When there came a
tingle of magic, Cage ended the conversations with a raised hand as
another maroon orb appeared in the middle of the room. In moments
the magic was as it had been earlier, but Leon was sweating and he
no longer carried the tome. It was obvious he was running all over.
“Sir Cage, I’ve got the reports. It is as you expected. The crystal
belongs to the Vlaran army and was reported stolen thirty years
ago. I’ve also alerted the First Council to the attack in Kote and
your involvement. One of the councilors read your report and agrees
with your assessment and will be awaiting the full report once all
is resolved.”

“Good work, Leon. That was faster than I
expected.”

“Sir, again, thank you for allowing us to
represent you.” Colby humbly squeaked.

“The two of you keep up the good work and
I’ll give you a bonus on your birthday.” The pair brightened
instantly. “Now if you would, please Jump the report of analysis
back to Kote along with the crystal.”

Leon instantly pulled the original envelope
from a pocket and soon Jumped it to the middle of the street
outside where Ren quickly left to retrieve it. “Is there anything
else I may do for you this morning?” Leon asked.

“No, you did splendidly. Get back to whatever
you were doing and rest. I’ll let you know later what
happened.”

The magic ended and Ren entered the room to
shut the doors again. He handed the envelope to Cage and sat down
again as Cage was fortifying himself some. As Cage opened it and
read over the report Leon obtained about the crystal belonging to
the Vlaran army and how the structure of the stone verified it was
sold fifty three years ago to the previous king, Tate’s father and
was reported stolen nearly thirty years ago. With the letter in
hand, Cage placed the crystal in the bag with all others and tied
the string closed.

Another sight mirror appeared, but this time
Cage was highly surprised to find the one he wished to see as King
Tate himself appeared riding through Vin’re’s streets with a group
of mounted, armored soldiers. Beside him rode Princess Amy and even
General Kurk. Behind sat two red robed battle mages, one walked
beside a tiger and the other rode a grizzly bear. “Talk about good
timing.” Cage said mostly to himself since he hadn’t been able to
contact the king or see through the castle’s wards. The only reason
they could be seen was that they were not in the castle at the
moment. In the mirror people bowed or gave warm greetings to the
royal family and the well groomed soldiers riding through the
streets. Tate was wearing a broad shirt to cover his large frame
with an embroidered purple crow. Upon his brow sat the humble gold
crown with several gems glittering in the early morning light. At
his hip was the ruby pommel of an ornate sword that was far from
decoration. Tate was a true warrior king and his regal bearing
exuded confidence. It wasn’t pompous arrogance, something Cage
loathed.

Princess Amy was the picture of beauty beside
her father as she rode wearing a purple dress with a red cape
displaying the purple Vlaran crow only royalty and honored servants
could wear. She wore a silver circlet upon her flawless brow and
smiled at the many faces of her people.

General Kurk was an impressive man as ever,
but since last time the man had shaved off his mustache and looked
better for it. He dressed in full armor with the breastplate also
displaying his country’s emblem. Many of his men also wore the
heavy armor, but were so powerful it didn’t hinder them much and
the warhorses were plenty capable to carry the burden though they
were unarmored.

It was an impressive image to be sure.

Since time was a factor Cage expanded the
spell to pick up sound and to relay his voice over to the opposite
end of Vlara. Immediately one of the battle mages beside the tiger
yelled out “King Tate, Magic!” and the mage leapt between the king
and princess and thrust his arms out along with a staff, erecting a
powerful barrier. Swords were drawn immediately and the other mage
on the bear jumped down to begin waving his staff to search for
enemy attacks.

Then the usual black orb appeared nearby.
“Not bad for a reaction.” Cage’s words came out along with a
chuckle. “Good to see you, Tate, you too Amy. Kurk, you still
impress me. That signal to surround Tate was almost impossible to
spot.”

“Is that you, Cage?” King Tate asked,
instantly recognizing such a voice.

“Sure is, Tate!” He chuckled again. “Listen,
I’m glad I caught you so quickly. There is a bit of a situation we
need to discuss and is time sensitive. I see you’re on the main
southern road leading to the castle. I’m going to Jump a package
and a note in the center of the road ahead of you since you’re so
close to the Twinkling Bell. Have one of your mages verify it won’t
be a trap and read the letter quickly. Only you may read it for the
moment. I kept it short and sweet. Afterwards, contact me
immediately, in private. Instructions will be contained
within.”

King Tate looked meaningfully to his long
time childhood friend and general while saying “Jormon, you and Gaz
go ahead to Twinkling Bell.”

General Kurk pointed to three armed men “Go
with him and return with the package as soon as he says it is
safe.” The horsemen trotted off with the thin mage and huge
bear.

“Ren, I need the sack.” Cage said and was
handed it from under the table. Cage took it and placed the rolled
note in the strings. When it was ready, it flashed away and
appeared in the center of the street. Cage then ended the
spell.

“My Lord, the magic is gone.” The mage beside
the king said.

“General?” King Tate asked.

General Kurk shook his head and fingered the
hilt of his sword. “My King, I believe we should stay as we are. I
have little doubt that was Cage, but we should remain. He was smart
enough to not use magic so near to you since that is not permitted
and your sorcerers would have sent it away immediately. We stay
here till your safety is assured. Besides, only Cage has the gall
to tell you to immediately contact him and not in your
convenience.”

“But we both know he never does anything
without a good reason. And if his words are any indication,
something serious has happened. I not sure if you heard, but there
were others nearby by the breathing. Do you know this Ren he spoke
of?”

The general shrugged. “The only one I know of
is an old lieutenant who retired down in Kote and leads the home
guard there as captain.”

“Father, they return.” Princess Amy gestured
to Jormon, Gaz and the soldiers trotting quickly.

General Kurk intercepted the sorcerer and
extended a hand to which the man handed over a weighty sack while
hearing “I could find no danger in the spell inside.”

“Spell?” The general asked while untying the
knots in the string. He removed a letter and personally handed it
to the king who unrolled it and began reading immediately.

“Yes, a simple preserving one to maintain
temperature.”

Out of the sack came a frigid object. The
cold seeped quickly into the metal gauntlets, but a leather
interior prevented too much cold to be uncomfortable. The frosty
block of ice clearly contained something and using the sack as a
cloth, wiped the spherical surface. “Unbelievable!” The general
expressed great surprise.

“Sir, what is it?” One of his men asked as
interest grew. Few things could surprise their general like
this.

“It’s the head of the Bandit Lord!” Kurk
stated and gained silence from his men, stunned silence.

“General Kurk,” King Tate said in a clear
command “make way for the castle immediately. Cage wasn’t bluffing.
We need to act quickly and speak in private.”

Enough had been said for the general to have
his men form ranks around the royal family and have the horses trot
quickly to the castle. Along the way, Tate let his general read the
short report and agreed wholeheartedly. At the end was an odd
phrase detailing it to be spoken aloud “Thaw of winter.” He said
and almost cried out when the sack immediately began to shrink and
stream water. He opened the sack to find the ice melting rapidly
and leave the grotesque head un-trapped.

Inside the inner gate the king and everyone
else dismounted. Tate laid a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Amy,
I’ll be busy for awhile. Sorry for leaving you so soon.”

She smiled understandingly. “It is quite
alright, Father. I have a few things I too must do myself. But I do
thank you for coming with me today to check on the orphanage. The
children were glad to meet the king in person.”

“It is good you do so much for our people.
You take after Eleia so much. Will I see you tonight at
supper?”

Princess Amy smiled. “Of course, Father.
Please let me know what is happening later.”

It was an easily given promise. He kissed her
brow and turned around to move quickly up the steps into the
castle. King Tate hurried to the war room beside General Kurk, four
high ranking commanders and the two loyal sorcerers and their
Familiars from earlier. The staff of servants moved widely aside
when noticing the determination and single-minded focus of the
group. They ascended the stairs all the way to the top floor and
entered the private room where a map lay on the table with many
papers stacked all over. As the thick wooden door shut and the bolt
slid secure, only light came through an open window. King Tate
discretely touched a gem on his crown to say “Privacy, level ten.”
There came a slight hiss from the door and window as the room
sealed itself from being spied on. “Everyone, please take a seat.
General, the letter?” Tate sat and was given the letter. “Jormon,
as the strongest first class sorcerer in Vin’re and the only one to
be my personal servant, can I assume you are up to date on all
matters related to Cage?”

The thin mage nodded and the bear, Gaz
grunted and snorted. Jormon looked to his Familiar before
answering. “I do, but may I ask if everyone knows what he really
is?”

King Tate nodded quickly. “Only those in this
room and my daughter knows he is a warlock with Daku, the white
griffin king. We may speak openly in here, but out there, I permit
it not.” He pointed to the door. “It is also true he is the one
spoken of by the Great Prophet. The last prophecy to be given.
Zikon and I have spoken extensively and it is agreed he is the one
spoken of.”

“So what is all this about?” Jormon relayed
his Familiar’s question.

“Kote was attacked yesterday by bandits on a
scale they’ve never used before.” The room grew tense as the king
continued. “Cage and his people were there for Kote’s annual Fall
Harvest. He was brief in the letter saying the bandits were all
killed and sent the Bandit Lord’s head as proof.” General Kurk
dropped the wet head on the table, making it clear that reports of
the notorious brigand leader were true. “And that they were hired
illegally as if they were mercenaries.” He handed the paper to
Jormon. “Since you are of the first class and have seen Cage,
conjure a sight mirror and say this phrase to bypass his spells so
we may see him and speak.”

The man nodded and did just that. Soon there
came a clear image of Cage sitting at the table with a huge axe in
front of him. Beside him were men and women. The king noticed the
warlock and mayor while the general recognized Ren easily
enough.

Cage and the others looked up when a brown
orb appeared along with the king’s voice when Jormon nodded to
speak. “Cage, we are now secure to speak.” He touched a gem on his
crown to whisper a series of commands that the castle allowed. “If
you wish to see me within the castle this once, say
‘Hakkakamoli.’”

He did just that and smiled when they could
all see each other. Ren jumped to attention when he spotted the
general as did all the others when they saw the king. The only
person who didn’t move was Cage who said “You made good time, Tate.
I take it you believe me?”

King Tate nodded. “I do… And the rest of you
may sit down.” He said and they did. “Where would you like to start
since you called this to my attention?”

“Since it takes a lot of power to maintain
these spells I’ll be brief. We were attacked yesterday and lost
four good men, but we killed over three hundred bandits. The
problem I faced was they had these.” Cage held up a crystal.

Jormon focused on the object and zoomed in on
it. An engraved crow stood out in the milky gemstone.

“What!” Tate yelled and flushed red. “How did
they get of one our crystals? They are under heavy lock and key!”
he turned his attention. “General Kurk, has there been a breach or
a report of our crystals being taken.”

“No, My Lo…” he began.

“Calm down, Tate.” Came Cage’s serene voice
and the king turned to the image. “Don’t get your panties in a
bunch. I’ve confirmed you have no involvement and these were stolen
thirty years ago. I have three hundred and twenty two in my current
possession, but since I don’t know how many were missing at the
time they were pilfered, I don’t know if I have them all. I had one
already analyzed since each were identical.” He held up a folded
piece of paper saying “Here is the report I’m speaking of. Since
they belong to you, I’m willing to Jump them immediately to
wherever you would like.”

“Send them to this room immediately.” Tate
said and was about to open a passage through the castle’s many
wards.

“No.” Cage said clearly and got a few dirty
looks not only from those around him, but also from those beside
the king. It was an order, but Cage didn’t care. “Listen, I
wouldn’t open my island for you if you had something of mine. For
all you know I can send a bomb and blow up the castle or all of
you. No, be more suspicious, Tate. I’ll send them to a neutral
place, as I’ll expect you to do if our positions were reversed. You
know I’m a man of my word, but too much trust will bite you in the
ass.”

The rooms were speechless for several moments
since none could say a word to either powerful man. Then Tate
sighed through his nose before chuckling. No one else joined him.
“Wise words. We will discuss a proper place for you to send those
lost crystals. I’m not sure, but if I recall… there were three
hundred and fifty that had gone missing during my father’s rule. It
was a great loss and caused much worry in my father, especially
when they couldn’t be found. You say three hundred and twenty two?
That is wonderful, you’ve done the kingdom a great service. What
else?”

“Tate, you know I hate political thanks. It’s
useless and I don’t care, but if we are going to be allies we need
to be direct to each other.”

The king smiled. “I knew there was a good
reason I liked you. So what else did you learn?”

“During the interrogation I learned the
location of their base. It’s twenty miles east of Zalt. Look for a
series of rocks along the river that connects Zalt to Kote. The
rocks are arranged to look like the spine of a three hundred year
old dragon, follow the path of the sixth spine. The other trails
are death traps. Nearly all came here to Kote, but the prisoner
said there was about a hundred waiting in caves.”

One of the commanders quickly pulled out a
quill and ink to write down the valuable information. He then had
to ask “Can any of you confirm this?”

“I can.” Ren stated rigidly.

General Kurk said “Then after this, I’ll
assemble a platoon to flush out those bothersome rats once and for
all. Thank you, Cage. We’ve had no luck finding their base for
decades and in a few months you find one of the greatest dangers to
the kingdom. They will not be able to hide anymore.”

Cage shrugged and went on. “Tate, now to get
down to business. Cillian, Ren and I have no doubt that the drug
lord Tran is behind the attack. This whole business reeks of his
hand. What I need is advice on how to proceed. Personally I want to
raze his whole operation to the ground and put his head on a pike
while also destroying all of his opium trafficking. But Cillian
said if I were to go and do that I could be charged with
terrorizing Miot.”

“Before I answer that, have you found this
person? Opium is a problem all over my kingdom and thought I do not
know this man by name, can you really shut down the supply routes
and whole black-market operation?” Tate asked.

“This is why Cillian told me not to go. Tran
now lives in a mansion near the Duke’s castle in Miot. I have no
proof of this, but I believe Tran has the duke’s backing. When I
checked early this morning, the Miot home guard let Tran’s henchmen
walk right by them, carrying packages I saw through as money and
varying opium products and they did not even bothering to check
what they had. Either the home guard there has been corrupted with
bribes or the duke has become addicted on the drug and is letting
things slide or is getting paid.”

“Quite an accusation.” Tate remarked.

“But an accurate one, Your Highness.” A
bearded commander beside the general spoke up. “The duke has been
acting odd as of late. I got a report last week about him ordering
the small garrison we have stationed there move to the north side
of Miot. One of the men said that the building they were using was
filled with boxes by the very next morning, but the home guard
wouldn’t allow the men to check their contents. I believe the duke
is isolating my men so this Tran person can move his supply more
freely. Miot is a sparsely populated place, especially around the
outskirts, where one can grow poppies in private. I was actually
going to personally going to see the reports firsthand.”

“And you’ve known this for a week? Why
didn’t…” Tate stopped when the man raised an eyebrow. “Oh, right.
Your men are returning from Apala in two days. Sorry about the
assumption.”

“Understandable, Your Highness.”

Tate leaned back and asked “Cage, is this a
priority or can this be done discretely?”

“Tate, we were attacked yesterday. Tran will
be expecting results tonight at the latest if the bandits succeeded
here. We have only a few hours before he suspects they failed and I
do not doubt runners are on their way. When he finds out, he’ll
either try another attempt or flee into another hole. If you don’t
do something about Miot soon you will lose it. Trust me, I’ve seen
towns torn apart when drug dealers take over and I doubt you’ll
want to order your men to march to Miot and kill all the
inhabitants before the corruption spreads.” Cage’s image was
looking right at the king as an equal. “Give me permission to do
this and the casualties will be far lower now than what you will be
forced to do later. Today Tran will die, but with your approval,
I’ll rip the city apart and dig out the rotting core.”

“Better a dagger than a sword, My Lord.”
General Kurk admitted, stating he was for letting the warlock have
his way since his assessment was true.

The king closed his eyes and Cage admired the
man who was risking much without facts. This was a hunch at most,
but the confidence in what Cage believed made Tate believe it too.
Finally the king opened his eyes and shook his head. “Cage, without
proof, I cannot allow you to run wild and destroy a city where
innocents could be hurt.” Tate didn’t see any emotional changes in
Cage’s expression and found it a little frightening and
commendable. “But” Tate noticed a tiny hint of surprise as a corner
of Cage’s mouth twitched. “I am willing to do a compromise if you
are.”

“I’m listening.” Cage said and meant it.

“Jormon and his Familiar Gaz here” he
gestured to the thin mage and grizzly. “are my personal servants
who have been faithfully guarding my family for five hundred years.
They are both proud and protective of the Vlaran people as I am and
do not wish to see it rot away, as you so colorfully put it. Would
you be willing to work alongside them to cut out the blight
infecting Miot?”

“So long as he doesn’t get in my way when I
find Tran’s sorry ass.”

“May I propose something?” Jormon asked. When
none denied him he went on. “My young king, I’m more than willing
to end such practices, but with your permission I would like to
first see if the duke has been corrupted.” Jormon outlined his plan
to the rooms and was allowed to speak without interruption.

“Well, Cage?” Tate asked.

A grin spread across his face. “I like it!
Either way, I get to go have some fun. Jormon, I’ll wait here for
you and Gaz in Kote so I can show you where I buried the bandits
last night. Then we can go to Miot and take care of business.” The
sorcerer nodded, seeming to get excited about it himself. “Now
Tate, where would be a good place I can send the crystals? I’ll not
send then inside the castle no matter what you say.”

“This magic is rather draining over long
periods of time.” Jormon reminded the king. He too felt the effects
and they had been talking for over twenty minutes.

“How about just outside the inner southern
gate?” The king asked.

“I can do that. Who should I drop it off in
front of?”

“My Lord, I can do it.” The other mage said
and got an approving nod.

“Then I’ll see you later, Tate.” Cage said
and ended the spell.

But the orb of Jormon remained long enough
for the king to say “Cillian, thank you for having Cage wait. I
would have hated should you have said nothing.”

“You’re welcome, My King, but we both know
enough that Cage would be going either way. I just made him think
more on how our kingdom works. At least now we have a better
solution to right wrongs before our worst fears become a
reality.”

“Quite true, Cillian.” And the orb
disappeared.

Cage changed the password on his wards so
that what he was using was no longer valid. He stood, grabbed the
axe and the bag of crystals while saying “Well, I’m done here now
that there is a plan. I’m going over to Big Tim’s for something to
eat.” and walked for the door.

“We should all get a meal since we got here
at first light.” Millie added.

Kitty smiled to all those leaving, but had to
speak with Cillian. Only he stayed behind while the others made way
for the tavern.

While waiting for a meal to arrive at the bar
table Cage made a smaller sight mirror and found the man with a
large feline waiting out by the southern gate, the same pair who
were in the conference. Cage wove the spell and teleported the bag
of crystals two yards from them. They quickly moved forward and
knelt to find it was as they expected. They even checked the
official analysis report he put inside. The two were then flanked
by three soldiers as they took the precious bag to a safe location
under guard. Cage also noticed before he ended the spell that
soldiers were setting up for the likely mission to flush out the
bandits from Zalt. Three other mages were among the group, probably
to counter any magic the bandits might have accumulated over the
years.

After the hearty meal and mead that warmed
the insides like the stew, he spoke briefly to Daku and Sean as
they walked together. Everything seemed to be going to plan on that
side.

 


Two relaxing hours passed after the hearty
meal when there came a tingle of magic that told of an incoming
presence. A brown light appeared nearby. A pop later stood Jormon
and Gaz. Cage got up and walked over and said “Nice to meet you,
Jormon. You too, Gaz.”

The bear sat and noticed the gawking humans.
He snorted “We are fully prepared… Where is Daku? I wanted to meet
the griffin.”

“He won’t be coming today.”

“Why’s that?” Jormon asked casually.

“Because I cannot Jump with him so he said
he’d stay with my people and watch over them… This way to the
site.” Cage said.

The two walked beside him and the human half
of the partnership asked “But why can’t you Jump him? He is your
Familiar. It should be as easy as Jumping yourself.”

“That because you’re thinking of me as a
mage.” Cage smiled while shouldering the giant axe. “I’m a warlock
and therefore have different properties. Besides, I won’t be able
to summon Daku successfully for at least another year, maybe two
when I fully reach my potential. His power is too great to Jump.
Unlike the two of you, our energies do not match. When you summoned
Gaz, you shared power for it to succeed. I’m different. Yes, Daku
is my Familiar, but I cannot tap into his limitless power and must
pull him through all on my own. No one can, as I’m told, not even
elder dragons would dare summon or Jump Daku without a great deal
of help. His power is that great. No matter what size he chooses,
his power won’t allow him to be summoned. And if I cannot do that,
how could I ever hope to Jump with him?”

“I see your point. I would still like to meet
him one day.

Cage patted the middle aged man’s shoulder.
“We plan on being around for awhile. If your honor bound to Tate’s
family, we’ll surely meet one day… Hmm.”

“What?” Gaz rumbled when he heard the shift
of conversation.

“Why didn’t I see you at the Summer Ball when
Tate was attacked?”

The two looked down in shame. Jormon
eventually answered. “We were celebrating my great great great
granddaughter’s acceptance to Twilight’s school. She just turned
three and is the first, first class sorceress to be blessed in my
family line aside for myself. My wife and I all have mage
descendants, but all are wizard or witch. She was tested by a
dragon and found to be the only first class located in the past
three years from Vlara. We were so proud that we celebrated in
Twilight instead of joining the Summer Ball. I must give gratitude
to you for keeping Little Tate alive when I could not. What may I
compensate you with?”

“You can answer a question that I didn’t get
to ask Granny yet. Why are there the six mage classes? Seems like a
caste system where the lower you are the less status you get. Do
wizard class get treated horribly by sorcerers?”

“By no means is that true.” Jormon clarified
Cage’s misunderstanding. “When a mage child is brought before an
elder dragon they are tested for the power they will ultimately be
capable of withstanding. It is a system designed to keep others
alive. Some magics are too dangerous to withstand or survive if you
cannot control it. You and I do spells which would kill the lower
classes. Truthfully, all classes mingle and are equal in these
lands. In truth, my wife is a first class witch. The classes are
only for protection of the individual. Since we cannot lie about
our class, we are barred from magics that require the more powerful
mana to complete.” He went quiet for a minute and judged the
warlock to find the answer purely interesting. “But the same cannot
be said in the Laqura Empire. From the old texts, is says the
empire and Twilight’s ruled the same till the empress took control.
She twisted noble ideals to make what you said, a caste system
where one’s class is better than another. Only the weak minded
treat those weaker than themselves as lower beings.”

“It now seems to fit what I’ve observed thus
far.” Cage admitted when another idea popped to mind. “You said
great great great granddaughter. It’s made me wonder why when a
mage can outlive those without use of their magic, there aren’t
mages all over the place.”

“A side effect of the longevity spell.”
Jormon nodded in understanding where the question headed. “Yes,
without the spell to prolong our life we will die as naturally as
those without use of magic. But when we can fully sense the
entirety of our bodies and use the spell properly, it reduces our
chance to bear young, especially in females. My wife is four
hundred, one hundred and sixty below my own, and together we’ve
made only seven babies. And only five still live today. My youngest
descendant is my sixth-great grandson. Since we all gladly trade
many children for longer lives, that is why there are so few mages. But there are more
now than when I can first remember.”

It was a logical answer so Cage didn’t feel
the need to ask again. “Here we are.”

They passed the last building and
strolled right up to the post fully displaying the infinity mark.
“They’re under, correct?” Jormon got an affirmative nod and stepped
back when his magic could sense beneath the surface. “Mercy! You
weren’t lying in the slightest. So many… all dead. You certainly
live up to the prophecy. The king will believe me after I
explain this.” He waved a
slender hand across the unsuspecting ground.

“Now that that is over, where will we be
Jumping?”

“Here.” The mage brought up an image Cage
knew well enough.

“One more thing, this axe is a magic-breaker.
Do you know a way I can destroy it or to remove its core? I’ve
tried a few things but nothing has worked.” Cage dropped the
weapon’s head to the ground. “I can’t Jump with it or send it
somewhere without it canceling my spells.”

“A magic-breaker you say? May I?” Cage
nodded and handed the blade over, but the sorcerer could barely
heft the thing. Instead he held it still and tested it. “It
is clearly a magic-breaker.
Only someone with a lot of spite would make up such a crude weapon.
It is made of solid iron and the core must be broken to destroy the
enchantments. It must be very old. You apparently came to the same
conclusion that anything we do will be matched and rendered
useless.”

“Then you better let me try. Where is the
gem?” Gaz asked and shook his large head some. He was told the
shaft and considered how best to do it. “If I can get proper
leverage I can bend and stress the core so that the stone will
crack. Once it does, the enchantments will break. My strength
should be plenty capable.”

Cage snapped his fingers when he said “I know
just the place.” The three hurried over to the jail area. Inside
sat two home guard. “I need to borrow the cell.”

The men were suspicious before screaming when
Cage walked in ahead of a large bear. It took some convincing, even
when Ren came running when he heard the yell. When they settled and
learned the bear was a Familiar and not a wild animal, Cage wedged
the axe between the thick iron bars just so that it stayed put.

Gaz stepped forward while releasing a spike
of energy to strengthen his body to its limit. He put his finger
long claws on the handle and roared while pushing with all his
might. The jail bars shrieked in protest from the force as they
held the axe and began to distort till Jormon used a reinforcing
spell to keep them from over-warping. The sound wasn’t as loud
afterwards. When solid Familiar strength didn’t bend the bar
enough, Gaz reared back and slammed down. The handle bent and there
came a faint crack within that only the bear could hear. “It is
done.” He grunted and stopped using his Familiar magic.

Cage removed the axe from the bars and
watched as Jormon reset them to their original place. A simple
probing test explained there was a hairline break where the grizzly
bear overextended its stress point near the center of the shaft.
“Good.” He said before Jumping the prized weapon to where he
dropped the rest of the supplies. It would make a good research
object once winter shuts him in and there is little to do. “Thanks
Ren for letting us use the bars. We’re leaving now.”

“You’re welcome, now go kill them bastards.”
Ren said.

“Gladly.” Cage then created a black archway
in the cell and Jumped to the northern section of Miot. Jormon and
Gaz Jumped several yards away and together they entered the city,
not bothering to explain to those gawking.

“Haven’t passed through this area before.”
Cage admitted as he took in cobbled streets and wooden homes. Many
were out and about. Off to the right, about a mile to the west were
the docks and only a handful of sailboats. People were going about
their business until they walked by, especially with Gaz’s fierce
figure. People still gave a wide berth, even knowing he wasn’t some
everyday bear. Beyond them, Cage noticed that there were fewer
shacks on this end of Miot, but he knew to the eastern area was
where he burned down the first of Tran’s buildings and it brought
back memories of what happened to Meeka. Those memories made him
angry, but yesterday sealed the dealer’s fate.

“It’s been about ten years myself. Miot sure
has grown.” Jormon responded. “Back then the duke’s castle was
still under construction and the town was more like Kote is today.
Despite the apparent growth, I can sense turmoil.”

Gaz dipped his grizzled brown head. “As can
I. The people here seem more frightened of me than they once were.
It is good we came. This tension is not good for prosperity and
will only make the city restless. Why were we not told of this
sooner?” He asked his partner.

“I do not know, Old Friend.”

Cage said “Corruption starts slow and many
prefer not to face the truth till it becomes unavoidable.” The two
agreed with a bob of their head. “Gaz, before we reach the
barracks, tell me, can your sharper sense of smell detect
drugs?”

The grizzly bear Familiar stopped and tilted
his snout up and tested the air more critically. “It is certain
that opium is produced here in great quantities. And we have wind
at our backs. For me to smell it means the scents lingers in every
object of the city. There is no doubt that we must stop this before
we do have to fully assault the city.”

“Then we must press on.” Jormon said.

“What is your business here?!” Came a gruff
voice that drew attention to a resident home guard approaching them
with a hand resting on the pommel of a sword. “You are disturbing
the peace with that beast. Put it on a leash, Mage.”

Jormon flushed with indignation as Gaz
growled to the pompous man. “And just who are you to tell me what
to do? He is no beast. He is a Familiar and…”

The home guard man held up a hand. “I do not
care who you are, Mage. In this city all animals are leashed by
order of the duke himself. Now are you going to comply or am I
going to have you arrested for disturbing the peace?”

Before Jormon blew a vein, Cage put a hand
over Gaz’s neck and created a black rope. “Forgive my friend. See,
I’ve leashed my Familiar. Now is there anything else or are you
going to continue to harass us?”

Gaz and Jormon glared at Cage’s audacity, but
when the bear moved, he felt no pressure around his neck, it was
just an illusion so he didn’t struggle. The guard said smugly
“You’re smarter than your friend here. Better make sure I don’t see
the beast off its leash again or you’ll be sorry.” He grinned in
victory, flaunting superiority over those he despised. “Now where
is it you are heading?”

“To my grandson’s funeral if you must know.”
Cage answered.

“Grandson?” The man’s eyes bulged for a
minute. “Filthy cursed mages. Bah! Off with you!”

Dismissed, Cage glanced at the two
cryptically and moved ahead while the guard watched closely.

“Worse than I imagined.” Jormon whispered.
“Quick thinking, Cage. I almost incinerated the fool. We cannot
delay… Gaz, are you alright? Is the leash bothersome?”

“It is but an illusion. Cage didn’t add
substance to it.” The bear moved quickly for a moment to show as
his furry neck passed through the blackness.

Together they rounded a corner and to make
sure they weren’t seen anymore, Cage crafted an invisibility
barrier and dropped the leash illusion. Now that they couldn’t be
seen, they picked up their pace.

Ten minutes later, Jormon led them to a
rundown building and signaled Cage to drop the barrier. Out front
stood two swordsmen beside a door wearing the standard blue crow
sewn into grey shirts. Their arrival had the men tense and go for
their swords till they recognized the mage and bear. “Lord Jormon?”
one of the men asked.

“Yes, it is I. Is the captain in?” The
sorcerer asked.

“Sir, we rarely leave these quarters. The
Duke issued orders we remain in the area, said there were dangers
only we could handle, but we’ve seen no action and the home guard
keeps an eye on us. Do you know what’s going on around here?” The
other man quickly informed.

“Inside, both of you.” Jormon ordered and he,
Cage and Gaz followed up the steps.

The inner room grew quickly as soldiers
rushed in and formed lines along cots laid in the room. They all
snapped to attention, obviously ready to do something and leave the
dilapidated conditions they had been living in recently. At the
front stood a man in chainmail with the decorations of a Vlaran
captain. Cage counted sixty men all ready to do anything. The
captain saluted and said “Our prayers have been answered. Lord
Jormon, what will you have of us?”

“At ease, Men.” The sorcerer said and the
room exhaled and turned to them. “This here is Cage.”

The captain’s eyes met black. “Sir, is
he…”

“Yes, the very one who saved our king from
assassination. It is he who has brought me here to fix the problem
in the city. Before I give you your orders, tell me what has been
happening as of late.”

Cage leaned up against a beam of wood and
listened to the report of the soldiers, hearing mostly his
suspicions confirmed by these men. The only thing of difference was
the captain said one of his men went missing two days ago when
ordered to find out what plot is happening. They expected the
worst. Towards the end Cage moved to ask “Give me something of
his.”

One of the men instantly moved and brought a
bronze dagger the man’s father made as a child and he kept it on
him at all times except when he had to covertly leave. Knife in
hand, Cage bound his seeker thread to locate the owner. The thread
of light snapped in a direction. “I’ll go find him.”

Some who were friends went to follow till the
sorcerer said “He’ll be quicker on his own. All of you better
prepare for battle.”

“Battle, Sir?” The captain asked.

Jormon withdrew one of the king’s letters
detailing the objectives of the mission and handed it to the
captain who broke the wax seal. While the men put on their armor
the captain read the orders and, when through, whispered “Burn,
burn, burn.” And watched as the letter burst into flames. King
Tate’s magician spells to work letters proved it was no hoax.

The captain said “Men, once we leave these
doors we are to kill anyone who bars our path to the Duke’s castle
by order of the king himself. They will likely be part of a major
smuggling plot which has undermined our nation’s values. We must
cleanse the city of those polluting it.”

The men were astonished to hear such an
order. One asked “All who get
in our way, Sir? Why and how can the sixty of us fight off a whole
city?”

“We have our orders. We get the mages to the
castle and show the force of the Vlaran army. The Duke has
overstepped his authority and is suspected of being part of the
problem.” None broached the captain’s command again.

Just as the armor of every man was tied down
there came a creak as the door opened and closed as if by wind
before Cage reappeared before them. The men relaxed and heard him
say “Dead, had his throat slit from behind.”

The soldiers looked at each other knowingly
and anger built. They lost a brother in a dishonorable way. The
captain asked “Where did you find him?”

“Garbage pit, half mile down the road. Not
much left. Here’s his ring.” Cage placed a simple silver band and
the knife in the soldier’s hand.

“It’s his. His late wife gave it to him two
years ago. He had no other family except us.” The captain looked up
into Cage’s eyes. “Can you find the bastard who did it?”

Shaking his head Cage said “Not without
something to track with. The scene was impossible to use and find
the killer.” He looked at the angered men. “Captain, you form up
rank behind me, Jormond and Gaz. Watch your backs. Make them
remember why you fight today, to cut out those rotting the minds of
citizens who want no part in this. You will all likely have to
spill blood, but it is necessary.”

“I agree, Cage. We are ready to do what is
asked of us for the betterment of the city.” He turned around. “Men
line up! Six lines of ten!”

They marched outside and proudly formed ranks
behind the three leading them. It wasn’t long before they heard
“Halt! Return to your barrack.” When they didn’t stop or show any
sign of listening the man paled and ran back to gather some
men.

In minutes came thirty home guard and a few
thugs of Tran’s obvious origin. The captain calmly said “Men, cut
them down!”

A great laugh escaped Cage as he sped ahead,
unable to help himself. He waded into the incoming fray with cruel
delight. Some soldiers stared in awe as he grabbed swords and
wrecked havoc in the large men. The soldiers, including the captain
fought alongside Cage and killed every one who chose to confront
them. Several were smart enough to drop their weapons, surrendered
or fled for their lives.

Screams and death drew attention rapidly.
Some stood on the sidelines and watched soldiers with swords drawn,
half of the blades dripped blood from the tips. The calm
determination on every soldier’s expression said to approach is to
meet death, but none struck more fear than the mage in front who
smiled as if it were the best day of his life. The crowd was too
mesmerized to interfere in the march, but unable to resist not
following. The soldiers at the end walked backwards and it kept
people plenty back.

A second wave rushed with double the number,
but most were armed thugs without any real combat experience. The
skirmish lasted less than a minute with all dead. Only a bruised
rib happened on one of the soldiers. When crossbows were used,
Jormon effortlessly rendered them useless by breaking every string.
Afterwards they formed up and moved on till reaching the main
road.

When it became clear nothing would stop them,
the attacks ended.

For ten minutes they marched straight for the
Duke’s castle. By now the city was alerted. Then they came within
sight of a castle surrounded by a moat with the drawbridge up.

In front of the entrance stood a hundred home
guard with ready weapons. An older man who led them shouted “Halt!
You are all under arrest for murder of Miot citizens. Surrender
your weapons now or your life is forfeit!”

“I got this.” Cage said and his group
stopped. He saw every weapon brandished and focused directly on the
weapons. He poured a simple spell which instantly increased the
heat. Each one yelped in pain or saw their gloves catch fire.

Then suddenly Cage found himself surrounded
by a powerful magic barrier that was created by the castle. Hating
to be contained for even a second, he tensed his muscles and yelled
as his power surged and blackness surrounded his body in the most
powerful shield breaking spell he’d ever done.

With a force never seen before in Miot’s
history the city shook slightly with the sound of shattering glass
as the barrier was overpowered by one enraged man. A huge blast of
wind emanated from Cage and everyone within a hundred feet were
thrown back or knocked down. Windows shattered and people screamed.
The surge severely depleted him, but a quick thread restored him
back to full strength.

Jormon and Gaz and the soldiers were the only
ones protected from the blast of air and stared in utter disbelief
at what they just saw. He had acted out of pure reflex and
protected himself and others from the blast with a barrier after
sensing firsthand the energy of a warlock. Cage stood alone, his
lighthearted smile gone, but a feral grin fully said he wasn’t
playing games anymore.

When the home guard stared at him and made no
move after that Jormon removed the barrier and looked at the
destruction and now understood why Twilight forbade interaction and
spoke of the danger. Jormon felt for the first time in many years
like a hill beside a great mountain. He understood why even dragons
felt the need for caution, after breaking Miot’s most powerful
containment spell so close to the castle. Few of the greatest
sorcerers could have done such, but not with the ease seen this
day. If he wanted to, Jormon believed Cage could destroy it.
Finding a shred of courage, the sorcerer and Familiar stepped
forward. They passed Cage who glared and warned that any action now
would be the end.

No one else moved.

The leader of Miot’s home guard shook visibly
on his horse and was startled when the mage in the red robe spoke
and ended the silence. “By order of King Tate of Vlara I order the
home guard to stand down and be detained until a full inquiry can
be made. The drawbridge is to be lowered and we are to be allowed
inside as of this moment. I am taking control of this city and will
relinquish all power of the duke until my king orders me
otherwise.”

“What proof do you have?” The home guard
leader asked, frazzled. A letter was taken out and levitated to the
man’s shaking hands. Then Jormon pulled his robe aside to reveal
the purple crow tattooed over his heart, proving he was bound to
the king’s royal line until his death. Reluctantly the man read the
shocking order meant for him to surrender to the Vlaran army and
any resistance after this letter allowed for swift execution. In a
quiet voice the man said “Men, stand down. The king has ordered
it…” The man himself removed his weapons and armor on the spot and
walked over to sit in the street.

His men joined him. The captain of the
soldiers ordered ten men to watch over the home guard.

“OPEN THE GATE, BY ORDER OF
THE KING!” Shouted the sorcerer’s magically enhanced
voice. When it wasn’t, Jormon spoke the secret phrase only the king
and those he trusts completely know. It effectively rendered all
magical defenses nullified. He hated doing something so rashly, but
it had to be done after all he witnessed. He reached with his power
and dropped the drawbridge with a loud bang that silenced the city
and lifted the iron portcullis.

A hand on his shoulder had him turn to see
Cage much calmer and less deadly. “Come on. You go deal with this
Duke. I’m going after Tran before he realizes he’s screwed.”

“Very well. It has played exactly as you
expected. You have my permission to do what needs to be done.”
Another grin spread.

Cage turned to the approaching soldiers.
“Captain, you stay and keep an eye on Jormon. You thirty, come with
me. We’re going hunting.”

Not bothering to ask questions, half split to
follow Cage at a brisk trot around the castle’s moat. He created an
image of Tran frantically yelling at a group of men in a large room
filled with boxes and heard beside him “That is our old
barracks!”

“Take the shortest path and get us there.” He
commanded and the soldier immediately led them through the streets,
having grown up here.

In five minutes they came upon wagons being
loaded by unclean men. Their arrival was noticed almost
immediately. Many fled, but most chose to confront the soldiers,
thinking their greater numbers meant anything. Big mistake. The
well trained Vlaran soldiers hacked the brutes with ease and Cage
was a flash of movement, killing with every step. He exploited
physical weakness or threw them at a soldier waiting for the right
move.

“Oh no you don’t!” Cage yelled when he
spotted the skeletal figure of a man fleeing the building. He shot
out a hand and plucked Tran off the ground like a blade of grass.
Before the screaming tyrant knew what happened, Cage punched him in
the back of his head, knocking him out. “Detain him!” Cage said to
a soldier hanging back. The limp body of Tran was thrown to the
soldier who instantly grabbed a rope and bound him before sitting
on his back.

“Cage, the barracks are on fire!” one of the
men shouted.

He went inside and easily snuffed the fire to
try and burn evidence.

 


In the hours that followed, streams of smoke
destroyed every piece of opium production. Tons of product went up
in flames and the chaos quieted after all drug dealers were either
caught or put to death for more heinous crimes. Cage relished in
destroying the supply that destroyed lives. There will be trouble
ahead when addicts go through withdraw, but the leader was
captured.

Surprisingly though, Jormond’s findings were
unexpected as the Duke was deathly ill and it was actually the
duchess, his wife, that was the conspirator in Tran’s dealings. She
was hooked on the dangerous drug and was slowly poisoning the
unsuspecting Duke for weeks. She had been interrogated to reveal
she herself was poisoning him, using his name to order the home
guard to work alongside the thugs and had the soldiers moved to use
their spacious barracks as the primary warehouse to store the
future shipments. If not for the sorcerer’s magic, the duke would
have been dead in two days by heavy metal poisoning.

All findings were immediately reported to a
speechless King Tate. The healed duke was present and found
innocent of his wife’s secret dealings and the real source of what
corrupted his city. The duke thanked the king for doing as he did
before worse action was needed and said he needed time to recover
before returning to position. Tate agreed and promised to send five
hundred soldiers to help and food to aid families ruined because of
the corruption. Jormond would stay to oversee the city till the
duke made a full recovery and returned to power.

“He’s waking up.” One of the soldiers
attending the meeting said.

“Now to get a confession.” Cage then moved
and jumped down on Tran’s shins, breaking them like twigs. Hardened
men cringed, the king included, at the bone breaking and the scream
ripped from the cruel excuse for a man. “Afternoon, Tran!”

Wild eyes and pain focused to hear a weak
curse “You!”

“Yep! Me
again!” Cage gloated while stepping off the broken
legs and wove the truth spell loud enough to be heard so everyone
knew what was happening. “Now before I kill you, please tell
everyone your master plot to attack Kote by using bandits as
mercenaries.”

“I…” Tran went to say something and couldn’t
get the words out. He tried denying repeatedly, but it was clear to
everyone in the room that he was the mastermind responsible for the
attempted massacre of an entire town as he choked on the denial,
even to the king, General Kurk and the advisors all the way in
Vin’re could clearly see who was responsible. “Bastard! What have
you done?”

Cage turned around to look at Tate’s cold,
angered image. “Good enough for you?”

“Plenty.” King Tate said. “Do what you
will.”

Without some epic climax, Cage spun around
and kicked Tran so hard in the head his skull caved in up against
the castle’s wall corner. The body twitched and fell still. As if
he didn’t do anything he turned around. “Tate, I’m done and need to
return to my people. If you need me, you know how to contact me.
Work things out with Cillian. He’ll be willing to send workers with
reconstruction. Since most of the men have bounties, use that to
pay workers. Send whatever’s left, after all is done and everyone
collects their share, and send mine to my account in Twilight.”

Tate finally broke into a smile after hours
of intense conversation and decisions. “It will be done, Cage. And
thank you again for everything. Because of you, many lives were
saved though most were ended. Many problems were solved and threats
eliminated. Farewell till next time, My Friend.”

“Later.” Cage then stepped into a black
archway and teleported.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


A cold blast of air blew against Cage’s face
as he stepped out onto the balcony with a hot cup of coffee he
finally perfected after weeks of failure. Behind, the door closed
automatically to keep the house’s heat contained. Once bark-like
wooden shutters over the open windows now had a transparent quality
so that outside daylight could filter in the house instead of it
being completely dark when shut. His eyes gazed out across the
mostly snow coated island as winter gripped the land. With a swipe,
he brushed snow off the railing and rested his elbows to enjoy the
scenery as he did every morning. It still surprised him how well
the spider silk robe contained his body heat to keep warm in winter
while when it got too hot it cooled to release the trapped heat.
His feet crunched snow that had blown onto the balcony during the
night’s short storm.

The winter season was in full swing and has
been for weeks and it was Meeka who said that this area will
experience two and a half to three months of winter and right now
Cage was enjoying it. He felt calm, enjoying a cup of Java brewed
to perfection with just the perfect sweetness of added sugar. It
made him realize just how good he had it back on Earth when all he
had to do was open a couple cans, add water and enjoy. Here, it
required actually growing a coffee tree, harvesting the seeds,
drying them out for two weeks, roasting them, grinding the beans
and brewing them through a metal strainer.

For sugar he grew a few stalks of sugarcane,
squeezed the liquid out and steamed out the liquid to get the sugar
crystals.

After weeks of experimenting, he fully
enjoyed the fruits of labor and now he had enough supply of coffee
for the whole winter. It took some time, but Brooke and Meeka
gained a taste for it as well, but the kids didn’t. Truthfully,
Rena was bouncing off the walls when she first drank coffee. It was
cute at first, but grating to the nerves. The best part of that
experience was her caffeine crash.

Reminiscing was enjoyable to Cage at these
times when he was alone and looked out over his island.

It’s been seven weeks since the attack in
Kote and the destruction of Tran’s opium production. After he’d
Jumped from the disabled Miot castle he reappeared on the beach to
find Rin and Quitte anchored and loaded. They had already
transferred all the supplies he from trading to the boats and
brought the barge as intended. They did remarkably well and said
they had almost two entire days to transfer supplies and were
greatly surprised to have gotten so much during the trading.

While they waited for the tribe to arrive
later that night he told them all that happened and their response
was as he predicted a Utala to be. They were angry, mostly to be
left out of the action. He was also told that the Spear and Dagger
were sailed every day so they were better under control and now Rin
was more confident on how to sail and maneuver his boat with almost
pinpoint accuracy. Quitte though hinted that she had to give Rin
advice on how she was the better sailor though their boats were
near identical. He didn’t respond to her bait, but Zanza and her
sister-mates secretly said it was true.

The tribe eventually reached the beach,
pushing on through the night. The livestock proved to be what
slowed progress down considerably. Thankfully the horses kept the
cattle, goats and sheep wrangled up, but Daku said he deterred the
animals from fleeing to the woods though he didn’t say how. It also
didn’t take much of an imagination to figure it out either. Animals
generally avoided him since he is a powerful predator.

And when they settled on the beach for the
night since not only was everyone tired, but it was too dangerous
to herd the animals to the barge in the darkness. It was just too
dangerous and things would have gone wrong. But everyone wanted to
know what happened and weren’t disappointed in their chief’s
accounts of his day’s events. Hearing of Tran’s death had made
Meeka the most relieved and she touched her breasts from the
memories of what that man had done to her.

Biting wind on the balcony did little
to take the memory of that day or how she had been beaten and
cried. At least, he
thought, Tran won’t hurt her
again. His memory continued to play of its own
accord.

The next morning, animals were loaded on the
barge and tethered by sturdy vines to both the Dagger and Spear to
be dragged across the water. Only together could it have been done.
The boats were rather crowded, especially when Eoin brought most of
his blacksmith supplies. But he needed everything and when some of
the tribe complained it was too much, the chief sided with the
smith since every tool had a purpose, especially the anvil modeled
much like the usual shape he was used to on Earth.

Sailing was slow thanks to the drag caused by
the barge and by the early afternoon they reached the island,
entered and docked for a few hours to unload supplies and bring it
to shore where all of those who stayed were waiting and warmly
welcomed their brothers and sisters.

Afterwards they sailed inside the reef
barrier to bring the barge of animals to the new western island
that was still over half barren. Still, there was plenty of grass
for all the animals for several days.

By the time they called it a night, Daku flew
home and waiting for their arrival was Megdline and Frill who
immediately demanded every account for the week, especially for the
second and third day back. It took almost all night to make the two
satisfied and they had said they got word through Leon and Colby
about the attack, but not how issues in Miot were sorted.
Apparently they were busy longer than expected and just returned
that day while Cage and the others were herding the animals to the
secondary island.

A whole week passed and Cage felt he would
die of exhaustion. He had to reduce a training day for the children
so he would be able to keep up since he had to transport patches of
grass from the main island to the secondary and get the plants
flourishing while also making a pine tree manipulate into a huge
shelter so the animals could go to keep warm and stay out of the
snow. Much of the tribe helped create hay so the animals wouldn’t
starve since there wasn’t much time left.

The next week was dedicated to growing homes
since the temperature began to drop at night. He finished two more
pine homes before deciding to make one large, almost like a hotel,
tree since he didn’t have time to make every family a house in
time. He didn’t hear one complaint.

While he worked, none were lazy as food was
gathered as fast as possible while the leather was being fashioned
to clothes. But the new resident blacksmith and his new mate had up
and disappeared, but everyone knew they were safe and unable to
resist each other. They just wondered when he would return.

First snowfall arrived during the halfway
creation of the tree almost as large as his house. It was only two
stories, but had thirty rooms in all. It was a tightening deadline
that had to be done and was.

Well fed and sheltered, the elders three
weeks ago told Cage to relax now that the people are safe. He
mentally had sighed in relief and could do what he wanted.

He gladly took the needed break and used the
spare time to dedicate to his teacher who surprised him a month ago
by saying she no longer felt he needed a magic teacher and could
take care of himself, especially since he had an aid to get him
what he needed. Cage didn’t know what to say at the time so she
took his silence as an agreement and said that that all was left
was a graduation gift he’d personally have to make and donate to
Twilight so future generations could see what their predecessors
had made or did. All graduating mages had to give something to show
they existed and the requirements were to use the three
fundamentals of Creation, Manipulation and Alchemy.

Like he once did with wax, Cage grew three
trees by speeding creation and altered the form into three
humanlike shapes within the privacy of his study. He then
manipulated and compressed the wood while discarding the limbs all
while sitting in a chair and not doing any physical touches though
he so wanted, but with his teacher’s observations and orders to
only use magic, he resisted the urge. The first tree soon shed its
rough bark and revealed an almost lifelike wooden copy of himself,
standing proud and wearing not a shred of clothes. He wanted to be
remembered for who he really is and nothing in the sculpture was
exaggerated. His image stood proud with its hands touching air at
the moment, but would later be placed at the small of both Meeka’s
and Brooke’s back later. It took a full day to get every detail of
himself transposed to the figure.

The next day he sculpted Brooke’s naked
perfection as she stood with her tomahawks clutched in either hand.
He knew both of his women’s bodies like the back of his own hand
and accurately applied the proper shape of her body, the swell of
her breasts, the placement of areolas and nipples, every muscle
under soft skin, the wooden hair brushed against her slender
shoulders and he even transposed her aesthetically pleasing vagina
in such a classy way that it emphasized the natural artistry she
already had and gladly strutted. Her firm backside fully displayed
her wildly prominent mark applied to her lower back and the
striking lines gripped her buttock. Her sculpture emphasized raw
sexual femininity with an unbreakable warrior’s spirit.

Meeka’s sculpture was just as profound as she
gripped the handle of her knife. Her large breasts and round hips
drew the eye, but none more so that her facial beauty. Her stance
wasn’t as commanding as Brookes, but she too was a beautifully
sexual piece of art, but her warrior side was pushed aside for she
was made to be a deeply compassionate woman. Long hair tumbled down
her back and the front emphasized the curve of her neck. At the
corner of her mouth was the graceful beauty mark.

Cage smiled as he took another sip of coffee
as he remembered his teacher’s profound expression when she saw how
he placed Meeka and Brook to either side of his sculpture with him
centered. She was unable to form words at the time and her grey
eyes roamed the amazing quality put into the set piece. Megdline
was unable to stop herself from gliding her fingers all over the
sculptures. No words were needed and it touched her so deeply that
she actually cried.

Then for the next few days he spent his time
altering the actual makeup of all three pieces by forcing the wood
and transforming into pure marble. No veins ran through the pure
white bodies by the time he’d finished. So long as they were taken
care of, the pieces might last forever. When they were finished it
looked like the stone was actually alive and were proudly looking
at you. The only mild dark dots were intentional to make the bodies
feel truly alive as they all had freckles

But when the models finally were allowed into
the room to see what he had been doing and hiding, they were just
as speechless as they fawned over the wonder. They stared at the
pieces for hours, making sure every detail of themselves were
placed and found nothing wrong. Even tactile caresses over the
highly polished bodies felt lifelike if not for the cool sensation
of real stone. Once Brooke made the room laugh as she groped her
left breast and the left one of her sculpture to find them
identical and asked Cage how he transposed them so well and he
explained that his muses were too amazing not to be burned into his
mind so well he could create images of them anytime.

That night he was showed how well they
approved by joining all night long.

By the next morning they spent a few more
hours together in admiring the amazing work when Megdline stated
that Cage had passed and was no longer an incompetent dimwit of a
student, but a mage in full and a dear friend. She then personally
Jumped the statues to Twilight’s graduation gallery.

Then she dropped another surprise that she
and Frill were planning on leaving to journey again. Cage and his
family didn’t want her to go, but knew it would have happened
sooner or later. And before they did leave Cage asked how to go
about doing certain specific magics, but then reminded he already
had an aid who would get whatever he needed.

Cage chuckled silently as his mind kept going
over recent events while enjoying the fresh wintery air.

Leon and Colby pulled through again three
weeks ago and got permission to Jump a rather detailed tome from
Twilight’s archives, one that wasn’t too sensitive. He still needed
to sign an agreement to use any and all books with discretion and
upmost care or face the penalty and reimburse for any and all
damages. The wizard aid made sure Cage first signed the document
before shipping the book directly to the island to be caught by the
pillars. It was surprising that the book’s title was only printed
on the spine and also in it was a tiny crystal created to preserve
the pages and at first glance showed them to be new, but when he
ran a piece of cloth across a page, no ink was transferred, proving
the tome was actually quite old.

It took a week to read through the book and
it actually refreshed what he knew about the areas in question. It
had been awhile since studying anatomy, but the book went further
than basic facts as it also held spell structures to complete a
personal desire. He studied the book’s spells till he wouldn’t trip
over the words and knew exactly what was meant and where the pieces
were located.

After the last drop of coffee dripped down
his throat Cage sat the mug down and felt his new ears once again.
He was tired of Daku both seeing and hearing things long before his
natural human senses could detect the same things. The book was
invaluable to enhance his sense of sight and hearing to newfound
levels he greatly enjoyed. Smell unfortunately wasn’t meant for
human enhancement and always seemed to overwhelm the human brain,
but the two most major sense enhancements were common among mages
and now Cage enjoyed such perks too. He could now see farther than
he ever had before with his eyes growing an overall tenth of an
inch in diameter and the tips of his ears were now pointed instead
of the original curve. The tapered ears now stood a half inch
taller at the point after rearranging the cartilage, but that was
the only exterior transformation that could be seen. The ears were
altered for a reason because it would be able to catch sounds more
effectively and funnel it down the ear canal. Inside, Cage’s ear
drums were three times as thick as they were originally and more
sensitive. The inner parts were also modified so it would be easier
to attune to different sounds by focusing. His hearing was not only
more sensitive to the lower and higher sound frequencies, but
should any sound be too loud, his ear drums would greatly dampen
vibrations so as to not cause damage or hearing loss by effectively
hardening the now thicker membrane. When he finished the spells it
felt like he was in another new world. He could hear a hushed
conversation from well over a hundred yards away, see greater
distance than ever before and even more detail up close. And if he
stood within ten feet of someone he could actually hear their
heartbeat and he couldn’t quite drown out his own heartbeat yet.
Night vision though was somewhat enhanced since the larger eyes
could allow more light in, but not so much he could walk around in
the dead of night without some form of light. Still, now from where
he stood he could easily see the black pillars jutting from the sea
like a gateway without a visible fence. In the day, his sight was
nearly as good as Daku, but human senses could only be heightened
so much before being overwhelmed of information and weren’t a
substitute for the natural predatory senses like Daku. The coolest
part of having new eyes, if he narrowed them it was almost like
focusing binoculars.

And the cost of altering the structure was
nearly nonexistent. It took mana to sustain the augmentation, but
if he ever chose to do serious physiological changes would require
so much energy it would reduce his potential power greatly and
likely be weaker for it until he returned his body back.

But the change didn’t get any disapproval
from his women as they both found it only made him look better and
showed off his jaw line more. Meeka found she liked rubbing his
ears while Brooke liked looking into his eyes.

Cage’s new sight caught a slight movement in
the wintery forest below where he knew the path connecting the now
frozen paradise to the eastern beach, where the bulk of the tribe
lived and guarded the entrance to the island. He smiled once he
peered more closely into the woods. It wiped away when he heard the
familiar flapping of Daku’s wings.

Just before the griffin landed Cage heard
Meeka say “Cage, can you give me a hand?” and what was amazing was
she asked from the kitchen below since she knew he could hear her
easily.

Daku landed expertly on the balcony and
didn’t slip in his lion size form. He dipped his beak in an
affirmative nod to the unspoken question. Together they walked into
their spacious bedroom, wiping their wet feet on a towel. The
instant warmth of the room felt good and it matched the heat in his
stomach from the coffee. Since they wouldn’t be in the room for
awhile Cage said “Master bedroom fire, out!” and the fireplace was
snuffed. Together they walked down the steps to smile at the change
done to the living room.

Greens and reds decorated the room.
Mouthwatering smells reminded him of times with the Old Man who
brought him up as a son. It didn’t take much to talk Meeka and
Brooke into the spirit of Christmas. At first they thought the
tradition ridiculous, but he pointed out a few they had here on
Raliea that were questionable as well. Now the two of them were
really into it. Beside the roaring fire was a freshly cut Christmas
tree dressed with strips of brightly dyed leather and off the
leaves hung handmade ornaments. Yesterday Sean and Rena had a blast
decorating it, so much so that they burned themselves out. As
intended. Around the base of the Christmas tree were presents made
by everyone for everyone. It proved to be best idea over being kept
indoors with little else to do. Over the dinner table lay a
handmade tablecloth with traditional Utala weaving and bold
geometric patterns.

Wonderful smells rolled out from the kitchen
as Brooke stepped out with a plateful of breakfast delights. She
smiled warmly to her man and Daku before turning around and
reentering the room. In that brief moment he caught her wearing her
new leather clothes she personally made and fit her like a glove.
He always wondered how she found it possible to squeeze into the
outfit. Little threads in the front could be loosened and when
pulled that tight, it looked more like a seam. Her pants also
hugged her shapely form ideally. No other could ever wear that set.
If not for the color patterns, it would be difficult not to think
she was actually naked.

Daku walked silently over to a large circular
bed on the ground and curled up to sleep. Winter seemed to make
Daku sluggish and lethargic, but most animals were hibernating at
this time of year so it made perfect sense. Usually Daku slept no
less than sixteen hours each day. Also his trickster personality
also cooled and Cage suspected why he once had an ice castle near
the southern pole, likely to sleep through the years till he had
arrived and Summoned for him.

Cage let the thoughts pass as he moved across
the room and entered the kitchen. Brooke was opening the newly made
second freezer box to pour orange juice. This new one wasn’t as
cold as the freezer and was like a refrigerator.

Meeka was stirring a pot in a near identical
glove fitting leather outfit. Any other time of year would make the
suit completely unbearable. Right now it kept them as warm as his
robe did him. The stove had been modified with a molded metal plate
over the oven that he originally grew, but like the windows of the
house, the oven’s front had a transparent quality akin to glass
while retaining its reinforced wooden density. Meeka really liked
the oven’s clear front. New pots and pans were made by magic, but
other families had to wait till Eoin returns to have him make the
needed items. But the metal in the house was divided per family for
the whole tribe equally. Everyone shared and none hoarded, one of
the things Cage never had to mediate the whole time he had been
chief.

“Good, you’re here!” Meeka piped when she
looked over her shoulder, knowing he had heard her and not able to
use that excuse ever again with his new ears. She gestured to the
prep table with a hip. “Don’t know why you are making us cook a
whole pig, but we cannot lift it for the oven.”

He moved over and gripped the platter. With a
strong grip and grunt, Cage lifted the hundred pound slab of meat
he would have no part in, but he slid the whole pig in the oven
when Meeka opened it and stepped back. Then it shut for him to say
“I know it’ll just be us today, but you never know when leftovers
will come in handy. Besides, Rena’s been asking all week for meat.
I know it’s hard to be a vegetarian, but at least you’ve broadened
your diet. Especially her.”

“It isn’t easy.” Meeka said and gave him a
kiss on the cheek. “But you give us foods we never had before. I
cannot wait to try out this dessert you’re not telling us
about.”

“Nice try.” He grinned. “You’ll just have to
wait. Did you get the drinks from storage?”

She shook her loose golden mane. “Not yet…
Oh! Get the mushrooms and sweet potatoes too for me please.”

He waved in confirmation as she asked for the
ingredients. He entered the pantry obviously larger than before. He
flicked a spark of light from a finger to find a cask made from a
solid drum of wood and tossed it over his shoulder. As he grabbed a
bowl of what she wanted, it made him smile. He actually felt family
ties for the first time with not one, but two women and it all felt
right. The kids were upstairs fast asleep. He felt like a domestic
civilian, something he never really had on Earth. But this wasn’t
Earth and it was his first Christmas on a new world.

He wanted it to count.

Cage helped where he could, but mostly he
felt like he was in the way. He took the cask and brought it out
into the living room fireplace to slowly warm up the liquid
refreshment.

Brooke then commanded the house as she sat
down fresh bread “House, wake up call, Rena and Sean’s
bedroom.”

Above there came a chiming sound that worked
much like an alarm system.

Sean and Rena awoke and walked down, rubbing
their eyes as they were still half asleep. “Good morning, Dad.”
Sean yawned while Rena walked over to pet Daku who lifted a wing
which Rena took the offering and snuggled up to fall right back to
sleep.

Trying not to laugh, Cage replied “Morning.
Did you sleep well?”

Sean shot his dad a dark look. “Dad, why did
you make us split wood all day yesterday? We’re still tired.”

“Where’s Rena?” Meeka asked as she stepped
out of the kitchen with sliced fruit. Brooke pointed with mirth
twinkling in her eyes at Daku’s curled form. The only piece of Rena
that could be seen was the top of her head beneath the encompassing
wing. They all knew how warm it was and his soft fur was soothing
and all too easy to sleep with. They all had a good laugh at that
till Meeka sadly had to say “Rena! Time for breakfast.”

The little girl groaned and Daku nudged her
with a beak and chirped in her ear. “Wake, Little One. Today is a
big day for everyone. Later you may come back and keep me warm.” He
lifted a wing to hear another groan come from her. She gave him a
morning hug before coming to the table with a zombielike
quality.

Breakfast began as it did each morning, with
all of them eating together as a family. With hot food hitting
stomachs, the sleepy quality shed off the children and they started
re-asking what today was all about. Cage gladly told how Christmas
originally started back on Earth and how religion corrupted the
original celebration and adapted to it. They found the history
lesson as fascinating as the first time. What they all liked was
the idea of gift giving and family togetherness above all else.

With winter also came the freeze of the
waterfall and because of it the constant lack of rushing water
allowed sounds to be clearer. With his new senses he could hear a
pair of voices talking. “careful, these steps look slick… I warned
you!” the feminine voice laughed after the male hit something
awkwardly and cursed.

“Dad, when can we open our presents?” Rena
asked as she finished her last bite of buttered toast.

He propped his elbows on the table and laced
his fingers together and gave his daughter a wistful stare before
smiling. “In a little bit. You just had a birthday two weeks ago,
be a little more patient, Kiddo. Right now I need you and your
brother to go outside and get something for me.”

All four of his family at the table gave him
a perplexed look. Sean asked “What is it, Dad? Tell us so we won’t
wander out in the snow.”

“You’ll know when you see it. Just cross the
bridge. It’s all part of today’s surprise.” He said with care.

“Is working us to death part of the
tradition?” Sean asked.

“No, I just wanted you up almost all night so
I can get a few things done without you and your sister spoiling
all the fun.”

“Mothers, do you know what dad’s up to?” Sean
asked.

Both women shook their heads, but Brooke said
“Your dad hasn’t told us everything either. He sent us to bed while
he stayed up all night. Cage Love, what is it you need the children
to go get? I can go so they do not freeze.”

“Nope, I need yours and Meeka’s help for a
little while longer. Kids, go get your boots on and get to it.”
Cage got up and gestured for Meeka and Brooke to follow him to his
study.

“Come, Sean Brother.” Rena said and went over
by the front door to slip her feet into her soft leather boots.
Sean joined her.

Rena opened the door to get blasted in the
face by the biting chill and pressed forward. She had to leap and
forge her way through the snow that reached her knees. Sean shut
the front door to keep the heat in and followed his sister. When
they were alone outside he heard her say “Does Dad find it amusing
to make us do these stupid things? Why can’t it be so much simpler
and why does he want a tree within our own home? We live in
one!”

“Rena, don’t say I was the one who told you,
but Daku told me that Dad told him why he wanted to do this. We
know Dad never had a family, just like me, but he wants to do
something special. In a way, I don’t like all this odd work either,
but I find it exciting… the suspense of the unknown I mean.”

Rena tucked a loose strand of her hair behind
an ear before saying “You do realize Dad just heard us, don’t
you?”

Sean stopped and smacked the heel of his hand
to his forehead. He hadn’t yet gotten used to his dad’s more
powerful hearing. “Damn… Sorry Daku, didn’t mean to get you in
trouble.” He said, knowing both would hear him.

They didn’t want to spend all morning in the
snow so they trudged ahead and managed to cross the bridge over
frozen water. They passed Megdline’s vacant house and looked all
over for whatever their dad sent them to retrieve. “Nothing’s
here…” Rena trailed off.

“Hello, Children!” came a booming male
voice.

“Cillian Grandfather! Tiffa Grandmother!”
Rena exclaimed in a shriek. “What? How?”

Cillian and Tiffa stood at the stairs wearing
heavy winter clothes, each having a large pack over their shoulder.
Both were smiling and laughed when either child stared in utter
shock at them. It was overly obvious that their arrival wasn’t
expected in the least. “Don’t just stand there. Give your
grandmother a hug!” Tiffa crooned as she knelt and dropped her
pack.

Beyond words, the children rushed over and
embraced her warmly. Cillian also got some affection as he hefted
both children together and twirled them around.

“What are you doing here?” Sean finally asked
as he and his sister were sat down.

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re here for this
Christmas party Cage has planned for today.” Cillian chuckled.

“But…” Rena shook her head, trying to
find the right words. “How did you get here? When did you get here?”

“Can we explain inside?” Cillian said while
trying to blow hot breath in his cold hands. “We were just dropped
off not too long ago. We’ve been riding all morning and are chilled
to the bone.”

The children finally understood what was
happening and got more excited now that their grandparents arrived.
They animatedly used the fresh path to lead the grandparents over
the bridge. They listened to the older couple marvel over their
tree house and how large it is.

At the front door Rena giggled while opening
it to say “Mothers, we need some help!”

“Coming!” came Brooke’s and Meeka’s unison
answer in the other room.

“MOTHER!
FATHER!” Meeka exclaimed as she came to an abrupt stop
with a dumbfounded Brooke at her side while Cillian and Tiffa sat
down their packs and smiled broadly. Then Meeka saw it was really
them and rushed into their embrace while crying happily. She held
them for a long time before she felt how cold they were. She drew
back to say “Would you like a hot bath? Your both really
cold.”

“A hot bath? Don’t trouble yourselves.”
Cillian said.

Brooke came over and said “It isn’t
troubling. We always have hot water ready. Come up and let us bathe
together. We are all curious as to why you are here and want to
speak in detail.”

“That will be wonderful, Brooke.” Tiffa
accepted the offer as her body shook. “But what do you man
together?”

“You, Me, Cillian, Meeka, Sean, Cage all
enjoying a hot bath in the same tub.” She turned around when the
pair were dumbfounded. “Daku, would you like to join as well?”

The griffin lifted his head and yawned. “I
suppose it would feel good.”

Cage stepped out of the kitchen to say “It
would be a good experience. It is different than I planned, but a
nice hot soak will feel good and offer a nice place to talk. It’ll
only be us today. I’m glad you all came, sorry I couldn’t talk
yesterday. I couldn’t find a moment alone since they were all
nearby and I didn’t want to spoil the surprise. Besides, the food
needs a while to cook and a soak will take up much of the
time.”

“They got here yesterday and you
didn’t tell me?” Meeka said
indignantly. “Why didn’t you tell me they would be coming? I
thought you said they were busy?”

“We were.” Cillian said as he took off
his wet boots alongside Tiffa. “We were busy preparing to come for a visit here with our
daughters and grandchildren. He wanted our arrival to be a surprise
and that first look on your face was all worth it… Cage you’ve a
wonderful house. Much better than the trees we stayed in. I never
got to go inside a mage’s home, but it is nice though I prefer the
one I made with my own hands.”

“Enough talk, where is this hot bath you
promised?” Tiffa interrupted.

“Kids, show them to our bathroom and get it
started. I’ll be up in a minute.”

“Yes, Dad.” Rena said and took her
grandmother’s cold hand to lead the way first with Daku rising and
stretching like a cat with his hind end up and the arms straight
with his beak parting to greatly yawn.

As Sean passed he felt Daku’s tail smack his
backside and knew why he did that, for speaking about a private
conversation so close to home where it was clear his dad heard the
conversation.

Upstairs, Cillian and Tiffa jumped when the
fireplace rekindled per Meeka’s command. It unsettled them, but not
nearly as much as when everyone began to undress. Rena was the
fastest and ran into the bathroom to start the hot water bath. When
Meeka turned around her new unabashed spirit made her say “You
aren’t planning to bathe in your clothes are you?”

“Do you bathe together often?” Tiffa asked
reluctantly, watching Daku walk through a door where running water
could be heard.

“Usually it’s just me, Brooke and Cage
enjoying each other, but when some of our sisters come to visit we
usually share company. Don’t be insecure of your body and its
beauty. Cage taught me that and Brooke proved his words true. No
matter how much cloth we wear, we’re always naked. Enjoy it.”

“You’ve certainly changed since leaving us.”
Tiffa commented. “Love, let us not insult our guests.” She then
began to shed her layers and lay them on the plush bed. Cillian
followed with a grim setting in his mouth.

“We all change, Mother. Besides, I finally
feel I found where I belong. It is actually freeing to be naked all
the time. The Utala have taught me that their way is less deceptive
and honorable to be as we were born. I know you taught me about the
gods wanting us to show only ourselves to those meant to share our
bed, but being naked makes us truly show who we are.” Brooke nodded
and took her hand lovingly.

The priestess looked down and said “Let us
enjoy the hot water. Standing here in the nude has made my nipples
hard, and not in the fun way.”

Meeka laughed and pinched her firm ass
teasingly. “Come, My Love, mine are pearling too.” They then left
the mildly chilly room and entered the rapidly heating bath.

“Not in yet?” Cage said as he entered his
bedroom to find Cillian and Tiffa standing in their small clothes.
He held out a hand and grinned. “Better hurry or I’m liable to burn
them off.”

“You wouldn’t dare.” Tiffa replied, crossing
her arms beneath her ample bosom covered in a bra-like piece of
cloth meant to keep breasts from bouncing too much while riding a
horse or running.

“Challenge accepted.” With a simple wave of a
hand, her top, panties and Cillian’s drawers immolated into ash.
The pair looked down at themselves in utter denial. He snapped his
fingers, opened the balcony door with a thought and blew the ash
outside. “Now get your asses in the tub before you catch a
cold.”

Tiffa’s blue eyes narrowed before she
squeaked and covered her breasts and flower while Cillian chuckled.
“Tiffa, why did you take the bait of a mage? You should know
better.” He took her hand from covering her flower and led the way
before she could start a tirade that would have surely been
disastrous.

“What is a privy doing in a room for
bathing?” Tiffa asked suddenly in the amazing room.

“Dad likes to call it a one stop shop.
Personally I would rather use it inside than walk out and relieve
myself.” Sean said as he floated in the tub.

“But the air is not foul.” She continued.

“All waste gets ‘flushed,’ as Cage calls it,
and gets sent below the house. And when you have a bowel movement
you take this little thing and press this button.” The device made
a slight hiss as a puff of mist was released and a fragrant smell
of mint and orange saturated the air. Rena hastily pulled her
grandmother ahead. “Come in.”

“Oh! Ah!” came Tiffa and Cillian’s groans as
the remarkable hot water stung at first, but the heat seeped in and
removed all traces of cold by the time Cage came in and shut the
door. Cage then stepped down into the recess where the shower
spewed the steamy hot water which everyone enjoyed. Between Tiffa’s
legs sat Rena who began to curl up into a ball with her head using
Tiffa’s breasts as a pillow. “Um, Brooke? Is it normal for children
to be so close?”

“Yes, you are also a female. She is a loving
child. If she was putting her head like that on Cillian, it would
not be allowed. When she was a baby, we would bond and sleep like
that many a nights. Rena is quite fond of large breasts.”

Tiffa smiled at the little girl snuggling
even closer and felt her maternal instincts accept the pure
intentions of the girl. “Then it is good the three of us are so
well endowed.”

“Quite.” Brooke said warmly and watched Daku
turn over and let his wings spread comfortably and most of his body
remained submerged. Already the griffin was snoring with a parted
beak. The warm water lulled him to sleep, and by the looks of it,
Rena wasn’t far behind.

Meeka scooted over on the filling ledge and
wrapped an arm around Brooke. Cage sat beside the priestess while
Sean was beside him. The other four sat across, directly beneath
the stream of water. “Mother, how did you get here?”

“It was actually Cage’s idea.” Tiffa
admitted, appearing to be more relaxed, but not forgetting what
happened earlier. “Your father and I left Kote three days ago for
Miot where we then hired a boat to take us here. The men thought us
crazy, but took our coin anyway… likely thinking we were fools.
Yesterday afternoon we stopped outside those frightening columns
and waited for one of those odd looking boats came out and we
transferred to be brought into the island. Elder Metak and the
others were kind enough to hide us and let us rest the night with
them in their home. Cage wanted us to surprise you for this
tradition from his world. We really didn’t care, just wanting to
come for a visit and see all of you.”

“Well I’m so glad you came, Mother. I missed
you ever so much.”

While the women conversed Cillian asked
“Cage, what happened to your ears?”

“I did it with magic to hear better. This
close I can hear everyone’s heart beating in their chest. How do
they look?” He asked and turned his head to show his ear more
clearly.

“Odd is all I can say.” Cillian answered
truthfully.

“I like them.” Brooke said and touched them
with wet fingers.

“So, Cillian, how are things on the mainland?
Any new news since the attack?”

Cillian looked at Cage closely while
saying “In Kote, all is as it has been for many years. Little was
interrupted thankfully and
other than a few brief conversations with King Tate or one of the
advisors by magic. It is less disconcerting speaking to a floating
ball thanks to you frequently calling us. My people are doing well
thus far in the season. Oh… and some of the men came home when the
work in Miot started drying up. The town’s coffers haven’t been so
fat since my father was first mayor. Some of the money has also
went to help the families who lost someone. Three of the four were
the only man of the family. We take care of our own.” Cillian
stated with pride while drawing the other conversation between the
women to a close.

“In Miot, recently have most of the Vlaran
troops the king sent to keep order returned to wherever they came
from. Jormon returned power back to the duke when he was well
enough to take up the mantle again over the city. The king’s mage
then went back to Vin’re when he was sure his services weren’t
needed anymore. Many of the slum homes were ultimately destroyed
and rebuilt because it was not only cheaper, but it eliminated
riffraff from starting another power struggle in the black markets.
But the best report of all is that all reported and suspected opium
dealings have ground to a halt. Poppy fields were easily located
and razed, culprits were caught and order mostly restored.”

“Mostly?” Cage had to ask.

“Yes. New home guard members were selected
after most were found to have had a hand in the drug trade. But the
worst problems resulted from the addicts starting riots, robbing or
doing worse crimes. Some even died trying to hide their supply by
ingestion before thorough sweeps were at their door. For two weeks
the city was tense with withdraw. Fighting and murder were common
after you took care of business.” Cillian sighed. “But when I spoke
with the duke before we paid to be on our way here, he said the
city is stabilizing and returning to as it was before the
corruption. It’ll still take years to fully recover after all that
happened.”

“What of the duchess?” Cage inquired.

“The duke pulled the hanging lever himself.”
Cillian spoke softly, figuring Cage’s new ears could have heard it.
When he got a nod, he knew the message was delivered.

Tiffa blinked rapidly and asked “Cage, are
your ears different?”

He chuckled and told him what he had done and
what it now accomplished. While he did, Brooke teased the sensitive
tips lovingly and from her speeding heart, he could tell she was
restraining from doing oh so much more. Tiffa found it greatly
fascinating and wished she could have ears to hear a heartbeat, but
learned she would find the most mundane tasks doubly tiring. She
admitted her livelihood wouldn’t allow her to be weakened in the
slightest.

“Oh, almost forgot.” Brooke said with some
joy. “Would the two of you like to try the Jacuzzi?”

“What’s a Jacuzzi?” Tiffa asked.

Brooke reached over and stopped the shower
now that the water level was high enough. She then laid a hand on a
third lever beside the hot and cold water nodes. She smiled wryly
and pointed to say “See those coin size holes?” Tiffa moved to see
beneath the surface while being careful to not jostle the
slumbering granddaughter between her breasts. “Air bubbles and
water pour through all the holes around us and there are three
levels.”

When she didn’t explain, Tiffa asked “And
they are?”

“Glad you asked.” Brooke grinned. “They are:
Relaxing, Pummeling and Who Needs a Man.”

When the beautiful older healer got the pun
she almost cackled. Then she just had to ask “So you put… you
know?”

Brooke grinned and nodded. “Meeka is the one
who showed me actually. It isn’t as good as a real lance, but it
will still make you sing. Tonight in your own tub, you can try it…
If you’re staying that is.”

Tiffa blushed brightly at the scandalous idea
while Cillian merely gave his beloved a raised eyebrow of ideas
before she replied “The woman name Quitte said she will sail us
whenever we are ready to leave. Cillian and I planned on just a
week here. I’ve just taken on a new healer apprentice who is
watching Sassy for us and is capable of dealing with a few
things.”

Brooke turned on the bubbling jets to a
moderate flow and both Cillian and Tiffa jumped till they got
comfortable. Both Rena and Daku though didn’t wake, but the griffin
did move to a more comfortable placement. The two quickly groaned
as the bubbles beat against their bodies and groaned in utter
enjoyment. Meeka though was too excited to allow them to get too
comfortable. “A new apprentice, Mother?”

Tiffa’s sapphire blue eyes met their mirror
in her daughter’s. “Yes, about a month ago I decided to take one
on. Millie’s ten year old granddaughter Kim actually. She is much
more willing to learn about herbs and medicine than sewing. She now
lives with us in your old room.” Meeka shrugged, not caring since
she doesn’t live there anymore. “She almost as spirited as Rena
here. Oh, and she knows her letters and likes to read the basics of
herbs. She hasn’t learned mixing, but I left enough salves and
potions she knows how to use properly and the town knows she is in
my place… And before you ask, no she isn’t alone. Millie and her
husband are staying with her.”

“I’m glad, Mother. I’m sorry though I left
you like that, but the Utala were in great need of a proper healer.
Cage isn’t always able to do things since he’s so busy and I enjoy
it. Sean and a few of the girls are also proving to be good
apprentices for me as well.”

Tiffa looked to her grandson. “Really? What
has Meeka been teaching recently?”

“Sleeping tonics.” Sean replied quickly.
“Meeka Mother showed me the herbs, but I didn’t do the right
portions last time and made it too strong… a chicken died as a
result.”

The older healer managed not to laugh and
asked what he used and was astounded he had all the names right and
how his method of creation was adequate, but she gave positive
corrections and was proud Sean said he would do as she said.

“Enjoying the jets?” Cage asked Cillian.

“Immensly.” He
groaned while draping his arms over the ledge, one arm casually
holding his wife’s soft shoulder. “I could use this after a long
days work.”

“If not for making them at the spur of the
moment I might not have survived.” The warlock admitted as he felt
two jets beating his lower back while a third rushed to the space
between his shoulder blades, where the infinity mark is. “I barely
had time to sleep and several times these things made me sleep
harder than Daku is snoring at the moment.” Just then the griffin
released a loud snort and rolled to his side so the jets could beat
a different spot. “There was just so much to do and I’m just one
man. If I didn’t have magic, nothing would have gotten done in
time. The past few days are the first I’ve had to myself.”

“Better you than me… Ow!” Cillian cursed when
he got kicked in the shin.

“Sorry.” Cage said, but clearly didn’t mean
it.

Changing the subject quickly, Tiffa asked
“Will you tell us more about the island? Oh, is there any
soap?”

Meeks shook her head, answering the second
question first. “No, we weren’t able to make any before the freeze.
If you want, I can go get some sand if you feel dirty?”

“No, I was just wondering since you seem to
have everything I’ve dreamed of and much, much more.” Her mother
replied.

“Don’t worry about that. You won’t be going
home empty handed.” Was all Cage said and when asked, he just
smiled at their growing irritation.

 


For the next two hours they sat in the
bubbling bath, enjoying the company and the conversations that
bounced around. Sean eventually fell asleep on his dad’s shoulder
and was only wakened by Cage saying “Now that we’re all refreshed,
let’s get out and exchange presents.”

Rena groaned as her grandmother made her wake
while her blonde mother pulled the plug to drain the lukewarm
water. Cage pulled out fibrous leaf size towels for everyone, but
worked a spell on the water clinging to his Familiar’s coat. Since
it wasn’t a direct spell it wasn’t negated. Daku gave thanks and
left the room where Tiffa’s anger returned for the loss of her
garments. Meeka ended the tirade by giving the one she uses to her
mother. Cage knew he’d have to find Meeka a replacement. They then
all put on their clothes, already feeling much better because of
the bath and conversations.

Downstairs they found the griffin again
curled up on his bed beside the fire.

Everyone sat around the fire in a large
circle, but Cillian was adamant that he and Tiffa give out their
gifts first and brought their packs over, and passed each out to
the appropriate individual. The husband and wife watched warmly as
the gifts were opened. Brooke and Meeka were each given rare spices
along with seeds, already knowing Cage didn’t have all these
spices. Sean received a leather ball that bounced almost like an
old fashioned basketball while Rena got a handmade doll with actual
horsehair for hair. Cillian said he made both the ball and doll for
them while Tiffa spoke how fierce negotiations resulted in the
spices.

“Careful with that.” Cillian warned.

Cage did as instructed and opened a wooden
box to find it stuffed with cloth securely containing a nearly
clear glass flask with some kind of amber liquid. The flask had a
rather thin neck, about five inches long with a glass stopper and
encased with hard wax to keep it sealed. With great care, Cage
removed the wax and removed the stopper to catch a whiff and it
made his eyes water. He plugged it quickly. “Awesome Cillian! This
acid will do wonderfully for an experiment.”

“Just be careful. The scholar guild made it
clear that the acid will eat through flesh like a wild, starving
animal. What did you want it for?”

“I’ll show you tomorrow.” He then put the
flask back and closed the box. “Kids, get the presents you made for
your mothers.” Cage said as he stood and moved over to the tree
himself. The three of them quickly found the covered presents they
made and brought it back.

Rena and Sean made careful carvings with
bones. They had yet to have the finer skills as an adult, but it
showed they put in hard work into making the necklaces and
bracelets. Not wanting to make the grandparents feel left out, Rena
asked her mothers if they would give either a necklace or bracelet
and it wasn’t long till Tiffa wore a delicate necklace while
Cillian marveled at his new bracelet.

Cage held onto his gifts since Brooke and
Meeka wanted him to. They had made two small cloaks out of old
dresses, changing the fabric and dying them all earthy colors. Sean
and Rena gladly put them on and were a little big, but were told
they would grow into them.

Cage then laid four presents before
Cillian and Tiffa along with one much smaller present before the
rest of his family. “Open them together.” And he watched as they
did. Each family member uncovered a small wooden box and opened it
to find a six inch long, device. Everyone got one, but Cillian and
Tiffa’s other present contained a thick stack of two hundred sheets
of whitish orange paper crafted from the very leaves of the house
before they all fell before winter. Also in the box was a simple
glass eyedropper along with a wooden container. “What all of you
have will make writing so much
easier now. No longer will we need to suffer with a quill and
dipping it into ink after every few letters.” He then retrieved his
from a pocket. “Pull the cap off like this and begin
writing.”

Cillian looked closely at the thing called a
pen. “How does it write? Magic?”

“No, not magic, but I did need to make it by
it. In that little wooden bottle is ink I made myself from
blackberries, salt and vinegar. Ink is stored inside the empty
cavity and to refill it without spilling, put the dropper in the
ink, cover the end of the glass with a thumb and have the end of
the pen unscrewed. Then just release your thumb and the ink will
flow inside. At the tip of the pen is a tiny ball that will make
writing effortless. Go ahead and try it out.”

Taking a sheet of paper, Cillian sat it down
before him on the hard wooden floor and pressed his gift to the
paper. He tried writing and his jaw dropped as ink flowed onto the
paper smoothly. He wrote nothing in particular to get the feel of
how well it fit his grip. “If I had a quill I would have dipped a
dozen times.”

“But did you notice that the ink is already
dry.”

“You jest?” But Cillian was already running
his finger over the paper to find it to be true. “But how?”

Cage smiled. “You waste much less ink with a
pen. The tiny ball at the end flows an even amount of ink so you
will not need to worry about spilling excess as when I scared you
half to death that fist time. Since it uses less ink it’ll dry
almost instantly. With the vials of ink and the pen, you’ll not
need to get more ink for another year, unless you start writing
books.”

“Cillian Grandfather, may I try?” Rena asked
and crawled over to draw with her brand new pen.

Paper was also given to Brooke and Meeka as
Tiffa said “It is so easy to use. It will save time writing, but
what if the ink clumps?”

“Just boil the pen itself.” Cage answered.
“They are sturdier than they look. Just remember to put the cap
back on so you don’t accidently start writing on things you
don’t.”

While they were marveling over something as
simple as a pen a gray orb appeared in the room. “What’s that?”
Tiffa asked as she looked up to the thing she learned to be a
fan.

“Excuse me.” Cage stood and walked to a
eastern facing window. He lifted the translucent piece of wood and
felt the cold rush over him while he squinted to the pillars. Only
a person who entered without knowledge of the password would be
held. If thirty seconds passed and the correct word wasn’t revealed
a gray warning orb would alert Cage’s house. His new eyes focused
as he saw a suspended individual floating alongside a smaller being
out over the water. He grinned. Blackness appeared in the room and
before any could question what was happening he Jumped out to the
pillars.

“Do you know what is happening?” Tiffa asked
with a touch of concern.

“Cage would have told us if there was danger.
And so would have Hammit and his mates up at the mountain’s peak.
They would alert us to danger.” Meeka said and enjoyed her new
presents.

Moments later the front door opened as Cage
said “Guess who decided to drop by?”

“Frill!” “Megdline!” The children exploded
and rushed over to get hugs.

“My goodness! Did you miss us that much?”
Megdline laughed joyfully while Frill purred loudly at all the
attention.

“But we didn’t think either of you were going
to make it.” Meeka said as she and the others all came over in
greeting. Daku simply cracked an eye, smiled and went back to
sleep.

Frill meowed like a chirping bird and
Megdline translated. “He says we almost didn’t, but we were able to
finish up a situation in Beytm a few hours ago.”

“Beytm?” Cillian asked incredulously. “But
that is the furthest town of Emroc. What were you doing all the way
out there?”

Frill suddenly hissed a laugh and Megdline
said “Quiet you! It wasn’t funny… alright, maybe it was a little
bit.” To the others she said “Some genius got it in his head to try
and take a wyrm from the moment it hatched and raise it for a pet.
I went to investigate the claims from the inhabitants of unexpected
animal killings and odd prints found around farms. It took less
than a day to follow the obvious tracks. Clearly it was a long kept
secret for it was older than a hatchling.”

Meeka shivered and not from the cold. She and
Cage knew all too well about the carnivorous wyrms and how those
giant lizards almost killed them. Two ripped a horse in half and
swallowed the pieces whole before herding them to mommy dearest.
Cage though asked “Emroc has wyrms too?”

“Yes, but not as many as here in Vlara to the
east and southern terrain.” Frill said and was translated. It was
odd both hearing his birdlike yowling mixed with a rich male
timbre. Cage held the large feline’s golden eyes and listened
closely. “Usually they are found to the west of the Keyta River
since they cannot swim and cause too much havoc in Emroc. The water
is a natural barrier so they aren’t much of a pest. If we had not
acted the wyrm could have potentially staked a new territory and
invaded Emroc more fully.

“We found the culprit easily enough, but when
we found them last night the man was eaten by the very lizards he
was unable to train as soon as he turned his back!” Frill hissed
hilariously and Cage joined him, imaging how it likely happened. A
giant, ravenous iguana fifty feet long eating the idiot who
deserved it. Cage remembered those angry, voracious eyes that
wouldn’t stop till it ate its target. Frill then finished the short
story. “We had no other choice than to kill the adolescent size
wyrm since it was clear the creature was a threat and couldn’t be
returned back across the river. It was put own and burned this
morning. Then we decided to come enjoy this Earth tradition of
yours. Tell us more about it.”

“I’m glad you two could make it.” Cage rubbed
the Maine Coon’s soft fur.

“Megdline, why did Cage have to leave and get
you?” Brooke asked.

The sorceress removed her boots while
answering. “I haven’t been here in weeks and he changes the
password often. I didn’t know it so I just waited for someone to
help out… Cage, I see you’ve modified your hearing and eyesight. It
looks good on you.” Before he could say thanks for the compliment
Megdline sniffed the air. “Something smells good. When are we going
to eat?”

“Soon, Granny. Let me go get your present
first.” He said and left for his office and retuned moments later
with her pen and showed her how to use it.

“Remarkable!” She said as she sent her senses
into it and could gain more understanding. “It is so simple yet
effective. Why hasn’t anyone figured this out before?” She asked no
one in particular. “This will revolutionize the writing process. My
husband will certainly want one.”

“Speaking of, when is he coming to meet me?”
Cage asked. It has been quite awhile since he’d promise to extend
an invitation to the magical city.

Megdline quit studying the genius device to
set her grey eyes on him. “I’m sorry it hasn’t happened yet, but
there is still trouble with the war still happening between Emroc
and the Laqura Empire. He and you are more alike than you realize
for you both rarely get time to yourselves as your people are
always in need. The rest of the council is just as overworked and
they all have to deal with two whole kingdoms. I promise that he
hasn’t forgotten you and hopes by spring he can come.”

“Alright.” He sighed. “I wouldn’t be able to
visit quite yet anyway. I’m still needed here since a few more
things need to be done… Go warm yourself by the fire while I go
finish dinner.”

He left the room and went to check on the
cooking pig and could tell it still needed another good hour so he
crafted salads and side dishes. While he worked he listened to his
teacher telling the children stories of dragons and magical places.
She also spoke of some of the wonders she had recently with Frill
these weeks and wasn’t surprised by their enthusiasm. Cage also
enjoyed the stories, knowing some tales were slightly exaggerated
for the children’s benefit.

The Christmas meal was soon ready, but Cage
worked a little magic to hide the table till he was done. “Come
eat!” he said and revealed the perfectly placed table with the pig
as the centerpiece.

Everyone was thrilled as they all sat down
and ate. He then opened the cask to reveal a warm golden liquid of
his first successful creation of honeyed mead that every adult
enjoyed. Megdline drank the least for too much would be dangerous
to any other mage except Cage who could drink tirelessly and not
get drunk. Cillian said it was a fine, smooth brew and asked how it
was made to give suggestions that would seem to make the process
better. Cage couldn’t help feeling at peace by doing something
truly normal for once. The greatest gift to him was seeing all the
smiling faces at the table. All seemed right in the world.

After the meal and with overstuffed stomachs,
Cage had everyone gather around the fire again as he took out his
ocarina and played for an hour till his lips were numb. The songs
were a variation of those common to Christmas and those he loved
gladly listened or were so lulled and full they fell asleep
contently.

By the time darkness came Cage said “Thank
you everyone… Oh, Granny, I’m doing an experiment tomorrow if you
want to come?” she said she would be delighted before leaving. All
others soon went to bed and fell asleep.

 


The next morning there came an odd sound
Cillian hadn’t heard in months, but as he walked around the balcony
he found Sean looking over the railing with a hot mug of some kind
of drink as it steamed in the cold morning air. “Morning, Cillian
Grandfather.”

“Good morning to you too.” He replied and
peered over the banister.

On the backside of the house where the third
support arched and held the house secure were an odd assortment of
things Cillian clearly figured to be training equipment. From the
pillar was a long wooden bar about nine feet above the ground that
reached from the support shaft to the backside wall of the building
beneath them. Hanging from the first few feet were two large,
baglike cylinders that looked exceptionally heavy. Beside them was
a clear training dummy with dozens of sticks sprouting and when hit
would spin and force the person to either react quickly or need to
jump back. But further down were four of them in a circle and in
the middle moved Cage. He struck like lightning, weaving in a
maelstrom of rotating dummies. His arms were but a blur of motion
as he used his most lethal physical weapons. He jumped and shot a
heel to one bar behind him to blindly hit and the connection was
perfect. Cage weaved, not getting hit once while fighting against
foes he controlled at such speeds that Cillian couldn’t tear his
eyes away. Few things ever made the mayor of Kote speechless and it
seemed commonplace whenever his son-in-law was anywhere nearby. He
knew Cage was a lethal man to be sure, but he was constantly being
reminded by just how much.

After a few more seconds Cage came to a halt,
sweating and breathing deeply. He made a defensive pose and with a
crack, all the rotating bars slapped against his flesh. Wiping
sweat from his eyes, Cage looked up to say “Come on down, Boys.
Sean, show your grandfather how to use the equipment. I can see you
both want a turn.”

“Yes, Dad.” Sean quickly drank the remainder
of his drink and led his curious grandfather downstairs.

By the time they walked around back they
found Cage stiffly punching a wooden beam with a dent created by
his outstretched fingers. “What are you doing? Trying to break your
fingers?” Cillian asked when he got closer.

Sean was the one to answer. “No, Dad says it
is how his fingers and fists are so strong. He says he’s done it so
much that the bones in his fingers are stronger than most every
man. He says something about when a bone breaks it’s stronger
afterwards and about micro fractures in his fingers over years of
doing this has made his finger bones more like claws. You know how
hard Daku’s skin is… well Dad can rip his flesh with his bare
hands.”

“Accurate.” Cage sad to his son’s
explanation. “Go show him the punching bags. I have to go finish
off my routine.”

“Why?” Cillian wondered as Cage wiped his
sweaty face again as the moisture gleamed off his lean body.

“Because I need to burn off all the calories
I ate yesterday and I always like to be in top condition. I’m not
going to get lazy or fat during the winter. Better to be fit and
have no use for it than be fat and need the strength.”

“Hmm.” Cillian hummed.

Cage went to the next object hanging from the
bar, a hanging rope he removed and began spinning it around himself
while doing small jumps. It looked rather easy, but only because
the warlock made it so. Cillian knew there was much more to the
exercise.

Over the next hour, Cillian felt he was going
to die from the exercises. He long ago removed his shirt as the
cold did little to cool his hot, sweaty body. As he knelt and
gasped for air he heard a slight giggle and looked up into his
wife’s, daughters’ and granddaughter’s amused faces. They were
obviously enjoying watching him try to do each objective without
busting out with a laugh. He sighed, grunted and stood. “Cage, how
can you make it look so easy and not be tired?”

The warlock tossed the man his thick wool
sweater. “Practice mostly, but I’ve always had exceptional energy.
As a kid, I could never sit still and it sometimes got me in
trouble with Beau, the Old Man. I found it hard to sleep or relax
without some kind of an outlet. Now that I’m fully adult, I can
focus my excessive energy better. You should remember what it was
like as a child, always looking for trouble or causing mischief
when you got bored.”

Cillian smiled nostalgically, remembering
those blissful times. “Then it seems like I need to start a set of
exercises to get back it proper shape. Give me a few suggestions
while we go clean up and get breakfast. The workout has made me
hungry.”

Sean quit playing with one of the training
dummies and followed while hearing his dad’s suggestions.

After a nice hot shower to wash off the sweat
and eating yesterdays leftovers Meeka said to those at the table
“Sean and I are going down to the village to see everyone. I need
to also see how Zanza’s pregnancy is coming along. It’s been almost
a week since I saw her.”

“Mind if I come?” Tiffa asked. “I also need
to make a soothing herbal tea because I heard a child coughing and
sounded to be a coming sickness.”

“That would be great.” Meeka replied
warmly.

“Rena and I will be spending the day in her
room. She still has much to learn as the next priestess.” Brooke
announced.

“So that just leaves you, me and Daku.”
Cillian stated.

Before Cage could answer there came a knock
on the front door before it slid open to reveal Megdline and Frill
entering. “Sorry for being late. We slept in.” The sorceress
explained while taking off her boots while Frill licked the powdery
snow off his paws.

“Hungry? We still have plenty of leftovers
from last night.” Cage offered.

“That I will not turn down.” Frill meowed and
his master nodded.

 


“So what is this experiment all about?”
Megdline asked as all five of them stepped into Cage’s study. Daku
was strangely alert for he was just as curious about this
experiment.

Cage closed the outer study door and opened
the inner one where he implemented his experiments safely in a
contained environment. The inner testing area had the hardest
walls, floor and roof along with the most powerful house spells.
The reinforced door had a large translucent square that acted like
a window to watch whatever was occurring on the other side. “I’ll
tell you soon, Granny.” He replied as he was focused on bringing
out the chest he kept that once held all the spider silk thread.
There were still a few spools, but he had a few other items also
within, ideas for later. He pulled out a palm size rectangular box
and a square object wrapped in cloth.

Daku wanted a closer look so he shrunk and
jumped up on Cage’s shoulder for the best view. Frill leapt on the
table and was careful not to knock off any papers or an inkwell
with a few devices still in development. Megdline and Cillian came
closer to stand to either side and watched closely as Cage put the
chest back beneath the desk and set out the retrieved pieces. They
watched as he placed the cloth down and it began unraveling itself
by invisible fingers. “I need to be careful. Not only is it lead
and poisonous, but the pieces are delicately thin.” He explained as
the last piece of cloth uncovered to reveal metallic squares barely
three times thicker than a human hair and one touch would break the
pieces.

He opened the rectangular box with two nubs
sticking up as the slides gently floated and vertically slid into
individual grips which would hold them. It took a few minutes since
there were a hundred lead pieces which were connected all around
the interior. When all the lead was secure, he closed the lid and
picked up the present Cillian was able to procure. He opened it and
Megdline asked what the solution was and it just made her more
confused.

“Stay out here while I set everything
up.” Cage said while grasping the box, flask of acid and a piece of
wire pulled from his pocket. He entered the testing room and placed
all three objects on the table. His unanswered questions were about
to be revealed. Now to see if Granny was
lying and simply trying to learn Earth’s ideas. Cage
thought while leaving the room and sealing the door. “Priority
containment, experimental room, activate.” He ordered and a tingle
of magic locked the door and placed a protective barrier to fully
contain the room and anything dangerous would be warned to those
outside like from radiation, poisons or dangerous temperatures and
would keep the door sealed till the danger passed or would eject it
from the house.

Everything was now ready so he said “My
experiment, Granny, is a test to prove your claims that electricity
cannot be harnessed in this universe as it was in mine. In that
room I’ve created a lead-acid battery. Do you know how it
works?”

She shook her head and the closeness allowed
him to hear how her heartbeat remained the same. It was the truth.
“I’ve never really focused in that area, Cage. Adventure is my
goal, not experimentation. A lead-acid battery? How does it
work?”

“It is supposed to turn a chemical reaction
between the lead and the acid, into electricity. I tried to find
lithium, but Leon had a hard time trying to procure enough for my
experiment and there isn’t enough on the island to be larger than a
pea. And since I don’t know the makeup of lithium I cannot create
my own. This will do though.” He turned to the translucent window
and said “Let’s begin.”

Cage focused with everyone watching closely
and pulled the glass stopper from the powerful acid and sat it
down. He lifted the flask with a thought, careful not to apply too
much mental and magical pressure to shatter it. Cage placed the
narrow spout over a tiny hole in the center of the battery
container and added another spell to extract a stream of acid he
could sense was quite powerful. At Cage’s side he could sense his
mentor’s magic beside his own, sensing all he was doing. She was
observing more closely than anyone else.

All hell broke loose as the acid quickly
flowed into the hole. Without a moment to spare Cage erected a
secondary barrier around the acid flask. A beam of electricity shot
to the roof of the room through the tiny hole in the battery. The
positive and negative nodes sparked violently with a blue-white
crackling light and loud zapping. The beam of energy sparked off
the inverted barrier designed to protect the room.

Unable to contain the power shooting off, the
battery exploded. All over the room electricity sparked and sizzled
like a Tesla coil with sparks of lightning zipping all over the
room from even the tiniest droplet of charged acid.

“That was… unexpected.” Daku said in the quieter study
room.

“You can say that again. I didn’t expect such
a violent reaction. On Earth you would need a battery three times
that size to even make a spark. I now see why you’ve given up on
harnessing electricity. Mana and electricity don’t mix without
magic. I felt when I used magic to shoot electricity it was made
from my mana, not like that. Without a mind to gather, control and
release it would be impossible to contain or harness in any safe
way… lightning storms charge in the atmosphere and release the
energy too fast to be a problem…” Cage said. “Sorry for doubting
you, Granny. I thought it would work.”

“I’m just glad you placed the experiment in
that protective room.” She retorted while looking all over at the
still active room. “It was a smart choice. I’m glad I came to
witness this. It turned to be an exciting observation. It’s been
decades since I’ve seen such a test and it never ceases to amaze
me. The energy will soon dissipate… First time I ever seen lead and
acid combined in such a way. Quite exhilarating for my morning back
here.”

As she suspected, it wasn’t long till the
electricity died down enough to inspect the room. Cillian remained
outside the room since Cage had to work a spell that gathered all
shards of lead before anyone got any poisoning. It wasn’t long till
he held a compressed ball of lead over one hand and every unusable
drop of acid hovering in the other. He cleaned up the mess while
Megdline was explaining what exactly happened.

Cage pulled out a journal from his pocket and
used his pen to write down all he did in the experiment and for an
hour he did this privately while Megdline and Cillian spoke
casually. Daku and Frill shared his bed and were content by the
fireplace’s warmth.

Just as he was adding a personal note to
never attempt such a dangerous experiment again a blue orb bathed
the living room in its light. It began to flash in code, one he
taught to Hammit and his mates. It was Morse Code and the four of
them quickly learned the code almost faster than learning how to
write. He put his cap on and looked at the orb flashing on and off
quickly. It said ‘Vlaran boat. Stop. Anchored outside entrance.
Stop. Holding position.’ It flashed the same code three more times
before Cage linked his senses to the house and sent a code back
saying he confirmed the message.

Cage met Daku’s suddenly alert eyes and then
they walked to the door. “What was that?” Frill yowled and Megdline
asked at the same time.

“We’ve got visitors.” Daku answered, also
understanding the message.

Outside, Cage looked to the east and sure
enough there was a three mast, Vlaran navy ship. He squinted and
saw the bright blue display of a crow over the largest white sail.
All of the other sails were furled so it wouldn’t catch much wind.
It was doing exactly as it was supposed to. “What does the navy
want?” Cage heard beside him as Cillian squinted to the tiny ship.
“Don’t know.” He replied. “We’re about to find out.”

A sharp spike in the tingle of magic came
from Daku as he grew large enough to carry them all. Cage
immediately climbed up after Megdline and Fill. “Climb.” Daku said
to the uncertain Cillian.

“Really?” The mayor asked, not expecting to
be allowed. When Daku nodded the mayor’s inner child was freed as
he climbed up with some help. He screamed when Daku dropped off the
cliff, but went quiet as the great wings filled and beat to keep
them aloft.

Cage watched how excited Cillian was in the
air, but sobered quickly when he looked down and saw the snow
forest blur beneath them. To keep from freezing, Cage also erected
a barrier to block the frigid wind.

In a few short minutes Daku slowed when he
circled around the much taller and larger tree homes of the tribe.
All along the beach was the whole tribe carrying their weapons. No
child was seen among the adults and the groups parted as Daku
lightly touched down in the cool sand.

Brooke and Meeka approached and the priestess
said “Quitte is waiting for us on the Spear. The boat hasn’t made
any moves for minutes since they stopped.”

Cage and the others slid off the griffin who
then shrunk to a lion’s size. He tucked his wings against his sides
to say “Then we must go see what it is they want.” and walked
towards the dock.

The Familiar was followed by the chief,
priestess and all seven elders along with a dozen spear wielding
warriors. The dock was dangerously slick, but all of them managed
to walk over to the Spear where Quitte stood by the rudder and her
family stood ready to cast off. Their wait wasn’t long as their
passengers boarded. The large single sail unfurled, grew fat with
wind And the captain of the Spear easily pulled her boat away from
the docks and cut through the frigid seawater to head for the only
safe passage off the island by boat.

Cage and everyone watched as they approached
the Vlaran boat rapidly. In ten minutes they closed the sail and
glided casually up to the much larger warship. Though the Viking
style ship wasn’t small by any means, the navy ship was enormous.
Oars out, the Spear glided to a stop beside the ship called the
Xainne from the lettering on her side. Sailors up above threw down
hooks which Quitte’s family lashed to the Spear herself. Shouts
came from both ships as they were brought as closely together as
safely possible in the choppy water. The Xianne furled her last
sail displaying the blue crow and used her bulk to broadside the
northerly wind.

“Permission to board!” came a loud voice as
soon as the Xianne’s ramp was placed down in the lower ship.

“Granted!” Cage’s voice called up to the
group of sailors all wearing thick clothes with a bold crow printed
over their breast.

A group of five men and a lone blue robed
female mage walked down the ramp, using steps nailed into the top
so none slipped accidentally. At the lead was a decorated man by
the black stripes sewn into the left shoulder. Cage, Daku and
Brooke stood together with the elders behind and behind them were
the twelve warriors along with Quitte’s five mates. Sharp, metal
tipped spears were held at the ready, but not leveled at the
sailors and their longer reach exceeded the swords the sailors
carried. Soon all six stood aboard the Spear and were a bit stiff
considering they were outnumbered and their mage clearly seemed
uneasy in Cage’s presence. “Good day, Lord Cage. I’m am Captain
Blout of the Xianne. It is an honor to meet you and the fierce
Utala tribe. It is as the rumors say.”

“And what rumors might those be?” Cage
asked.

“That the Utala are as fierce as they are
beautiful.” The captain replied quickly.

“Thank you for the compliment.” Cage said
with a smile, but the rest of the warriors remained stoic, ready
for danger. “So what is it you want?”

Captain Blout held up his hand to show he
meant no harm and reached through the collar of his heavy shirt and
removed a letter sealed in an envelope. “King Tate wishes me to
personally give you this invitation to this year’s Winter
Tournament. He told me that you asked him about something like
this. This letter, as he told me, is the invitation for you and any
you wish to bring to the event. Also there is a docking document
permitting any ship of yours to be allowed at Vin’re’s port for any
length of time you desire.” He held out the letter, coming no
further.

Cage held out his own hand and jerked it
magically over the distance. The wax seal was exactly like the one
he once carried to Emroc to give to Skylar. He broke the seal right
there and found two folded letters. One an unlimited pass to dock
anywhere at Vinre’s port which is guarded by soldiers who would
make certain his property remains safe. The other is as the captain
said, but also detailed the events of the year. None spoke as he
read the letters with Brooke reading much more slowly beside him.
The tournaments filled him with excitement, something to look
forward to. When finished reading he handed the letter to Brooke
who took her time reading since she still struggled, but was
getting better every day with writing. He then asked “When is the
tournament and how long does it last?”

Captain Blout responded “In one week, Sir
Cage. It will then last five days since many are coming for this
year’s tournament. Most come to spectator, but I’m told there will
be great challenges.”

“Then inform Tate I’ll be there and he better
participate. I want to fight him.”

The men and woman from the Xianne balked. The
captain asked “I’ll do as you say, but would you really fight our
king?”

“Hell, if he doesn’t I’ll kick his ass anyway
for not giving his best. We will fight, I’m not going to give him
an option. If he won’t make it through the tournaments and face me,
he better prove he can defend Vlara as a king should be. I won’t
coddle him and he damn well knows it. Now that you understand, is
there anything else we need to discuss?” The warlock asked.

The captain shook his head. “No, Lord Cage.
The king just wanted to have me give the messages personally. I
will deliver your message.” He turned to the others. “Back to the
ship, we have our orders. We cannot outstay our welcome here.”

The six ascended without further ado. Once
back aboard their boat the ramp was pulled back in and the ropes
untied. The Spear held position and watched at the Xianne unfurled
their sails, pulled anchor and began sailing away.

As they left Daku said “Seems like we are
about to get a little excitement.”

“But why at this time of year?” one of the
women asked. “What would contests bring about?”

Cage answered. “Because it gives
entertainment instead of being cooped up inside all day out of the
snow. It allows people to have a little fun. I’m going because I
want a good challenge. It will be a welcome change from doing the
same things over and over.” He looked down. “I read they have a
Familiar’s challenge along with a partners challenge and even a one
on one mage challenge… What do you say to that?”

Daku gave a full grin. “When do we
leave?”

“Cage Love, Meeka has told me of this Winter
Tournament and I would like to go. It seems fun.”

“Do they have something for we elders?” Elder
Shania asked.

Brooke nodded and pointed to a passage. “Yes,
Elder. You must be sixty or older and everyone must fight with a
staff. It says so right here.”

“Quitte, let’s go back and let the tribe know
about this.” Cage said. “Better pack up warmly, we’ll likely be
leaving before nightfall.”

“Nightfall? So soon?” Elder Metak asked.

“Yes, the captain also warned that it will be
a big event. That means that we’ll need to reach Vin’re as early as
possible if we’re going to be able to rent some rooms before
they’re all taken. Hopefully we’ll reach the city in a couple days.
We’ll need to work quickly and prepare to set sail before night
hits.”

The Spear turned right around and headed back
to the island with a bit more excitement now that there was
something to look forward to.

At the island it created mixed feelings and
only one boatful left the island by mid afternoon to sail for
Vlara’s capital, Vin’re.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


“Oars out!” Quitte commanded those on her
ship to get her tribe from gawking at the great capital city of
Vin’re. Her shout broke the revere and every person sat down and
grabbed an oar. Rowing as if one mind, the Spear pulled forward
while two furled the sail. She spotted an open area of docks and
turned the rudder accordingly and aimed the bow for the space. A
few more strokes had her order “Oars in!” and maneuvered her ship
unerringly for it.

Men and women of the city watched as the
strange ship came in and tethered the vessel to the dock. One of
the harbormaster’s workers quickly approached the boat, admiring
it’s unique design and beauty. He held up a hand in greeting and
approached the group of men and women crossing a ramp. “Hello
There!” he called out. “I need documents if you plan on docking in
this area.”

He stopped as a tall man in green robes
approached with the white griffin that had become the most talked
about creature in every tavern as of late and its beauty was beyond
any story’s accuracy.

Cage pulled out Tate’s document and revealed
it to the man with the sword and satchel filled with papers. “Here
you go.”

The man shook his head after tearing his eyes
off Daku’s horse-like size. He took the docking permit and found it
valid. The worker returned the document saying “Everything is in
order, Sir Cage. I’ll be sure patrols regularly come around here to
keep onlookers from getting too curious.”

“Then you better also warn that any who
attempt to board her and not know her secrets will be killed. The
boat has magic and only the captain and I know how to safely board.
Tell whoever is in charge that we won’t be responsible for any
idiot stupid enough to step foot on a boat that isn’t theirs and
gets injured or worse.”

“I will spread the word.” The man turned
around and went to do just that.

Cage’s attention glided over the city of
Vin’re. It looked much the same except for snow scattered around.
The pure white marble castle stood as the largest and most
beautiful building in the city and the constant tingle of magic
felt just as it had back in the early summer. Ten stories of utter
craftsmanship and perfection. People were wearing heavier clothes,
but still moving all over despite the below freezing temperatures.
Around the protective harbor wall patrolled soldiers or they stood
around spaced fires to keep warm during their shift. The docks
below them were well kept and maintained as Cage noticed some
people sprinkling salt over them to limit ice from forming. It was
good to see the safety measures being taken.

“The last time you and I were here we were
setting sail for Emroc.” Meeka said as she came over and took his
large warm hand. “It seems like it has been years instead of months
since then and all that has happened.”

“I know.” Cage chuckled.

“But it brought the two of you to me.” Brooke
said warmly while wrapping her arm around her loves together. Then
she laughed lightly. “Look at our brothers and sisters.”

“You had the same expression, Brooke.” Cage
stated as he saw the ones who came along staring in disbelief. The
Utala had clearly never imagined what a city is really like. They
never imagined a city’s size to be so grand. “Few ever went to even
Castle Emroc and you were just as speechless. That city was at
least twice the size of this one.”

“True.” She admitted.

“We have company.” Daku warned and those who
heard turned towards the very end of the dock where people were
parting.

A group of soldiers in full armor with the
best weapons the military had pulled their horses to a halt. At the
lead was General Kurk who then had half his men dismount with him.
The Utala gathered quickly behind their chieftain, but his signal
said there was little danger from what he saw. Then when the horses
moved Cage located the king and that of Jormon and Gaz centered
among the elite soldiers of Vlara. They waited patiently and the
king raised a hand in greeting, but the docks were too narrow from
where the Utala stood. “Follow me everyone.” Cage said and led the
way with Daku at his side.

“Morning Tate!” Cage called out when they got
closer.

“Same to you, Cage!” The king returned. “Lady
Meeka, always a true pleasure.” She smiled. Tate saw his men grow
wary and inch closer to their swords to say “Calm yourselves men.
These people are my guests. If they wanted to attack I doubt many
of you would still be standing.” His elite warriors held still, but
didn’t lower their guard as more Utala circled closer for a better
look. “You must be Priestess Brooke?” She inclined her head to the
king as another leader of a people. Then Tate took a step closer
and looked up into the majestic blue eyes of the last griffin. “And
let me just say it is an honor to finally meet you face to face,
King Daku.”

The white griffin smiled and lowered his
eagle-like head to the man with a simple crown of gold with gems
upon his brow. “Your words are kind, Human King Tate. You surprise
me. None of us were expecting you to greet us like this.”

Many were surprised by Daku’s unique voice
and the command it held. Tate though wasn’t as speechless. “I had
some time for myself and had been getting regular reports of a
strange looking ship coming this way that mages couldn’t see
without using their own eyes. Jormon and my scouts told me you all
would be reaching the city today. But I too am surprised. I thought
more Utala would be coming for the tournament. Has something
happened I’m not aware of?”

Daku answered. “Nothing as bad as you think.
Most of the flock wished to stay behind and care for the island.
Only sixty chose to come, but the young were disappointed. My
partner’s cubs were quite angry to not come.”

“Why is that?” The king asked.

“Because I said so.” Brooke answered. “There
were no children competitions so they didn’t need to be here.
Bringing them to Kote was one thing, but this city is far too large
to protect them. Ours and Kote’s tribe are about even in number,
but it is clear there are many thousands here. I could not endanger
them, especially since there was no reason to bring them. My
daughter and son are very upset with me, but they will
understand.”

Tate looked at the fearsome woman to smile
and say “Then the next tournament we have will also include
contests for children. But why have only sixty come. Reports say
there are about two hundred adults and a hundred children.”

His words had the Utala a bit uneasy. They
didn’t like to have their numbers spoken aloud. But Cage grinned to
say “Those here only came to compete. The elders and I decided to
only bring these here with me. If we brought everyone to compete,
there wouldn’t be much of a challenge.”

“By that, am I to assume your people are
better than mine?” Tate raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“You said it, not me.” Cage smirked wryly.
Being so close, he could hear Tate’s heartbeat skip with
excitement.

“We shall see about that.” Tate challenged.
“By the way, Captain Blout relayed your message and just so you
know, I already planned on joining the tournament. I’m
participating in the joust and sword competitions this year.”

“Just to be clear, can Daku be my mount for
the joust and for the sword, can I go barehanded or is a blade
required?” Cage wondered.

“Yes, Familiars can be used for a mount, but
cannot do anything other than run and carry you. And no magic will
be allowed. Daku will need to stay a specific size for the event,
for fairness. The only magic permitted is spelled to the protective
armor worn. Lances will still hurt and will likely throw you off,
but no one has died in that event in fifty years I’m proud to say…
For swords, no, a blade is required. It will be blunted, but you
must either make the person surrender or win by hitting vital
target areas placed on the armor we’ll wear. Once all plates are
broken on the opponent, you win.” King Tate responded.

“Good to know.” Cage grinned. “Sounds fun.
We’re heading to go rent some rooms at the Twinkling Bell. Where is
it my people and I can go sign up for the events starting in two
days?”

“We can discuss that along the way. You all
must be all ready to get indoors I assume?” The king wondered.

Meeka answered. “Five days sailing night and
day on the ocean during winter with constant wind, yes, we are
looking forward to it.”

That got a few chuckles out of some.

“It is an honor to meet you, White King.” Gaz
the grizzly bear said when they all started walking towards the
open gate. Jormon at his side said the same as they walked closely.
Now that they got their wish, they didn’t let the opportunity pass
by to meet with the griffin.

“As it is mine, Cub. Cage told me of the two
of you and…”

Cage’s focus turned away from Daku’s pleasant
conversation to that of the king mounting a prized black stallion.
Brooke and Meeka stayed at his side while the Utala walked by the
soldiers and kept their weapons on them at all times. The soldiers
felt outnumbered though they were equaled in actual number. Their
lack of armor did little to hide the danger they carried like a
cloak. “So Tate, what is the real reason you came to personally
greet us. We both know this wasn’t simply a warm reception. If you
wanted all you had to do is send one of your servants to bring us
to the castle. What are you hiding?”

In a low, serious tone the king said “Not
here.” and then smiled. Only five seemed to have heard him. The
general, Cage, his mates and Daku by the narrowing of his eyes
before returning to the conversation of Gaz and Jormon. King Tate
and the others were surrounded by his guards while pleasantly
asking which of the ten events they wished to participate in. Cage
and his loving mates spoke excitedly on what they were going to do
while steering clear of the topic that Cage so clearly deduced to
be the underlying reason of the personal greeting.

As they passed the port gates, the strong
wind abated and it made everyone feel better. Cage became curious
at the simple sword at Tate’s hip to say “Your blade isn’t what I’d
expect a king to wear. It’s less ostentatious than many of the
lords I’ve seen.”

“It’s an heirloom of my family, passed from
king to king. Or queen, when my time passes and my daughter takes
control. And before you ask, yes it has magic. It is a
magic-breaker, much like the Bandit Lord’s axe you’ve taken. Since
I cannot do offensive magic, it is my protection against it. My
ancestor is much like me as I do not care much for ornate things.
My people are my treasure and they know it. A sword without
function is not a true sword, but a decoration. I have no need for
frivolous things, but I do have a request if you are willing.”

“And what might that be?” Cage asked.

“Jormon told me how you destroyed the magic
of Miot’s castle when the duchess used its magic against you… Well
it was humbling truth be told. For you to be able to break such
magic would mean your power has gone beyond most of the greatest
sorcerers and only a handful, I’m told, is still your equal. I
doubt even my castle’s magic could hold you for long…” Tate was
looking for the right words before laughing when he met Cage’s
annoyed expression. “Sorry, it is a habit of politically dealing
with so many that I forget you like direct communications…” Cage
smiled and Tate figured he was forgiven. “I would like you to make
both my sword and castle stronger. I’m told from Jormon that any
who can touch a non-personal gemstone will strengthen it if their
power is greater. If you touch my sword and castle’s magic they
will be able to better protect me and my people.”

Walking in silence for ten whole minutes,
Cage deliberated without pressure on such a request before looking
up and seeing a brief flash as they were escorted to the Twinkling
Bell. The pair of shaped glass bells above the eave was just as he
remembered. It would take only two more minutes to reach the inn.
Reaching a decision, Cage held out a hand while slowly walking.
Tate immediately understood and drew his hand and a half sword with
a ruby pommel. His guards almost drew weapons, but stopped when
their king handed the polished, mirror-like blade down to Cage. His
magic felt the bindings of gem and folded steel as four effective
wards stood out. One protected the blade from all damage. Another
broke magic like the great battleaxe had. The next would allow the
blade to glow should a secret phrase be uttered, but it was
impossible to find. The very last prevented the store of mana from
being siphoned by intentionally shooting the blade to anyone idiot
enough to attempt it. It was confusing how the wards didn’t
contradict each other, but they did seem to work correctly without
breaking down. With a touch of mana, he could feel the gem accept
him and increased its own power.

“Done.” He returned the blade and Tate
sheathed his sword. “As for the castle, it’ll need to wait till I
get my people settled in. I’ll also need your word you won’t use
the stronger wards when I’m done, against me. If this is some trap
to make the city’s wards stronger just to be used against me, you
know I won’t be happy. Neither will Daku since no magic will affect
him.”

“Then you have my word this is no deception.”
Tate vowed upon his very honor. “I merely want my city to be safer.
If your power is stronger than the city’s then I can use you to
better protect my people in an emergency. I have only benevolent
intentions.”

From the heart rate not changing, Cage knew
the king meant every word. “Well, we’ve made it. Thanks for walking
us and personally greeting us, Tate. If you’ll excuse us, we’ll be
inside.”

“General.” Tate said and jerked his head with
subtle meaning.

General Kurk pulled his horse closer to Cage
and his women to whisper “When you get settled in I’ll leave two
men here to escort the three, I mean four of you…” He corrected as
Daku came closer. “to the castle. There are some minor issues to
discuss and we will have greater privacy there. Do not worry, there
is no current danger so take as much time as you require. The rest
of your people are welcome to do as they wish and my men are all
aware of the Utala rules as we’ve learned from speaking with
Cillian at length.”

Meeka asked “How serious is this issue that
must be discussed?”

“Enough of one that will require the castle’s
privacy, My Lady.” The general responded with a rather gentle
smile.

“Then we will not be long.” Meeka decided for
them.

“Farewell, Utala!” King Tate said loudly.
“When next we meet will be in two days for the events. Rest well
and hone your skills.”

The tribe gave thanks and watched as all but
two riders peeled away from them and turned around to head back for
the castle.

“Hello Aniya!” Meeka said as she led the way
into the Twinkling Bell. It was just as clean and well maintained
as before when they originally stayed. The inn was much warmer than
outside as a large hearth heated the room where some patrons sat.
It smelled a mix of wood smoke and mouthwatering food being cooked
in the other room.

The proprietor turned herself around to say
“Meeka? You’ve changed…” and it was then that she saw more and more
weapon toting women and a few men filling her establishment, but
none caught her eye more than Daku taking everything in. “My word,
what is going on?”

“Where all here for the Winter Tournament,
Aniya.” Meeka answered as she walked over to the bar table that the
owner stood behind. “Is it possible we can reserve the entire
fourth floor?”

“The entire…? Mistress, that would cost
much.” Aniya seemed a bit frazzled at such a notion. It seemed she
never had to imagine such a deal before.

“Is that impossible?” Meeka asked.

“No, but, how long will you be staying?”

“However long the tournament lasts.” Meeka
turned around. “Love, how long did King Tate say again?”

“About five days to a week.” He said and came
forward. “Hey Aniya, you’re still looking good. Are your prices
still two silver a night per room?”

“But of course.” She then watched as he
pulled a bag of coins as large as his fist and upended the contents
on the table. Each and every coin was gold and she had never seen
such a blatant small fortune dropped before her. The gold
immediately made up her mind as she looked to the tall mage and
many eyes of copper skinned people focused on her. “The entire
fourth floor is yours. Give me just a few moments for one patron is
up there. I’ll give him a different room…”

“While you are at it, have the staff heat up
some water. We’ll all need a bath and a hot meal.” Meeka said and
got thankful nods and pats on the shoulder for bringing it up.

Aniya stopped scooping the gold back into the
pouch to say “Mistress, I’ll have baths ready as soon as possible,
but the food will need to be cooked. I was not ready for so many at
one time.”

“Do what you can. We need to set our things
down so if you don’t mind…”

“Oh, certainly.” The inn owner quickly pulled
out the bedroom keys and set them on the table. “Each room number
is on the key. Give me just a moment to let my staff know the
situation and I’ll lead you up.”

“Much obliged.” Meeka said.

 


“Sorry for the wait, Boys!” Cage said as he,
Daku, Meeka and Brooke stepped out hours later from the Twinkling
Bell.

The patient soldiers stood and one said
“Actually, that was faster than we suspected, Sir Cage.”

“Just Cage.” The warlock corrected.

“Sorry, Sir, but you have the title of a lord
here in Vin’re. King Tate must not have mentioned it, but everyone,
especially we soldiers, heard it from his own lips that not only do
you own Cage Island, but you also have become a lord under our
banner. But the king did say you would preferably not be addressed
as Lord Cage so calling you sir is within reason is it not?” The
soldier explained.

“Damn it Tate, what are you thinking?” Cage
grumbled but the soldiers pretended to not hear that. He sighed
“Too late now if it is already publically known.” By the look on
the two men it was. “Whatever… Lead the way. Hopefully the meeting
will be quick and we can return before nightfall.”

“Don’t plan on it.” Daku said.

The elite soldiers gathered their horses from
the stables behind the inn while Cage and his women mounted and sat
together on Daku’s back. Daku was impossible to not be drawn as the
center of attention while walking in the afternoon sunlight. Nor
was it wrong. Daku deserved to be seen and respected.

It wasn’t long till they reached the inner
wall and Cage had a smile, remembering last time. Instead of
passing through the gate he had climbed the wall in the dead of
night and infiltrated the castle to hide for the Summer Ball. It
was a quick and fleeting nostalgic feeling.

Passing the gate, the open courtyard was
covered in snow as the foliage was no longer to be seen. The guards
didn’t stop them from passing through since they were expected. At
the foot of the steps was a woman in a simple pink dress and it
turned out to be Princess Amy. When they got closer she spoke to
the soldiers. “Thank you, Gentlemen, for escorting my father’s
guests. I will take them from here.” The soldiers bowed beside
their horses as stable boys came to lead the steeds away. “Sir
Cage, Daku, Lady Meeka and Priestess Brooke, it is a pleasure. My
father is waiting for us in the private audience chamber. Please,
follow me.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Meeka said kindly with
a bow.

Princess Amy led the four up and into the
marble castle. The tingling sensation of magic increased as they
passed through the doors that were opened for them by the castle
guards. It was just as Cage remembered and wondered why that was
and secretly tried a few minor spells. He couldn’t create any of
his usual offensive magic other than a tiny spark of fire. Also
invisibility was nullified before it could be applied. It proved he
was better off back then by being secretive and any mage trying to
hide would be revealed just as soon as they passed the front
door.

Nearly all decorations were taken down. Only
carpet floored the expansive room as lit braziers fed with oil
burned to keep the main audience hall from freezing. A long table
still remained by the wall with food where some lords and ladies
flitted around along with soldiers going around the castle. Up in
the back of the room, on a platform of pure marble sat a pair of
wooden thrones that needed to be approached by a short flight of
steps. The Summer Ball’s framework over them were gone.

People bowed respectfully to the princess as
she led the guests to the spiraling stairwell that Daku had to
shrink some and follow at the rear to fit. They ascended the ten
floors before being led down a long hall. Their steps were
intentionally loud without carpet for two alert guards at the end
saw them coming. They recognized the lovely princess and the
important guests to open the door.

“Thank you for your time, My King.” A plump
woman said and waited for them to pass before leaving.

As the door shut they noticed the king, his
general, the family sorcerer and two older men who were obvious
councilors. Princess Amy asked “Father, what did Lady Illai
need?”

King Tate looked up from a paper to smile as
his darling daughter came and sat beside him while Cage and his
group moved around the other side of the table to stare across at
the others. “Just that she needs two hundred more lances for the
games. I told her to go speak with one of my weapon masters and
take as many practice lances as she requires.” He replied. Looking
up he said “Give me just a moment before I forget something.”

“Tate, here.” Cage pulled out his last spare
pen from a pocket and tossed it across the table. “It’ll be quicker
than using that quill.” He gave a quick explanation on how to use
it and Tate seemed overjoyed when he was able to write as fast as
he wanted without pause.

“This pen thing is wonderful. How much will
it cost to buy this?” Tate asked.

“Keep it. Let Jormon have a look at it later
and he should be able you make you a few. I’ve already sent the
schematic to Twilight so they know I was the first to design it. I
already told them to spread the word that any mage’s who makes a
pen should sell it for five copper and whatever it costs for ink. I
get one copper from each sale. You should be getting a letter about
it soon anyway. If you find people selling pens for one copper
more, fine them double for whatever they sold. They are too easy to
make, even for third class wizards.”

“Thank you for the warning and gift. I feel
this pen will come in great use. Remind me later Jormon to let you
have a look.”

“With pleasure, My King.” The sorcerer seemed
very interested anyway.

“So what is the situation, Tate?”

“I can always trust you to get straight to
the point.” The king smiled weakly to Cage. “Before that though…”
He commanded the upmost magical privacy his castle had to offer to
activate. “Good, now we may truly speak freely. Every person in
this room is up to the best current knowledge we have on you being
a warlock from another world. One I would like to hear greatly
about, but that we can do for another time.” Cage wasn’t surprised,
not even as Daku shrunk and curled around his neck. The others in
the room were greatly impressed with the change, but Daku just
wanted to get off the chilly floor. “We may all speak freely, as I
figure you would do regardless.”

“Get to it, Tate.” Cage said calmly.

The king chuckled along with his general.
“Fair enough, in truth, I’m glad we can speak face to face about
the situation. I had to make a rather hard decision that will
jeopardize the peace of my kingdom.” None spoke as the seriousness
in Tate’s voice was unmistakable. “Not a day after sending Captain
Blout to deliver you the invitation to this year’s Winter
Tournament, an ambassador from the Laqura Empire came to the castle
to speak with me.” King Tate laced his fingers together atop the
table. “What that ambassador did was force my hand to keep Vlara
from being neutral. I had never in my life felt such rage at such a
difficult choice by those underhanded fools. You see, both Emroc
and the Laqura Empire have been good trading partners for this
kingdom for centuries and allowed us to not be directly affected by
their petty wars.

“We have been neutral, never taking a side,
till almost two weeks ago.

“The Empire wants you something bad, My
Friend.” Tate said directly and kept going, being thankful Cage
didn’t interrupt. “I got word by how you, Daku, Lady Megdline and
her Familiar Frill took on multiple first class sorcerers and
killed all but five on your own soil without aid. I had to read
that report several times just to believe the outrageous
claims.

“When they obviously failed to capture or
kill you, Empress Vika realized you were more trouble than they
ever expected. I sent an ambassador of my own demanding why she
attacked a Vlaran island in direct violation of our agreement. Her
response said that the mages who went after you, did so without her
knowledge.” The king thought he heard Cage say something like
‘Bullshit.’ but he went on by nodding in agreement and saying “I
heard little from her since, but knew something was coming.

“Her emissary soon revealed she really
wants you, without saying it openly. She wanted him to make me turn
you in to her custody for you destroying Bepop, freeing those taken
into slavery and posing as a member of her court to deceive and
rescue more valued slaves from Eeroan. He wanted me to have you
arrested and tried for multiple unprovoked murders. We both know damn well they
deserved it. If I were in your place and had your power, Cage, I
would have done much worse. They also demanded I tell them all I
know of you. Twilight thankfully has used great magic to keep your
true warlock heritage from being common knowledge. Not even I can
openly speak of it because I needed a mage to spell me to secrecy
and allow only those with need-to-know access to know of you. Only
nine others outside this room have such knowledge along with every
mage from Twilight.

“All I said is that you are a lord of Vlara
and also our best bounty hunter.”

“Makes sense because recently it seems all my
money has come from killing people with a hefty bounty.” Cage said
to give the man a breather and a chance to collect his thoughts.
“But why have you made me a lord? It actually makes it harder for
me to keep from being recognized.”

“Meeka, please explain why I’ve done so.”

Startled, Meeka looked around before
saying “Lords or ladies can only be tried or arrested in
their own kingdom. If there is
an issue of crime, it is up to the king himself to decide how to
adequately punish for the misdeeds. Love, King Tate has made you a
lord so that only he can decide on what to do. If he says no, then
the empire cannot pursue you without invoking all of Vlara’s wrath
for breaking the law between kingdoms.”

“Which I chose you over Vika and her
empire.” Tate decided and spoke it openly. “When the ambassador
learned I would not surrender you at all or would be bribed, he was
angry that I would not let you
go. In response to this he made me choose to either let you be
extradited or all trades between our lands end over one man.” In a
serious, unbreakable stare he said “I chose you and it will likely
be seen as a declaration of war. As of three days ago the Laqura
Empire is no longer openly welcome for trade here in Vlara. To
further protect you and keep them from our boarders, I have just
sent five of my naval ships to patrol from Vlaran Port to Emrocan
Port and not allow any more of the empire’s ships down south. They
will no longer find it easy to bring their battleships down that
way if they dared to use deceit to come after our coastal villages,
towns, cities and even to your island. By tomorrow they will reach
the area and begin regular patrols.”

“Why have you done this?” Cage asked
curiously, but wasn’t sensing any lies in Tate’s body language
other than it was a hard decision and he was still frustrated. “You
barely know me and yet you’re willing to escalate tension and
invite war. Why?”

“Because it was inevitable.” Princess Amy
spoke with calm poise. She then continued speaking when her father
gestured her subtly to do so. “The Great Prophet’s final prophecy
was given to my parents, foretelling your arrival. We honored the
late prophet greatly and for him to tell us the most important
prophecy in Vlara’s history, we were tasked with protecting the one
with the great burden and to ease some off of you.” Princess Amy
explained her interpretation of the second part of the first verse
to repeat it again.

“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.”

The princess held up a finger to
emphasize a point. “We do not know the true purpose of these words,
but you are clearly the one, Lord Death.” Cage slightly cocked his
head, not realizing how quickly word spread while keeping certain
information safe and secret. If the empire knew more, his life
would be more hectic and problematic. “You are clearly the warrior
who grins when presented with a fight. You shatter barriers thought
unbreakable. Sir Cage, if we are to face this darkness, you won’t be alone. We will fight for
our right to live beside you and make you give hope. It is of
little consequence that we know you, but your actions have turned
three entire kingdoms over. You’ve killed many, but more lives were
spared and you’ve expelled many of the worst villains of my
homeland. For these reasons, you are worth protecting.”

“But you’ve yet to say why it would have been
inevitable?” He pointed out.

She smiled before nodding. “It would have
happened regardless if you came to this world or not. You
personally delivered letters to King Skylar of my agreeing to marry
Prince Sek, his son. It wouldn’t have been long till the empire
found out about our plans for a union. The moment I conceive
through our union will have broken treaties anyway. War would
result.”

Now it makes sense.
Cage thought. It is a lose-lose
situation for them and I’m the perfect reason to end their
neutrality and not be shackled by outdated trade agreements.
“I know it is none of my business, but why are you marrying
Sek? Is there another reason you are marrying him, even knowing it
would be seen as a political marriage between Emroc and
Vlara?”

Princess Amy looked to her father who patted
her forearm and nodded for her to do so. “There are many reasons,
but personally I abhor slavery above all else. I wouldn’t dare
fancy the idea of a union between myself and the empire, though
hundreds have tried for my hand. I will not play their games or
allow their doctrine to subjugate my people. I’m a second class
witch, like my mother before me, but the empire’s mages think
anyone without use of their magic as savages. I will not allow them
to gain further footholds in my kingdom.

“As for Sek…” Her cheeks reddened some as she
smiled. “We trained sometimes in Twilight and fell madly in love,
but we had to keep it secret for awhile. For our safety and our
peoples since the empire is a greater enemy than we like to admit.
Father knew I wished to marry him, but Sek couldn’t be so open with
the war ravaging their land this past year. Our marriage needed to
be even more secret than your being a warlock.

“I hope to marry my beloved soon and now that
Father has sent all of the empire’s peoples out of our kingdom we
can sooner unite our lands.”

“So it is a win-lose situation.” He admitted
to those before him. “Amy gets hitched and Emroc gets help from
Vlara. You don’t need to deal with Vika’s insanity or her people
any more all the while she loses a partner and will now need to
deal with a united adversary. And as a bonus you’ve got me to be
the very thing you needed to sever ties with that bitch.”

“Essentially… Yes.” General Kurk announced.
“No one can be neutral forever and the empire needs to be stopped
before Emroc falls. It would only be a matter of time since it has
been pointed out that the empire is not only larger, but they are
not slowed by snow like us. They will be using this time to prepare
for retaliation and soon they will creep further south till our old
allies in Emroc are put under heel. After that Vlara would one day
be next in Empress Vika’s quest for total control of Raliea.”

“I would say thank you, but to me it seems
like we’re benefitting each other.” Cage said while crossing his
arms and leaning back, careful to not put too much pressure on
Daku.

“That is why we are becoming friends.” Tate
said. “But I do have another request if you are willing to listen?”
The king didn’t find any signs of hesitation in the warlock so he
went on. “We’ve yet to decide on where to hold the marriage of my
daughter, but I was wondering if it could be held on neutral
ground, a place few have ever stepped foot on and be well
protected. Would you be willing to allow it to happen on your
island? You will be handsomely compensated of course.”

“No, you need to ask my mate. It is her
decision.” Cage said.

Brooke leaned forward. “Before I contemplate
the notion of outsiders on our new home, Amy, is there somewhere we
may speak privately?”

The princess blinked before saying “Of
course. Father, may we be excused?”

“Where will you be taking her?”

“My chambers.”

“You may, but have one of the guards outside
your room at all times for any needs that arise. From what I’ve
heard of the Utala, Brooke and you will be speaking for hours.”

“Thank you, Father.” Amy stood and gestured
for Brooke to follow her to the backside of the room where another
door stood and they disappeared.

“Now Tate, I’m not fully up to speed on
how entirely the kingdom runs. And since you know what I am, I
don’t need to be seen as ignorant. Tell me what will be expected in
the near future and how Vika will react. I’m not going to be some
piece on a board to be used. My best skills shine in small numbers
so adding me in your military won’t
happen.” Cage said.

“I’ll let my advisors fill you in and it is
clear your real power is better utilized with secrecy instead of
direct war. You saving my life was point enough. General, go make
sure that all the ships are gone and have Skylar fully informed on
what happened. Don’t speak of the marriage till Brooke gives her
answer. I expect he will be relieved to hear we’re offering our
might to reinforce his own.”

“So do I.” The general excused himself.

Later Cage strengthened four flawless giant,
flawless crystal balls by touching his magic to the castle’s, being
supervised by Jormon so that the castle’s secrets remained such.
They all shared a meal while discussing further ramifications
before Amy and Brooke left the princess’s bedroom to say they would
still need to speak again.

Several hours after nightfall Cage and the
others returned to the tribe at the Twinkling Bell and told them
what happened. None were expecting what was going on, but they
generally agreed that Tate had the right intentions since none
cared for the empire after what they did.

 


Two more days passed as Cage stood by his
tribe outside the city with everyone else out on a large piece of
land that is usually used for farming, but with winter’s firm grip,
the open land has a second purpose, the perfect place to hold the
Winter Tournament. The land wasn’t truly flat as the arena was made
in a lower section. Should there be rain, the center would easily
flood. But it allowed a decent and natural stadium. A good three
thousand spectators came to watch combatants face each other while
competitors fought for prizes of gold and honor. Some hawkers sold
goods alongside tents that offered hot food and drink. The field
was created with a large, fenced area with fires all around to keep
people from freezing. Long wooden benches were brought out, but it
wasn’t like a stadium. It reminded Cage of a simple rodeo
attraction with a low budget. On one side of the simply erected
arena stood a long rack with an assortment of weapons. Spears,
lances, swords, shields, archery equipment, hammers, axes and even
a few wicked looking maces. Beside the racks were round, painted
targets for tomorrow’s archery challenge.

About a hundred and fifty mages could be seen
in their robes, nearly all had a Familiar and they were all clearly
hesitant to approach Cage and Daku. Most were from the Adventurer
Guild, but they were cautious to even look in their direction.

At his side were his women, eagerly
anticipating the official start. Daku stood tall and proud behind
him and sometimes looked when one of his people placed their
chilled hands on his hot fur.

While they waited it made Cage start looking
back over recent events. Yesterday he and his people went to the
city square where they signed in for different challenges.
Thankfully, there wasn’t an entry fee. Utala hunters eagerly signed
for the archery, mounted and standing, and throwing competitions.
Meeka and Brooke applied for close ranged armed combat along with
the women’s battle royal. Cage and Daku signed for the Familiar and
mage contests along with jousting, sword fighting and the men’s
battle royal.

In that day he learned all weapons would be
blunted and thin ceramic plates filled with a red liquid would
break to simulate an injury. It would be worn either on armor or a
mage could stick it to whatever the person wore. There would be ten
plates, all three inches in diameter, and placed over vital areas.
And any actual injuries would be tended immediately by a mage.

The rules were basic. No killing, show honor
and do your best.

Brooke spent the rest of that day in the
castle with Princess Amy and by the end of the afternoon it was
decided the marriage would be held on the island in the summer,
should Sek and Skylar be willing to make the journey. There were
rules which the king of Vlara decided were well within reason.

Murmurs in the large crowd began growing
louder and it drew attention to the north as King Tate and his
guard came in. Reminiscing ended as Cage watched the crowd peel
back and let the king ride his black stallion right to the arena.
Whispers grew as he dismounted and climbed the steps to a platform
with two large chairs. Right behind him was the princess herself.
The guard surrounded the viewing platform hurriedly, with the
general standing halfway on the stairs so he could get a better
view of the crowd encircling the oval arena.

“People of Vlara!” Tate’s voice boomed with
the aid of magic from his personal mage. The crowd silenced as he
held up a hand. “I welcome you to the four hundredth and third
Winter Tournament! Many have come from all over Vlara and even
Emroc to participate this year! Before we begin I wish to thank all
those who worked so hard by pulling this tournament together!” Many
began clapping and stopped as he raised a hand. “Let us make this
tournament one to always remember! The first competition is one we
can all agree has been long awaited! The starting competition will
be done by Familiars!”

Daku released a shrill roar along with each
animal as the people cheered readily. All but the Utala weren’t
afraid of the challenging call of the griffin.

Another silencing hand by the king allowed
him to say “Judges, call for the first combatants!”

A section of three seated men and two women
behind a table inside the area stood and first called for a sleek
male puma and a female gorilla to the field. Their masters were
standing together outside the arena fence, unable to offer aid.
“Barrier Up!” the head judge said and a group of ten spaced mages
isolated the arena for the protection of the spectators crowding to
get the best view possible.

For the view of his people, Cage created a
sight mirror with a close up view of the impending action. Nearby
curious onlookers came closer since Cage made it possible to see
everything without being crushed in bodies jockeying for a better
view of the arena.

The judge shouted “Begin!” and the feline and ape yelled before
surging forward faster than normal animals as they infused their
bodies with magic. They crashed into each other, throwing snow and
dirt up in their fierce fight. They flipped and tore flesh, trying
to pin the other for the win. Thanks to powerful hands, the female
gorilla was able to flip the puma and lock long arms around him and
hold him down for ten seconds.

The crowd roared when the first Familiar
won.

After a second match between a raccoon and a
medium size dog the head judge shouted “Cappli the Golden Eagle and
Daku the White King Griffin, Come!”

“Have fun!” Cage said with a grin.

“I intend to.” Daku replied and opened his
wings. People moved away as he jumped into the air and glided to
the arena. He could hear whispers and watched as a large Golden
Eagle flitted down with hesitation. Daku’s beak parted as he said
“Cappli, spread your wings.”

“Why?” he shrilly chirped.

“So we will be more evenly matched. I could
simply grab you in my current size, but where would be the
challenge?” Daku calmly said.

The eagle stretched his wings widely and so
did Daku, but before any judge could make them start Daku began to
shrink in size before the eyes of everyone, eliciting dumbfounded
silence. Most had never seen this ability since griffins were
thought to be extinct. In seconds he went from the size of a large
horse to that of a medium size dog with an equal wingspan to the
eagle before him.

The judge said “Since both of you are
fliers, first one to throw the other to the ground will win. Are
you clear with the rules?” The griffin and eagle nodded.
“BEGIN!”

Daku and Cappli jumped into flight and the
eagle poured all his mana into his wings, but before he could use
them or get his sharpened talons into flesh he smacked into Daku’s
hard wings as they curled into one another like a white and brown
ball of feather and fur. Daku used his left hand at the last moment
to snare both talons and flip the eagle in an impossible recovery
as only ten feet separated them from the ground. The powerful throw
slammed the eagle a good six inches into the ground a moment before
Daku landed heavily on all fours.

“Winner, Daku!” came the announcement as Daku
pulled the broken eagle from the ground and flew him over to his
eagerly worried master. The witch quickly placed her hand on her
Familiar as blue light popped joints in place and fixed all broken
bones. “Good match, next time fly away to make your strength
sufficient. It was reckless to fly right for me before you were
ready.”

“Thank you for the advice.” The eagle
retorted.

Daku eventually became this year’s Familiar
champion after four more matches, but without anymore winged
opponents he proved himself sporting by having Cage bind his wings
with rope and faced every opponent by matching their size and
pinning them. His worst injury was a broken hand which was easily
fixed. He won twenty gold for defeating the powerful female gorilla
in the finals.

 


By noon the judge yelled “All combatants for
the one on one close range weapons come in to the arena!”

“Good luck to both of you.” Cage said.

“Who needs luck? I’m going to win it anyway.”
Meeka boasted.

“Not if I do, Love.” Brooke challenged.

Meeka simply offered a cheeky grin before
giving Cage a kiss before Brooke. Three other Utala followed them
with their magically blunted knives already prepared.

It wasn’t very long after all competitors
were seen and given a number that Meeka was called and pitted
against a rather large man carrying curved daggers. He taunted her
about how a woman was better off in bed than to fight, but she was
too focused to care against the taunts. “Hold!” one of the mages
shouted before the Judge said ‘Begin.’ “Judges, the woman has
protective magic beyond what’s on her knife!”

“What?!” the five said in unison.

Meeka stood and revealed her bracelet
to the five. “Yes, but the magic protects people from
me. I’m cursed and without this, if
anyone so much as touches my lips I will unintentionally kill
them.”

Jormon shouted by the king’s side. “It is
allowed for exception. Her curse is too deadly to be allowed for
competition without it.”

The opponent paled when the judges
decided to allow it. “Begin!”
Before the man took two steps all he could remember was a blonde
flash and hearing three ceramic plates break before he found
himself in pain on his back. He clutched his chest where Meeka
stabbed the heart, liver and lung plates before wrapping her arm
around his neck and throwing him over her hip.

The attack was so fast that most of the crowd
stared in shock, but Meeka heard Brooke loudly cheering from the
competitors area alongside her sisters. She looked around to see
the reactions and even King Tate overlooking the fight was sharing
the disbelief.

Afterwards every opponent against a Utala
failed in less than three seconds.

King Tate heard his daughter say “It seems
rumors are true of Utala prowess. They are fierce fighters who go
for the kill. I’ve seen none hesitate for even their own safety.
They kill before their opponent has a chance to blink, especially
Brooke. Did you see how quickly her hatchets broke that man’s
shoulder and knee before she stomped on his chest?” Tate could only
nod for he was speechless.

Meeka’s second opponent surprised her. “Lord
Kallerian?”

“Hello, Meeka, or is it Lady Meeka now?” The
handsome lord responded with a flattering smile as he drew two,
foot long iron bars with an inch thickness. They were painful
weapons capable of great damage and few could master them and Lord
Kallerian’s prowess with them was renowned.

“Just Meeka, you know me enough that it
should be obvious. I hope I don’t hurt you too badly.”

The man blinked before smiling. “You’ve grown
confident, as I expected. Be careful, I won’t hold back since I’ve
got a reputation to uphold. I want to win this for the fourth
straight year.”

“Not going to happen.” She retorted.

The match began and he was ready for her
charge, swiping for her chest plates magically attached to her form
fitted leather clothes. Then he blinked as she disappeared, but she
had been learning techniques and varying fighting skills by her man
for months. Meeka fell into a slide and kicked Lord Kallerian’s
knee and tripped the man before he could offer a response. He was
fast to roll away, but not before Meeka swiftly stabbed two death
blows to the plates attached to the back of each participant. She
was called the winner immediately, much to her and the lord’s
surprise by the carefully observing judge. Meeka though had to get
two more plates for her slide broke the thin shelled objects and
the snow helped wash the red liquid off. “So you won,
congratulations.” The man said with gracious humility and shook her
hand after putting his weapons away.

“Thank you, My Lord.” Meeka graciously bowed
and got a clap to her shoulder.

After another hour of fierce competition,
Brooke and Meeka won their respective matches, even having to fight
their own sisters. Reaching the finals the two lovers stood facing
each other. Neither said a word as both wanted to win. They knew
each other all too well and the love they shared did not mean they
would hold back.

The judges had the two beautiful women take
their stances and start.

Brooke and Meeka instantly engaged in a
heated battle that was hard to follow. Brooke’s tomahawks twirled
around her in a whirlwind while Meeka’s lone knife allowed her one
free hand. The priestess was momentarily surprised when Meeka’s
knife hand shot forward to be used as a feint as the real attack
was the heel of her hand slamming Brooke’s elbow and painfully
jarring the arm enough for it to go numb, but the priestess’s long
leg kicked out and connected with the side of Meeka’s right knee.
They jumped back, already panting while circling each other like
sharks. Meeka was limping while Brooke shook her arm to get rid of
the numbness. Neither woman looked from the other as Cage had
taught the tribe. To look away is it lose. After a few seconds to
catch a breath they yelled and fought. Meeka was startled as Brooke
yelled “HA!” and was overpowered when a blunted tomahawk slammed
down on her collarbone and broke it while the second crashed into
her left breast and shattered the plate.

Meeka fell hard and dropped her knife due to
the pain and held her broken collarbone.

Brooke was declared the winner, but she
didn’t acknowledge anyone as she dropped her weapons and held her
beloved close and whispered how sorry she was for the attack. Both
women knew Meeka was coming into her own as a warrior and Brooke
had to end it quickly or else their exchanges would have been even
more dangerous.

Cage appeared and repaired the damage to
Meeka before another mage could get the chance. Together he and
Brooke helped their woman up. Brooke also held Meeka’s hand as she
was awarded the prize as winner.

“The last challenge of the day is the joust!
Competitors, gather in the arena!”

“You both made me so proud.” Cage said to the
women while Daku was approaching to land in a clear spot as workers
hammered in a long straight pole where riders can get ready.

“I almost won.” Meeka said with a smile.

“Almost. Second is still worthy.” Brooke
returned and kissed her forehead.

“No I mean, I almost won. I never thought I’d ever do something
like this.”

“You are no longer shy.” Cage said. “And you
worked damn hard to get so much skill. You both were mesmerizing to
watch and proved you deserved to win.”

“Cage, go get ready.” Daku said as he took on
the size of a horse again.

“Ever done anything like this before?” Cage
turned as he strapped a piece of polished armor to his chest to
find the king wearing a similar armor with a helmet tucked under an
arm.

“No. Actually, Tate, if I win this I’ll be
surprised. Daku and I practiced using a lance for a few hours
yesterday. It is very awkward and difficult to control.”

“Try to make an impression… again.” The king
said as he put the helmet on and mounted his stallion.

Daku soon came over and Cage sat on his back
with his legs safely hidden beneath folded wings. The griffin then
lined up beside Tate’s steed. Only Jormon and Gaz were the only
other mage/Familiar pair jousting while there were forty
competitors in all.

The sixth match was one Cage knew he’d regret
as his random opponent turned out to be General Kurk himself. Daku
smoothly walked over to stand beside the barrier line while the
general guided to stand on the opposite end and other side. Cage
put the helmet down and lifted the blunted tipped lance and wait
for the flag to drop. As soon as it did Daku released a shrill roar
and pumped his great muscles to tear into the ground and speed them
forward. The general’s warhorse was obviously slower, but didn’t
veer away from the charge.

Lances lowered and then Cage’s suspicions
proved true. His lance bobbed from the fifteen foot length and
instead of hitting the general’s chest plate, it glanced off his
shoulder, but the general’s was expertly placed. Kurk’s lance
struck dead center, shattering the lance’s shaft, and the impact
didn’t hurt as expected as the protective wards kept all major
damage from being too much, but the momentum threw Cage back. His
legs couldn’t clamp tight enough on Daku’s ribs and threw him clear
off the griffin. More magic happened as when he fell his chest
plate and helmet locked together to prevent neck injury as sure
enough, Cage landed face first into the ground.

The audience erupted with cheer. When all
stopped, the magic released and Cage got up with just a sore arm.
Daku rushed over and looked his partner over, glad to see him
well.

“You need more practice.” The general said as
he tossed his broken wooden lance to the ground.

“No shit, Sherlock.” Cage then laughed.
“Jousting is a lot harder than it looks.”

“Indeed.” The general chuckled.

Cage and Daku returned to the tribe after the
loss and took great pleasure in finding at least one thing he
hadn’t mastered.

In the end one of the elite of Tate’s guard
won the joust, narrowly beating both the king in the semifinals and
the general in the finals.

 


The second day the Utala proved themselves in
archery with Zatal winning the land shots while Moril won the
mounted competition on a sure footed Daku since she wouldn’t ride a
Vlaran horse because they didn’t react like she was accustomed to.
Nearly all day was spent on archery alone.

Day three started off with the woman’s battle
royal, but the Utala were taken out early when the competitors knew
their only chance was to defeat them as a group. Thirty seven Utala
women were overwhelmed and lost in under thirty seconds after the
start.

The fourth day was really fun as it was
dedicated to magic. The first was mage on mage battles. No staffs
were allowed because wards tended to make the objective too easy
and dangerous, but Cage needed to deactivate his wards since he
couldn’t just lay his protection down. To make things fair, Cage
did as Daku and asked for the person’s class and Cage said he’d
match the opponent’s strength. When the other mages heard this,
there were fewer withdraws against the warlock along with sighs of
relief. Some though were far too afraid and wary to risk chance.
Cage kept his promise of power limitations. The object was to break
the same ceramic plates used for combat, but only one stuck to the
person’s chest. Barriers from outside were raised each time a match
began and lowered when all was safe. Uncontrolled spells were a
great danger. Even a minor mishap would doom the unprotected. Cage
won with a mix of fire and breaking spells on the first of six
matches. He won fairly, greatly limiting himself to keep things
interesting. The second man chose to take fight, but wasn’t
expecting Cage to be the superior airborne adversary. It ended with
Cage getting in close, spinning himself while casting a breaking
spell around his elbow which broke the singular container.

But in the finals was the unexpected, a first
class wizard. How he made it through opponent sorcerers with
greater power was the real question and it marked him for being
skilled.

The attack began and the opponent shot spell
after spell which was greatly draining without a constant
replenishing source of mana. It didn’t make sense.

It was too late when Cage realized what
was really happening. He
thought the man was being reckless by expending so much power, but
the wizard seemed to be shooting spells faster and faster. Cage
began to feel sluggish and knew he lost when his eyes felt heavy
and understood a sleep spell a moment before falling asleep.
Without wards, Cage fell prey to the lulling spell.

As the spell ended he snapped awake to find
the lone tile in his chest broken.

Second place wasn’t so bad as he
did fall for such a simple spell… one
so well disguised that the wizard earned the winner’s
place.

 


“Congratulations on winning the mage/Familiar
battle.” King Tate said to Cage and Daku as they walked away from
the center of the arena to claim the prize. “Sorry, Jormon, you had
to lose sometime after ten years undefeated.”

Gaz snorted and rumbled. “He says it was
humbling and an honor to face the power of a griffin.” Jormon
translated on the fourth morning of the games.

“You look to need rest. Go sit down.” Tate
said to his sorcerer.

The pair moved away to catch their
breath.

Hot breath was clearly huffing out of both
the warlock and griffin after the exhausting, ten minute long
fight. Daku’s shoulder dripped crimson though the fresh wounds were
healed. Cage returned the disc to one of the staff before coming
closer. Tate then asked “Are you ready for the next challenge? If
you beat my general I’ll be waiting in the second.”

“Really?” Cage asked, brightening right up.
“Did you pull the strings?”

The king shook his head. “Not at all, My
Friend. The judges randomly drew and placed the roster not minutes
ago and I got to see it first. After the jousting humiliation and
ending in second place yesterday, I expect you’ll be better suited
for these kinds of challenges.” Cage just grinned. “Come, let us
prepare and select our swords. You and General Kurk are the first
to fight like last time. My opponent and I are second.” Daku left
as they walked to the weapon’s rack. “I have noticed something that
has confused me until last night.”

“Care to elaborate?” Cage said as he grabbed
the hilt of a single handed short sword. He checked the balance to
find it was sufficient while running a thumb across the blunted
blade.

“The combat and fighting style your people
seem to excel at is nearly identical to what you displayed during
the Summer Ball after disposing of the assassins. They aren’t as
fast or make it seem as effortless as you did, but those close
combat moves are not of any fighting style I’ve ever seen. You’ve
been training your people.”

“Is there some law I’m unfamiliar with that
says I cannot?”

“Of course not, just an observation.” The
king said while testing a standard cross-guard long sword. “These
ways of fighting are odd and beyond effective. I’ve seen the women
of your tribe take down men more than twice their size or be thrown
to get right back up and not look hurt.”

“True, even my daughter could throw you.”
Tate believed him. “And before you ask, No, I won’t teach your
troops how I fight. My skills are too deadly to be taught lightly.
But in the future I might be willing to teach proper throwing,
detaining and how to fall down correctly.”

“Fall down correctly? Isn’t there only one
way?”

“Yeah, if you want to die.” Cage chuckled.
“Here, throw me over your shoulder.” He said while stabbing the tip
of the sword in the ground.

The king was curious so he sat his chosen
sword down to ask if he was sure before grabbing the front of
Cage’s robe and yelling with effort to throw the warlock over his
shoulder. But as Tate flipped him he watched as Cage twisted and
barely made a sound before rolling immediately into an standing
position and feeling his throat gripped.

“And now you’re dead. I taught my people to
land by rolling just before getting slammed and stunned by the
impact. Letting the opponent control your every move is death so
knowing how to fall is essential to getting away and surprising
them.” Cage slowly pulled his hand back and Tate rubbed his sore
throat. “I know you just saw how I fell, it was intentional for you
to practice. Have some of your best fighters research how to fall.
You learn this truth and next time your surprise won’t expose a
weakness. If this were a real fight I would have crushed your
windpipe.”

The king waved his men away since it was for
instruction and not danger. “I will research this myself and will
be grateful for any skills your willing to impart.”

Cage brushed the muddy snow off his robe
before pulling the sword from the ground. “We’ll see, Tate. When I
get spare time I’ll Jump here and show the self-defensive aspects
of my styles.”

“Styles? As in more than one?”

“Yes. I have mastered hundreds of fighting
styles and created a few of my own. I know moves that can kill
without leaving a mark on someone, even without magic… Now enough
with the questions, you need to put on your armor.”

“What of…? Never mind.” Tate said as Cage
stuck ten discs to his robe with magic. The king then snapped his
fingers and three servants came over with his personal armor and
suited him up in a record time of three minutes. Soon he stood in
full black armor with gold seams with a purple crow boldly enameled
on his breastplate. He also had his magic-breaker sword belted at
his hip while gripping his blunt sword for the contest.

“Dimwit!” Came a shout. Standing beside Daku
and the Utala tribe by the fence was Megdline and by her foot was
Frill, his long tail swishing the snow from where he sat.

“Granny! You finally showed up!” Cage
hollered and strode over while the other competitors suited up.

“Sorry about being late. Couldn’t be helped.
We made it. That is all that matters.” The sorceress said with a
smile. “Meeka and Brooke were just informing me of the events
everyone has done, even how you lost completely in joust and took
second place against a wizard. I cannot believe my student fell for
something as simple as a sleep spell.” She shook her mane of raven
hair.

“Hey, the guy made it seem so effortless.
Even you wouldn’t have sensed it till it was too late. Besides, I
just won the last challenge with my partner beside me.”

“Excuses excuses.” She couldn’t maintain a
straight expression for long before laughing. “So far it seems
everyone is enjoying themselves.”

“Sir Cage and General Kurk to the field!”
Shouted a judge.

“Gotta go, Granny.” She inclined her head
while the others cheered, none more so than Brooke and Meeka. He
walked to the center of the field where the general came over in
full plate armor with a long sword effortlessly gripped in his
right hand and a large Heather style shield that stood half the
general’s height. For once, Cage felt he faced a medieval knight,
but it oddly didn’t seem so out of place here. The fearsome general
clanking armor came to a stop. If not for the ten plates that all
needed to be broken, Kurk would have been the perfect statue. Cage
then said “You realize, Kurk, that you do not have the greater
advantage like you had during the joust. Now we can have our
fun.”

From behind the helmet the general said “We
shall indeed.”

The general brought his shield up and
crouched while dropping his sword over the flat top of the shield.
The only bit of flesh Cage could see were through the narrow
eyelets while steam plumed from each breath through the mask’s
small mouth holes.

Cage commanded his robe to form fit to his
body while gripping the short swords in his left hand like some
overlarge dagger with the blade pointing opposite his thumb. He
crouched low and took a perfect stance to counter the
general’s.

“Begin!” And then Cage lunged. Kurk speared
the blade straight for the heart plate, but Cage spun and caught
the sword between his own and his elbow. The great weight was too
bulky against the warlock’s speed before being overextended and
pulled from the general’s grip. With the long sword gone, Cage
barely dodged the shield about to slam into him, but his boots,
when in cold weather become porous and hard as stone, gripped the
ground and allowed him to dodge and use a quick series of strikes
to break six plates before Kurk drew a second smaller sword and
made him dodge back.

General Kurk, realizing his armor weighed him
down too much against an opponent who relied on speed and close
range, threw down the shield to remove some weighty burden. He then
struck, but Cage grabbed the sword with his free right hand and
went for a powerfully devastating knee kick, but Kurk managed to
step back just enough to receive a glancing blow. He then punched
with a polished gauntlet with sharp spikes over the knuckles. Cage
couldn’t completely evade the left hook and received a sharp cut to
his right cheek. The warlock jumped back again, but not before
breaking three plates on the front, all that remained was the well
guarded heart disc.

Cage pretended to use a fake, which the
general didn’t expect because the momentary withdraw of the smaller
bronze sword opened his guard enough for the tip to spear headfirst
in the disc.

“Winner, Cage!” came the decision.

The two men dropped to their knees as the
crowd cheered. Cage, being younger and more athletic, got up first
and offered a hand which was gladly accepted. “I knew you wouldn’t
have let me down.”

“Next time I’ll wear my leather armor. Plate
armor was too slow against you.” The general responded before
retrieving the two swords and a shield.

“If you cannot catch your prey, what is the
use of having just strength.” Cage commented and got a affirmative
nod from the veteran soldier.

They separated on good terms and Cage walked
over to where his greatest fans waited and spoke on how well the
match went. He healed his wounded cheek easily and wiped the blood
off. While they talked for a moment the king and a young soldier
took the field. Tate’s black and gold armor stood in great contrast
to most Vlaran soldier armor who used polished silver armor. The
bout lasted only four exchanges with the king being victorious,
losing only one tile.

Afterwards Cage watched Tate and Kurk
talking, sometimes looking in his very direction. When the third
match ended the king had his plate armor removed and exchanged with
black leather, trimmed with gold.

 


When all first round matches were decided,
the second started immediately.

“Smart. Taking Kurk’s advice will make this
more interesting.”

“I always listen to my subjects, especially
concerning a fight. You’re too fast for metal armor to be effective
in a match of skill. Leather is lighter and offers greater
movement, much like your robe.” Tate lifted a wooden buckler along
with his blunt sword. “I’m ready to test myself and learn.”

“Bring it!” Cage grinned, taking a similar
fighting stance as he had with Kurk.

When the match began, it was clear that the
king was greatly trained in the way of the sword and in lighter
armor his skills were fluid. Metal clashed against metal, but Cage
was merely testing the king’s technique and showed he had both
great offense and defense. Tate knew from watching that Cage liked
to grab or lock the movements of the opponent’s sword and did
everything to keep it from happening. Tate would alternate pushing
the warlock back with the buckler when he got too dangerously close
or used solid kicks.

A difficult series of moves actually
outmaneuvered Cage enough for him to actually lose three of his
chest discs, but the exchange allowed for Tate to lose two.

“Not… bad.” The king commented between
breaths.

“So far, you are the deadliest man I’ve met
here. You could probably give Brooke a decent challenge.”

“I take that as a compliment.” He replied
over the roar of the crowd.

For the sixth exchange, Cage barely noticed a
change in the crowd’s cheering as one area seemed frantic, but he
was too busy fending off Tate’s attack.

As Cage managed to crack the last two front
discs he looked at the king who stopped suddenly and paled.

Before the warlock could turn around he felt
a sharp pain explode in his middle and looked down to find his fake
bloodied robe different as three sharp, curved spikes cut right
through the robe as if it were paper. He lost his footing, being
lifted off the ground and saw a horror beyond anything he ever
imagined.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


Controlling the sharp pain, Cage looked from
the wounds to see they weren’t spikes, but razor sharp claws
attached to a long arm leading up to a hideous creature. Not one
hair clung to the beast’s body for it was some kind of reptile-like
being with a pasty white coloring. Standing around twelve feet
tall, almost twice Cage’s own height, it lifted him towards its
head as if he weighed nothing. The head had no neck, but the mouth
was nearly two feet wide with triangular, serrated teeth like some
kind of shark. It had pale blue lips beneath a set of three
teardrop holes where the nose should be. Four cold, hungry blue
eyes glared at Cage and the catlike pupils were horizontal rather
than vertical. It had four legs with a spiderlike abdomen for a
lower body like some twisted excuse for a centaur. Two arms
sprouted from the shoulder area with three claws for hands, but the
claws had four toes on each of the feet. The smell of it was
gagging.

Something inside of Cage burned hot as the
giant creature billowed. It felt almost like it had when he healed
a ghost, reaching something deep within. A dormant instinct
awakened, but unlike the pity he felt for ghosts and wanting to
heal them, this instinct was hate. Pure hate that had no equal.
Nothing Cage had ever felt in his life could come close to this
feeling filling him and tinting his vision red. It wasn’t just the
sight that made him angry, it was the pungent smell. The fury
filling him would not allow this creature to live.

It has to fucking
die. Cage’s instinct gave words in his mind. He
grinned.

The wide mouth full of rows and rows of teeth
opened greatly, ready to devour its prey, but before it could a
golden barrier appeared between Cage’s head and the beast’s
maw.

Megdline held her staff aloft, reacting
immediately to the sudden attack. “It’s too powerful! I can’t hold
it!” Cage’s sharp hearing picked up with his body pressing up
against the spell. He could hear whatever barrier-like spell she
conjured cracking like thawing ice after winter.

Cage grabbed the claws skewering him and sent
a powerful electrical spell through them. It didn’t do too much,
but the momentary jerk pulled him off her spell and he kicked the
elbow joint and pulled the claws from his middle.

Blue lips pulled further back, revealing
similar colored gums as its prey jumped from the joint to flip
around its shoulder and land on its back. It shrieked and bit down
hard on the magic, easily shattering it.

Megdline dropped to a knee as she screamed
and clutched her head, but then there came a blood chilling rumble
and eyes turned from the pale abomination to Daku as he shook with
a rage never before seen unleashed. The griffin’s inner eye shut
like a warrior putting on a helmet. He grew immediately three times
larger than the beast, larger than most homes before releasing a
shrill roar of pure, unforgiving hatred.

Human’s ran as Daku leapt at the creature and
began attacking. His beak came down as his hands grabbed the legs
and speared his head deeply into the creature.

Cage had black energy swirling around him as
he yelled and punched with everything he had after he managed to
stand after being thrown to the ground and rapidly healing his
wounds.

Mages all around felt Cage’s power rising
like a tidal wave with every second till their skin crawled almost
painfully while hearing explosion after explosion result from each
rapid punch to the pale beast’s exposed back. It was like pounds of
explosives detonating as fast as Cage could throw a punch.

It didn’t matter.

The creature showed unimaginable strength as
it got its four clawed legs against Daku’s chest and kicked the
much larger griffin more than a hundred feet away. It immediately
went to stand, but Cage created a net with all the power he could
muster and added spikes at every corner and joint before slamming
his fist into the ground, throwing the magical net down and trying
to spear it, but it’s hide was harder than rock with abnormal
strength beyond anything Cage had ever seen.

The beast shrieked like an avalanche’s roar
when the spiked net entangled it. Cage’s rage made it clear to
think and the power it showed was beyond anything he ever faced.
All of his attacks so far had done little more than cause a
scratch. Daku’s blue bloodied stained beak though had done some
damage and without needing to think, they cooperated.

Daku deftly rolled back to his feet before
the ground shook beneath his paws. Cage felt his strength reaching
its limit as a throbbing headache grew and he instinctively knew
any more drawing from his diamonds would be deadly. It still wasn’t
enough as he could feel his net being shredded by the white
abomination’s overwhelming power.

Just before it destroyed the net, Daku
pounced again, digging his sharp finger talons into the abdomen as
he ripped chunks of rock hard flesh before finding two large
pumping lumps and got it in his beak. With a mighty effort, Daku
pulled till the hearts were ripped clear from the abdomen.

“Cage, get back!” Daku yelled after spitting
the hearts out. Both pulled away as the thing writhed on the ground
as if it had a seizure.

More yelling drew their attention.

Five more of those huge things were in the
crowd, killing and eating everyone in their way. Mage’s and
Familiars turned their attention to the great threats and began
fighting with all they had. Soldiers drew steel to confront the
enormous monsters. One mage tried Jumping the creature far away,
but it crashed through the magic archway, making the man clutch his
head for it gave a painful feedback. No sword could penetrate the
thick hide and getting too close to the legs proved fatal as the
sharp claws sliced armor as easily as flesh. And the more blood
that spilled, the more of a frenzy the five went into.

Daku screamed “FLEE!!!” at the top of his lungs while doubling
his current size till his limbs were as large as any one of the
oversized white ants. He produced another challenging shrill roar
which turned the frenzied creatures attention to him. “Cage, I’ll
hold them off for as long as I can. We need to stun them long
enough to rip out their hearts. Both must be removed or they won’t
stop. Figure a way!” Daku then yelled and jumped with all his
strength and landed on two.

Cage tried finding a solution while watching
in impotent rage as the remaining three creatures leapt like
gigantic fleas and landed on his partner. Daku screamed in pain as
one began biting his back, trying to eat him and used its six limbs
to dig into his back. A second went for a wing and there came a
sickening crunch as the wing bone cracked before being violently
ripped from his body. Blood rained from the gaping wound as the
only thing holding the wing was bits of flesh. Daku cried out a
shrill roar before jumping straight up and intentionally landing on
his back, intending to crush them beneath tons and tons of weight.
The frozen earth beneath Daku buckled and as he rolled he threw the
two he caught, but lost a white finger talon on one hand and broke
three joints on the other.

The fight was going further and further south
by the second, but as Daku rolled over, he had dislodged one and an
idea formed.

King Tate stood nearby, guarding some of his
wounded men with his real ancestral sword out. Knowing what he had
to do, Cage ran to him while the five monsters brushed off their
injuries and renewed their attack on the griffin. Cage firmly
grabbed Tate’s arm and said “Get every mage together. I’m going to
take those things skyward and throw them down with everything I’ve
got. Have some heal Daku and all others create one hell of an ice
lance. Make it as hard as possible so it can skewer them and give
Daku the chance to rip out their hearts.”

Tate gave him a hard look for a heartbeat
before nodding.

Cage created his flight board and shot across
to where Daku fought against overwhelming adversaries. Black ropes
shot from Cage’s palms with the hardest solidity he could muster.
It fired hundreds of feet per second. The two beasts that were
thrown actually displayed such strength that they tackled Daku’s
overwhelming size like cubs tackling down a great lion. Magical
black ropes snaked around one back leg and another while the second
rope tied two more before managing to glue itself to the vulnerable
back of the one acting like some kind of devouring tick.

With all five wrapped up, Cage bound the
ropes into one with his hands before hitching it to the end of his
board while dumping every scrap of magical power he could command
into the board to shoot off like a cannon. There was a slight jerk
as the line snapped taut as it ripped all five off his Familiar.
Cage yelled as he flew straight up, fighting against gravity. He
looked down to find the tick one clutching a large piece of meat as
it ripped from Daku’s hide, white fur fluttering as it still ate.
Cage had to put up a barrier to cut the wind while forcing
everything he could to go faster and keep the superiorly stronger
monsters from unbinding themselves. He could do nothing else except
fly. They were much too strong.

Megdline created her own golden board and
intended to fly off after Cage, but heard the enhanced voice of the
king issuing commands to every mage, asking all wizards to tend to
the laboring Daku and all sorcerers to construct a single ice
weapon. The sorceress knew an idea of her student’s when she heard
one. “Frill, stay here and help the injured.”

Brooke yelled “Utala!” her people immediately
turned to her. “Many are hurt, give aid where you can while the
chief takes care of those beasts.”

“But…”

“No questions!” Meeka said as she went to the
nearby fire and grabbed a log. “Find a sword, heat it and cauterize
wounds. The mages will be able to help, but not till those things
are dead.” She picked up a sword and began letting the fire lick it
before running over to someone severely injured and placing the hot
iron to staunch the bleeding as quickly as possible. The tribe
spread to offer help.

Every staff glowed with magic as each mage
did their part. The wizards slowly reattached the nearly severed
gigantic wing, put the several hundred pound severed finger close
enough to be put back and closed all the gaping wounds caused by
powerful teeth and claws. All the while this was happening Daku’s
head stretched to the sky where his narrowed eyes watched his
partner zipping back and forth through the air randomly so that the
five couldn’t cut through his conjuring. After repairs closed the
wounds, the wizards hurried to add their strength to the growing
ice spear and being layered with spells designed to reinforce it
from breaking.

“Someone tell Cage it is as good as we can
make it!” the king shouted.

“I’ll tell him.” Daku said and immediately
did so.

Cage struggled to keep from passing out
as he pulled maneuvers that pushed his body to the limit and kept
the powerful giant ants from being able to reach his ropes.
“NOW!” He heard Daku’s voice thunder
in his mind. The mind-link made him know that it was
time.

From fifteen thousand feet above the ground,
Cage entered a vertical dive, making one last push and giving
everything. His magic went into the board and shot straight down.
To reduce wind drag, he sharpened the forward barrier to a razor’s
edge, almost flying through a vacuum. Gravity helped increase speed
while his newly enhanced eyes found a glistening dot below the
city. Daku was nearly as large as the castle and was pointing
towards the ice pillar. Tiny dots which turned to be people fled
from it and many colors of light popped up all around it, mages
shielding those unable to likely able to move or flee.

The downward speed was so great that the
pressure on his forward shield exploded as he broke the sound
barrier and the speed increased much faster afterwards. Only his
stronger hearing helped limit the deafening sonic boom that
resulted from the supersonic speed. His mental calculation knew
he’d never be able to pull out of the dive as all his blood would
rush to his legs and no matter how strong he was, his legs wouldn’t
be able to keep him standing. Physics and human strength wouldn’t
make it remotely possible to ignore. The only thing he could rely
on is his wards and hope the impact didn’t kill him outright. But
he couldn’t go easy on these things or everything was for
nothing.

In the last moments of the dive Cage altered
the five into a straight line and added a connecting spell to the
needle sharp spear of ice standing over two hundred feet tall from
the ground.

Then Cage yelled, ended the flying spell and
moved slightly before getting skewered, missing the tip by mere
feet. Then blackness surrounded him.

Everyone watched in both awe and horror as
Cage shot loudly into the ground, creating a shockwave heard
throughout Vin’re along with seeing a sizeable crater. There was a
shriek as the sharp pillar pierced one creature after another, the
widening of the spear spread out the wound till the bodies were
ripped apart through the front of the spiderlike abdomen and out
the backside.

Daku suddenly pounced on the beasts and began
ripping them limb from limb while ripping out still beating hearts
that had been missed in the last attack.

Jormon and Megdline flew straight to the
crater while Daku obliterated the writhing bodies. Cage’s
supersonic impact left a crater more than a hundred feet wide and
thirty down. Debris of snow and dirt still rained down. They sent
their senses below the ground to search and the sorceress almost
cried from what she sensed. The Vlaran king’s sorcerer’s jaw
clenched as he aimed his dark staff to the ground and dirt split
apart to reveal a swirling blackness before he manipulated the dirt
to lift the body to a safer place to land. The wards wouldn’t allow
either to directly move the broken warlock via magic so the dirt
beneath helped.

The safe landing ward first taught before
flying began to dissipate, leaving a busted Cage able to be seen.
Bones were broken and stuck out at odd angles as blood seeped
through every hole in his head, eyes included. Gurgling breath made
Megdline say “He’s drowning in his own blood. Help me Jormon!”

“Yes, My Lady.”

They both flew right to him and their
combined power turned Cage’s whole body blue as they rushed to keep
him from hemorrhaging internally. They felt nearly every one of his
bones were broken, organs were greatly damaged. The two knew that
alone he couldn’t be saved, but with both repairing the most vital
places of Cage’s body, they had a chance.

Dozens of feet ran into the crater as the
king led the charge. He stopped to stare in fear as two powerful
mages worked. He asked “Cage… will he make it?”

“I need mages, as many can be spared!” Came a
large shadow that blocked the sun around them all. Daku stared down
at the group and that of his blue glowing master. “If there are
more, they need to die.”

Tate turned to three of his men “Do as he
says. Have the other mages continue to heal my people. We need to
make sure whatever those thing are are all dead. If you find
another, try to do as Cage and help Daku finish them off.” They
left.

Several breath holding minutes passed before
the blue glow began to disperse and Megdline sighed “He is out of
danger for now.” Her grey eyes looked up to the still standing king
and his finest soldiers. “King Tate, many others are still in need
and my power is needed.”

“Go ahead. The four of you” He pointed to his
men. “need to stay and guard Cage. Because of him, those things are
dead.” To the mages he asked “Can either of you tell me what in the
world those things were?”

“Your Majesty…”

“Don’t your majesty me, Lady Megdline.
I know who you really are and I need straight answers. What
are those things?”

“I truly do not know. I’ve never seen their
like. Whatever they are isn’t natural to this world. They weren’t
chimera, different animals of one body… To overpower both Cage and
Daku so easily… I know of no such creature capable… other than
dragons… which they are clearly not.”

A great flapping sound alerted them to Daku’s
return. Frigid wind blasted the area before a tremor rolled through
the area. Talking ended and other than cries of pain and loss, the
land was silent. His blue stained beak and red blood, matted fir
had mostly been washed as he stuck his head over the crater. To
those below he said “Just those six we killed were all that came. I
neither saw nor smelled others. Please hurry and place Cage on my
back, we must leave immediately.”

The angry urgency in his words prompted the
king to ask “Daku, you seem to know just how to kill those things.
What were they and why are you leaving.”

“Do not question me right now, Human.”
Daku stated coolly and brought his head so close Tate and those
near tripped over the uneven ground. He was frightening. “There is
a problem that needs to be rectified and time is of most
importance. Cage was not yet strong enough to face those which
shouldn’t be here. Now listen to me closely, Burn the bodies with magic fire or they will
recover. Ripping the heart out alone won’t stop them, just slows
them down. Nothing but ash can remain.” He then tuned his great eye
to Megdline and Jormon. “After you tend to the wounded, Jump to
Twilight and inform the First Council that I, Daku, last white king
and living griffin am ordering them to prepare for our arrival.
Have the Rex from every dragon colony meet there. This is a
priority. If they should refuse tell them that six of the broken
race were on this world.” He blinked. “Now please, hurry and put my
partner on my back. We leave immediately.”

“We’re coming too!” Shouted Brooke as she
finally reached the crater to see all standing except Cage.

“You will not!” Daku put his head right
in front of the priestess. “What you will do is go to the floating tree and sail back
to the nest this evening. Only Cage and I are flying to Twilight
and I will not endanger his mates who cannot do anything against
them.” He pointed a human size finger to the bodies by the ice
spear. “We must fly with haste and not stop. You will do as I say
this time, Brooke. Do not challenge me, danger is too grave.”
Brooke paled at the malice Daku showed. Never before had anyone
seen him so angry. “No more interruptions! Put him on my
back!”

Megdline eventually unfroze and magically
levitated Cage’s unconscious body to land between the giant
griffin’s wings and added a spell to stick him down safely. “Daku,
as soon as I’m done I’ll do as you say. When will you estimate to
arrive at Twilight?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. This event is too urgent
to allow dawdling. I leave.” Before anyone could stop him, giant
muscles bulged beneath strong skin and fur before jumping and
bringing a quarter mile wide wingspan down to take flight. People
cowered from the intense wind created by the downbursts as he flew
higher and higher till his gigantic body was little more than a
speck in a clear blue sky.

“Broken race? What does that mean?” The king
requested.

“I know not.” Megdline responded while
walking up the incline of the crater. “Since the message was
intended for the Rex of each colony I can only speculate they know
the message… I’ve never seen Daku so angry before. The most I’ve
seen was mild irritation, nothing came close… Whatever these things
are has frightened him greatly.”

“Not just him.” King Tate put a hand on the
pommel of his sword. “I daresay these things make wyrms look tame
and loveable… Jormon, be sure to burn every piece of blood and
flesh, I do not want to wait and see if they reform. The risk is
too great.”

“GAZ!” the sorcerer called and the grizzly
came charging over. “Help me locate every piece of these things.
All must burn in magic fire.”

The grizzly said “I will do my best, but they
have no scent.”

 


Oblivion ended as pain took its place and
made Cage gasp. His eyes flashed open and he tried struggling, but
his body was locked. Without thinking he found the magic holding
him and easily broke it. Sitting up fast made him immediately dizzy
and close his eyes. Freezing air hit his face and helped greatly
with the nausea.

“Good, you wake.” Rumbled a calm voice.

Cracking an eye, Cage saw Daku’s flexible
neck turn almost completely around with a head as large as a simple
house. Pain all over his body took priority and found he had only
been patched up. Using his own magic he repaired all tissues and
bone fractures over the next hour.

Daku didn’t once turn his head around,
needing to keep a close watch.

Then, without another word Cage’s magic sunk
down to sense his partner’s enormous body. Being together so much
allowed the warlock to know his Familiar’s anatomy as well as he
did his own. He made the corrections despite a powerful headache.
As he finished Daku said “Much appreciated. I feel whole
again.”

“Daku, you know what I’m about to ask.” Cage
said while getting comfortable.

Those great blue eyes took on a tense
setting, but he nodded. “I cannot blame you after facing six scout
size Tiaxm.”

“Tiaxm? Is that what those things are
called?”

“Yes and
no.” Daku said directly. “My vows with the dragons have been
nullified with the Tiaxm attack. For your own safety you must fully
understand who you really are. Before I continue, tell me, did you
feel hate for them?”

“More than I have ever experienced in the whole of my life could
scarcely compare. How is it I hate something I do not know? I did
not hate wyrms or wyverns, but I was overcome with such rage I
could not stop myself from trying to kill it or die trying. My
magic too seemed to be sharper and have an impact greater than
usual, but I still did little more than scratch its hide. Daku, how
did that thing overpower you? You’re the strongest being I’ve ever
met and those things tossed you around like a child’s
toy.”

Daku’s jaw twitched with irritation,
but not against his partner. “You speak truly and I too felt the
rage. Even now it lingers in my mind, but the rage is what saved us
this day. To know the Tiaxm is to reveal why you are a warlock. Cage, the Tiaxm is our
natural enemy. You need to rest while I explain but when you feel
better you must let me rest and fly to Twilight. I will explain why
soon.”

Cage got comfortable on the warm fur as thick
as rope while Daku’s head made the perfect windbreak. A few deep,
steadying breaths settled the griffin enough to lecture
properly.

“Griffins have a secret talent unique to my
kind... for I have the experiences and memories of my parents and
those before them and so on for about a hundred generations. It is
genetic memory and today was the first I’ve seen of a Tiaxm, but my
ancestors fought them and I knew where their only weakness lay.
Their memories in battle is all I have of them and it saved us all.
And because of their memories I know how our enemy makes us so full
of rage.

“There are few sentient races in the
galaxy that we are aware of. You know dragons are the oldest race.
Griffins follow them. There are five others, but they cannot
survive long in our atmosphere. Then there are humans. There is a
new aquatic race found on a world made almost entirely of water.
All sentient races do have one thing in common, they can freely use
their living mana to mold magic, if in different ways. Since magic
is neither good or evil it is up to the life who wields it as a
tool or a weapon. And not all magic can be used the same way, like
how mine alters my size or negates spells… you already know this
much.” Daku flapped, heading further southwest at great speed.
“Cage, you once asked why
warlocks are so different than other humans on this world.
The Tiaxm are partly responsible for how warlocks came to be, like
a human subspecies with more power than the original.

“Dragons creates a limitless system to Jump
from planet to planet freely after making a planet ideal for life
by crafting a nexus to reach any linked planet instantly without
requiring the planetary keys one needs to know and cast to
Jump.

“There was one such nexus on this
world. It allowed anyone and anything to survive a Jump, even if
they had insufficient mana to cast magic. For instance, your mates
would survive a nexus Jump while if you sent them through your magic, they would
die.” Daku watched Cage nod in understanding the connection. “The
nexus portal connected worlds thanks to dragons, but with such
power there came a price, a heavy one that didn’t become known
quickly.

“Tiaxm is the name dragons use to refer to
what would be translated in this tongue as a broken race or lost
species. The word signifies great danger.” Daku took another deep
breath that Cage could feel beneath him. “The Tiaxm were once a
loving, peaceful race, but were preyed upon by a… well predator…
like a wolf is to a human or I am to a rat. The race was lost when
they secretly spun genetic magic the species could not endure or
reverse. They lost their peaceful nature along with what made them
special as a sentient race. Their fear of the predator transformed
them into a greater predator themselves, which you witnessed
firsthand. They hardened their skin, grew rows of sharp teeth,
their dual hearts pump forever unless burned and I do not need to
remind you of their unnatural strength.” Cage shook his head. “But
the biggest loss was when they destroyed their own spirits as a
result of magic. They used magic way beyond what their evolution
would have allowed.”

“I’m beginning to understand why the dragons
were interfering when human mages stripped humanity of all body
hair except on the head. If they had done something like give
claws, would that be bad?”

“Very much so.
That would have been a biological regression instead of a
progression. Evolution slowly hones a species to be the best they
can. Altering genetics goes against the natural order and breaks
the spirit. It is one of the hidden laws of magic.” Cage crossed
his legs for added comfort. “You could give yourself claws and
sharp teeth, but your mana maintains the augmentation and will not
pass to the next generation.

“But here is where our rage comes in.”
Daku more seriously explained. “Humans are a rather
special species. They do not have
claws, sharp teeth or even thick hide or scales, but because of
these weaknesses it makes you sensitive to magic. It is also
theorized why your species alone can bind the life of another to
yours, making them a Familiar. Your race grows in magic much faster
than the dragons. It took near a billion years of evolution for
their whole race to use magic. Griffins about eight hundred
million. But humans are estimated to reach such levels in under
nine million years from start to finish. Because of human
sensitivity for magic is how warlocks came to be.

“Warlocks are the believed human species
pinnacle of evolutionary power.”

Cage stared openly, unable to offer a retort
to such a statement for a full minute. “But if that’s true, why
would Twilight want me dead if I’m believed to be the ideal goal
for humanity?”

“Fear, bias, afraid of repeating history…
Take your pick. Personally, I do not think they know this
controversial truth. Dragons still debate if it is true or not.
They are divided because it was odd how your ancestors came about.
The highly aggressive nature of warlocks is what is disputed
mostly… along with the ability to heal a ghost. Humans have flight
or fight responses, warlocks rarely flee. The dragons believe that
the change within warlocks are not part of expedited evolution, but
of some yet unexplained phenomenon yet to be proven in any way as
fact. They will just watch humanity’s evolution though the
millennia’s to find that answer.” Daku responded. “Now, a certain
group of humans about two and a half million years ago was tasked
with guarding this world’s nexus about the same time as the Tiaxm
doomed their race. The problem was they too had a nexus.”

“So the Tiaxm started crawling through this
Raliea’s nexus?”

Daku’s body shook slightly as he nodded
backwards. “That is precisely what I’m saying… A nexus, once
established, isn’t easily turned off without endangering the world
it sits on. It takes about a hundred years to turn off a sustained
and active nexus, but during all those years the Tiaxm freely
crossed over like hungry beasts with only one thing on its mind, to
devour. Their lost spirit could no longer guide them to rest or
think beyond eat and mate.

“The only defense Raliea had rested on
a collaboration of dragon, griffin and humans partnering together
to keep those monsters away. Other worlds also fought while dragons
Jumped there to seal the portal. But during those years of battle
on this world and the close proximity to the nexus, humans began
to… change. Not in appearance
though. Their power, in the course of a single generation, grew to
match elder dragons in power. Even those who never would have been
able to cast a spell once in their lives. Because we were at war
all the time, it was determined that humans with the mark you
inherit will forever be known as warlocks. You cannot stop your
nature as the blood of warriors flow through your veins just as my
ancestors run through mine.

“Eventually, when the nexus closed, it was
only a matter of time before the warlock and griffin war came to
later bind us to here and now. Any questions?”

“Yeah, you haven’t explained the rage we felt
and why you called them scouts.” Cage pointed out.

“Those were actually my next points.”
Daku finally smiled for the first time since the attack. “Since you
are a warlock, me a griffin and dragons being the best our species
can get in mortal bodies, we are well aware of spirits. We like
them as they are the next part of life after death, but when
spirits are imbalanced you can make ghosts return to spirits, but
the Tiaxm lost their spirits in their quest for power and we can
smell their foul odor. It is a dead spirit surrounded by a ravenous
husk… and without a spirit, they must die. Our rage gives the fortitude needed to
not hesitate over creatures who will never return to what they
were. Without the rage, we are weak to them. We would make mistakes
or not have the courage it takes to end their miserable existence.”
Daku flapped his great wings a bit harder than necessary to push
his anger away. “This brings us to scouts. From my ancestors’
memory, I can call upon it to see that there are three Tiaxm sizes.
What we battled today were common scouts, weakest they have, but
the most in number. The warrior size are the size proportional to
my current one.” The complete seriousness in those blue eyes kept
Cage from thinking his partner was exaggerating. “And the rarest of
all are queens. You’ve never seen my largest size, but a queen can
nearly reach half of it.”

“How could something that big be stopped? You
were five times larger than the scouts and if a queen is so large
and half your greatest… she would be unstoppable right?”

“Correct. Just slowed down. The only way to
deal with a queen is for a white king and a hundred dragons working
together to hold her off while the warlocks cut their way in her
and burn them from the inside out. It is the only proven way to
fight a queen.”

“How many is in your memory, Daku?”

“Four have crossed to Raliea during
those hundred years before closing the portal and those queens
killed sixteen white kings and
many other griffins. We lost thousands upon thousands till warlocks
grew strong enough to offer aid. Not even with the millennia year
war with warlocks have so my kind lost so many than just those
queens dealt. I cannot remember all that is within my blood without
overwhelming my mind, but I do know for a fact that no Tiaxm has
walked on this world in my
million years of life. For six to attack today does not bode
well.”

“Why? What aren’t you telling me?” Cage
said.

Daku didn’t hesitate to tell what he
speculated. “It would take a dragon no less than a thousand years
to store the necessary mana to summon even one scout here. For there to be six means either
it has been planned and kept secret for thousands of years and
broken ancient laws or…”

“Or someone has created a
nexus, one that they can freely cross
again.” Cage finished when Daku let him figure it out.

“Precisely. This knowledge must not die
with us and our strength might be required. If there
is a new nexus, someone is playing
with power beyond their grasp, especially since it was impossible
to close a nexus on the Tiaxm home world. Cage, you did well for
your first battle, but I must soon train you to reach your limit to
stand any chance against them, if
there are more. Rest until you are ready to fly me. We will
alternate flying till we reach Twilight with all haste.” Daku
finally then sighed after turning his head straight ahead. Then his
flight speed doubled.

Cage leaned back to process all that Daku had
revealed. He couldn’t sleep for the impact of that knowledge
weighed heavily on his mind along with the throbbing headache of
too much magic and nearly dying on impact not long ago. He now
understood why he felt as he had earlier, but one question nagged,
why did they attack at that moment?

“Daku, we both need a quick bath before I
start flying.” Cage explained after pulling out some homemade power
bars from his pocket and eating till recovered.

“Agreed. You more than I. Much of your blood
still clings.” The griffin stated and aimed for a large fat cloud
beneath him. “Use magic to heat the cloud water.”

The griffin slowly paralleled the dark cloud,
allowing Cage to use magic to work a spell to condense the moisture
into droplets and further into a four foot tall bubble of water
flying over to the caster. While holding the shape of water he
conjured a fire in the heart which rather quickly heated it till it
steamed. With hot water and Daku mostly gliding, Cage stripped and
walked into the hot water that surrounded him. He really wanted to
enjoy the comfort, but it wasn’t easy maintaining such a spell so
he scrubbed all the blood and grime from his naked body before
doing the same to his robe. Magic really helped wash every speck of
debris from the sturdy robe till it came out as good as it had been
made. Even the claw marks that stabbed him had automatically
repaired. Another spell dried the fabric and he quickly dressed to
keep from freezing.

The water was murky and disgusting, but Cage
smiled as he worked a cleansing spell to remove all foreign matter
till it was crystal clear. It was the same spell he used with Meeka
when they first began to travel together.

Clean hot water had Cage multitask when he
conjured his flight board. Daku saw him gliding beside him and
immediately began to shrink to the size of a kitten and flit over
like an acrobatic sparrow and land with a deep, relaxing sigh on
his partner’s shoulder. Cage drew the water close and Daku reached
for the liquid and began to groom himself. He moved quick since his
partner’s abilities to pass magic made the spell lose its power.
For five minutes the griffin groomed himself until his coat once
again gleamed like diamonds. “Thank you, but now I must rest. Fly
southwest as fast as you can sustain. Let me know when you tire.”
Daku then grabbed the fabric and crawled down Cage’s robe before
hiding within a pocket and curled up.

“Rest easy, My Friend.” Cage said and ended
the water spell to see it rain down to the ocean below. To increase
speed and end the constant wind-chill he created another
knife-edged forward barrier before leaning a bit forward and
shooting in the same direction at well over two hundred miles per
hour. To help sustain the speed he relied a bit on his
diamonds.

 


Another hour passed as Cage flew straight
across the Jamma Ocean, high above the water with little else to do
which became rather boring. When his worried mind could not bear
the isolation any further he conjured a small sight mirror to look
over the damage in Vin’re. The arena was devastated and the muddy
snow was soaked red in some places. Several mages were burning
every scrap of the blue blood Tiaxm so that nothing remained with
jets of flame shooting like flamethrowers from their palms or
guided flames to burn the thick hides. Nearly a hundred bodies were
lined and covered with cloaks or capes. Other mages were still
healing the wounded, but Cage noticed some people had injuries from
likely getting too close to Daku when he grew large. The games were
over thanks to those things and the fun was forgotten.

He tried searching for his teacher, but she
wasn’t in Vin’re anymore as her image wasn’t recognizable, as what
happens when she is within Twilight’s protection. Tate was in his
castle along with everyone else he knew.

But then he changed the image and both his
women were already on the docks with the tribe so he altered the
spell to speak. “I’m glad to see you both alive. How are you?”

Meeka, Brooke and all Utala stopped to look
to a floating orb. The priestess exclaimed “Cage Love!” and then
dropped to her knees right along with Meeka. Both their eyes began
to mist as they took hold of each other and stare at the orb. “We
feared the worst!” Brooke sounded choked up and her reaction proved
he was in really bad shape before. “How are you?”

“Better. Daku told me what happened and
wanted to say sorry for directing his anger at you.”

“Are you coming back?” Meeka asked as they
found the strength to stand again and wipe the tears threatening to
fall. “Are you coming for us?”

“No, right now you are both safer going home.
There are things I cannot fully explain right now, but just know
I’ll be home just as soon as I’m able. I’ll check in periodically
and let you know I’m well. Was anyone hurt? What did I miss after I
skewered the pale bastards?”

Brooke patted Meeka’s hand and smiled weakly
before responding. “We all made it out unharmed, Love. Others were
not so fortunate. The chaos took many lives and we helped where we
could. You sound tired so I’ll be brief. The Winter Tournament is
over… as only a fool would continue it.”

“I resent that!” Cage chuckled, thinking of
the bandit attack in Kote.

It made the priestess and other smile
knowingly. “Nevertheless, it is canceled. There have been no other
appearances of those monsters and the mages and every healer in
Vin’re is tending the injured. King Tate wanted me to say he hopes
you are well and wants to know what those things are as soon as
possible. Daku seemed to know what they were.”

“He does, but it is a long, involved story.
What else, I cannot maintain the spell much longer?”

She shook her head. “We used the prize money
we won to buy supplies to sail home. Is this your wish for us, Cage
Love?”

“Yes, it is. Be careful and stay warm. I’ll
come home soon. I love you both.”

“And we you.” Meeka said hoarsely. “Be
safe.”

“None who stand in my way will live to regret
otherwise.” His words made his loves truly smile, but as he
canceled the spell, the last image was of them both shedding a
tear.

Feeling more at ease that his family is safe,
Cage flew on.

 


Small bumps in the distance gave Cage’s half
asleep mental state the jolt it needed to burn off the cobwebs. He
knew Daku woke him for a reason and that reason was they reached
the start of the Blind Mountains. It was the middle of the
afternoon of the day after the attack. Cage remembered flying far
faster than his Familiar till nearly dawn and could barely form a
complete sentence when his partner took over, completely refreshed.
A mild headache lingered behind Cage’s eyes, but they made
impressive time. Cage marveled at the almost snow blanketed scene
as the winter did little to take away from the landscape.
“Beautiful!”

Daku stole a glance to the one behind his
shoulder. “It is as I remember, if not larger over the past
thousand years. Better eat something, we will likely be escorted
soon.”

“By who?” Cage said as he pulled out a sack
of strawberries and started munching.

“We shall find out soon enough. You are a
fool to have allow me to sleep so long.”

“Hey, you were the one who said we needed to
get here as soon as possible. And your wing was almost completely
ripped off. You needed the rest. All I had to do was stand and fly.
You rely on your wings. I’ll be good as new after I eat and take a
leak.”

“Fair enough.” Daku responded, but seemed
grateful to have an equal who cared the same for one another. And
they did make remarkable time.

A full stomach and empty bladder did the
trick for Cage and he walked up Daku’s thick neck and sat down
right atop his furry head to look at the land’s beauty.

It wasn’t long until a faint glint in the sky
gained their attention at the same time. Both of their sharp eyes
caught it rising higher and higher from the peak of one of the
growing mountains. The glint split into a pair, one bright pink and
the other a sterling silver. The objects grew the closer they came
until it was clear what was approaching.

DRAGONS!!!
Cage’s mind shouted while his throat actually squeaked off
the audible yell. Actual fucking
dragons! He thought. Everyone
was right they are completely… Amazing! Rin was right, their scales
are like gemstones. Yep, wyverns certainly couldn’t hold a candle
to these guys. Those wyvern are like babies to full grown
adults. Cage laughed.

Daku’s flight slowed to a glide and Cage
scanned every aspect of the behemoths.

Both the pink and silver dragons were utterly
magnificent to behold. The larger pink one led the silver over
sparse cloudbanks. The dragons had a wingspan double the length of
their powerful reptilian bodies. The wing membranes were like
leather with thick veins pumping hot red blood around from what
could only be a huge heart to support such a circulatory system.
Scales lined only the forward part of the wing, but each downward
flap was like pumping gigantic sails off the greatest ship
imaginable. The dragons were thickly muscled, but not overly so
with brightly shining scales patterned from snout to the tip of
their tails. Four thick limbs lazily tucked to the mansion size
center. The claws were thick as mature oak and curved longer than
any man. A row of spikes jutted down the spine and the center of
their back held the largest ones before shortening along the tail
which ended in a finlike fan which would be needed for flight. The
head of each dragon were as one would expect, like some giant
Tyrannosaurus Rex with rows of huge, curved teeth slightly
overlapping the bottom jaw, but on the backside of their skull were
four ivory spikes, each as large as the one in the middle of its
back. At each powerful jaw muscle jutted another spike and for a
moment, Cage saw beneath its jaw, finding an underside plated with
bone like a turtle’s white belly, but with a colored, ivory shine.
Every inch of the dragons were a piece of living art that belonged
captured in picture for all time. They were the epitome of fearsome
beauty and for any to bear witness to them was to look upon animal
perfection.

The only thing keeping Cage from anticipating
a fight were the huge reptilian eyes. They were warm, inviting and
intelligent. No hostility was hidden in them and Cage immediately
felt at ease.

Soon Cage felt a tingle of magic growing and
figured his teacher was right, to lift over eight hundred tons of
flesh, muscle and bone, magic was required and bodies that big was
sure to be able to create plenty.

The rose petal dragon opened its mouth as it
and the silver one glided away gently to circle and fly to either
side of the relaxed Daku. Its voice was completely inhuman, like a
reptilian avalanche booming loudly over the chilly wind “We welcome
you white king Daku. The Rex’s’ from five colonies are waiting with
the two-legs. We fly with you, Old One.” To Cage’s surprise, the
pink dragon was clearly male with a four hundred foot length. The
silent silver was a dozen yards shorter and the more sleek and the
sensual movements gave the assumption of a graceful female, but a
lethal one to be sure. Her spikes were also shorter, but sharper
like needles.

“Five!?” Daku roared and the dragon’s cringed
slightly. Cage had to hold on or his Familiar would have been
nearly thrown off his huge forehead. “There should be six Rex’s’
waiting for me. Which Rex did not heed my emergency summons?”

The rose dragon turned it’s eighty foot long
neck so it’s massive head turned those clear pink eyes upon the
tense griffin. “Much has happened in your time with the southern
glacial colony, Old One. Ten cycles ago, Rex Ellu of the Heedi Rova
colony to the north, withdrew from the collective, as is the right
of any Rex… even if it has been before the two-legs controlled
magic. Until she is defeated as Rex and the winner takes her place,
no colony will be allowed to associate in their affairs. It is why
she is not here… for to be in her territory is tantamount to a
cloud dive.”

“What does that mean? Cloud dive?” Cage had
to ask, he now understood why everyone said the dragons were
strange.

The dragons looked to him, but Daku answered
while his enormous eyes looked up though his master couldn’t be
seen. “He means what you call a death sentence. For any creature to
fly through clouds is to risk flying straight into a mountain or
diving like you did against the Tiaxm yesterday.”

“So it is true?” The large male asked as he
flapped his half mile wide wings.

“I would never call a summons of the Rex’s’
for anything else. This matter is of the upmost importance and
something that needs to be handled as swiftly as the attack
yesterday. Keep this knowledge private until the Rex and elders of
your colony speak of it.”

“You may have my wings if I fail.” The dragon
responded while the silver one dipped her head in agreement.

“You’re beautiful dragons… what are your
names?”

“You must be the two-leg warlock,
correct?” He got an affirmative nod. “Many are interested in you,
Little One. And the compliment is most welcome. I am Ulon and she
is my mate Poli.” So I was right.
Cage thought the silver was female as she dipped her head and
gave a frightening, but remarkably kind smile.

“I’m Cage, as you probably know.” Ulon closed
his eyes slowly and dipped his ten foot wide snout. “Actually you
and Poli are the first dragons I’ve ever seen.”

Ulon hissed as his body shook some,
presumably to laugh. “Truly?” He stopped when Daku’s eyes narrowed
dangerously. Though they flew about the same size, Ulon knew enough
that he was sorely outclassed if a fight should occur.

Before any danger happened Cage stood, “I’m
Serious! I’ve fought wyrms, survived a wyvern, but never seen a
dragon till now. You look very similar to what I imagined, but
seeing you two in real life is beyond my wildest imagination. Just
looking at you excites me enough to want to have a fight, but my
senses tell me I’m not ready and wouldn’t survive the encounter.
But I still really want to see how fearsome you are in combat.”

“You honor me, Cage two-legs, and I can sense
your power is not developed and mine is still superior. I too have
dreamed of facing a warlock from my ancestors’ stories, but never
believed one would return to this world. When you wish to do
battle, come find me and I would be willing to oblige. I roost here
in these mountains.”

Cage suddenly conjured a flight board and
glided from his Familiar’s brow. “Ulon, do you mind if I flew
closer so I can study my first dragon?”

In answer, Ulon slowly closed his eyes for
just a moment and watched the warlock glide over. Cage first
circled the mighty dragon, taking it all in before stopping beside
the fearsome head. The dragon used magic to keep himself aloft
while gliding so he could stay still and allow the morsel of a
human to get closer without accidently hitting him. Such size could
accidently crush bones in an instant. Cage grabbed a tooth, but it
was so large he couldn’t wrap both hand around it. The teeth were
eggshell white, but felt like unblemished ivory polished to shine.
Heat rolled off the dragon, but his breath smelled like hickory
instead of burnt meat. Running a finger along scales felt as smooth
as glass, but harder than any scale he’d ever touched, almost as
hard as one of Daku’s feathers. The underside jaw plates were like
a mix of bone and hard leather running the entire underside which
allowed the long, supple neck to move freely. He left the head and
flew up to land solidly on a huge wing, but they were velvety soft
and the membrane was very warm thanks to the thick, hot red blood.
He walked along the sturdy wing before half climbing the back and
feeling a pristine spike. This close, Cage’s sharper hearing could
pick up massive lungs and that of a singular heartbeat that pumped
like a giant’s drum. He counted the spine spikes while walking up
the neck and squeezing between two skull horns and stopping when he
saw an anomaly, a clear, oval pink stone of a yard in length with
an inch thickness. Around it was a gold frame with artfully
engraved lines that looked like living clouds. Cage then moved to
the center of the skull and carefully walked down between the huge
eyes.

Turning around on the bone hard muzzle, Cage
said “Thank you for letting me study you and being patient, but I’m
wondering if you’re full grown and what that is stuck to your
head.”

Ulon’s great light red eyes crossed to Cage
as his booming voice hissed “A hundred cycles, on Raliea, will it
remain for me to fully be called young elder. For the other
inquiry, you simply need to look upon your paws.”

“Wait… That was a gem? What is it made of?”

“Tourmaline. It took six cycles to store my
mana to craft it to my liking, Cage Two-leg’s.” The dragon blinked.
“We were the ones who first taught you two-leg’s the importance of
gemstones.”

“Then why make it, if what I’m told is true
of your kind’s power you can simply work magic on an exploded star,
likely a white dwarf and have all the diamond you could ever use…
oh, never mind stupid question. If you did that, anyone would be
able to use what you stored. A star diamond could probably be used
if you were lazy. Thanks for letting me examine you, Ulon.”

Cage went to fly back to Daku, but stopped
when the dragon said “You are welcome, but how come you know that
the specific star you mentioned is a good source of diamond?”

The warlock smiled. “Chemistry and years of
scientific study. Hydrogen burns through a star’s fusion to create
helium, when the star runs out of hydrogen it burns helium to
create carbon. Once it starts making iron burn it goes nova since
iron doesn’t burn. What’s left after gravity implodes all matter is
left with a dead star compacted to the smallest possible space
which locks carbon in gravity along with heat and pressure…
resulting in diamond, carbon in its hardest form. Why?”

“Earth must be very advanced to have learned
of the cosmos so profoundly. All you said is correct, Cage
Two-legs. It was an honor.” Ulon finally flew more naturally after
Cage flew back to sit on Daku.

“Everything you hoped?” The griffin asked,
looking proud his partner was more than just a born warrior.

“Damn right, but they can’t compare to you.”
Cage’s reply had Daku purring.

“We begin our decent into Twilight, sacred
home of the two-leg’s.” Ulon stated and tilted forward.

Cage felt proud to be given a dragon escort,
but he was again speechless as his new sight looked upon
Twilight.

In the heart of the Blind Mountains was
a sight beyond expectation. For near thirty miles in an almost
complete circle was a forest of green surrounded by snowcapped
mountains. It was as if winter didn’t touch the isolated area
flourishing with life. Dozens of dragons flew above the canopy as
their brilliant scales reflected the afternoon sunlight. Cage knew
dragon colorings were like that of every conceivable color now and
there was no such thing as an ugly dragon. The city of Twilight was
a city without stone homes as his teacher said for one reason,
trees were more functional and better for the land. But even from
up so high, Cage saw that most trees were unnaturally large and spaced in a pattern for a
purpose. Most trees were like homes, but others had purposes he
didn’t yet know. All around were open fields large enough for
dragons to land and roam with plenty of room and people walked all
around, nearly all wore robes. But in the center of the green
landscape stood a tree as tall as a small mountain which could only
be Twilight’s great library. Megdline’s description was as
understated as imagining a dragon and seeing one. Tree limbs were
as thick a Cage’s home. But around the giant archive were three
island domes surrounded by water which were likely where the three
councils met and ruled.

Cage could only swallow while taking
everything in while feeling magic was over him like prickling
ants.

Daku, Ulon and Poli glided lower to the
ground, side by side, like three passenger jumbo jets with over
half mile wingspans. Cage judged they were coming in for a landing
at one of four huge flat stone arenas surrounding Twilight’s
boarders like a compass’s direction.

The three headed for the eastern stone
circle.

Their approach wasn’t missed as many dragons,
giant and small, reared their long necks to see the descent. Around
the landing pad stood a few sentry trees with near fifty humans
pointing at them with Familiars beside them.

Landing area clear, Daku and his escorts
touched down, but despite the dragons’ enormous sizes, they made
barely a sound while folding their wings against their sides. The
griffin sighed, glad to arrive safely and finally stop for a
moment.

A moment later three forms approached from
the grassy area and crossed onto the stone landing. Cage grinned
and ran down between Daku’s eyes and jumped clear off his beak like
a springboard. Cage dropped over a hundred feet to be surrounded in
a black cocoon of protective magic from his safety ward and landed
on the ground without injury. The magic dissipated quickly and
allowed him to step down on the cold ground. He still smiled
“Granny! Frill! Glad to see you.” Then he turned his attention to
the young man with a chipmunk sitting on his shoulder. “And it is
good to finally meet you face to face Leon and you too Kolby.” He
approached and held out a hand.

The young wizard smiled broadly and firmly
shook it saying “The pleasure is all mine, Sir Cage.” While after
the chipmunk squeaked “You are finally here. It is a great
honor.”

“Don’t go giving him a bigger complex,
Kittens.” Frill yowled before hissing a laugh and craning his neck
back. “How was the flight, Daku? We weren’t expecting you till
tonight or tomorrow morning at the earliest.”

Daku’s voice carried and reverberated through
the area as he cocked his head downward. “Thank Cage for that. He
nearly emptied his stores pushing us here. We require some rest
before speaking to the First Council and the Rex’s’. No more than
an hour if that will be possible.”

Megdline looked quickly at the mesmerized
mages Jumping in to see the legendary griffin as word spread
through the giant city so quickly. At first she, Frill, Leon and
Kolby and a dozen sat around, but now near a hundred had popped in
the area. She quickly said “That is more than reasonable, Daku. The
council still hasn’t fully convened yet so we have some time. You
both must be a little chilly, flying in winter. Are you going to
stay that size?”

Daku inclined his head. “Please take me to a
dragon spring. Until my worry is put to rest, I cannot afford to be
smaller than I currently am.”

“Very well. Ulon, Poli, will you be staying
here?” Megdline asked.

Poli, the sterling silver dragon shook her
arched neck from side to side slowly, but as she opened her mouth
her voice was softer, but rang like a reptilian avalanche, just
like her mate’s, only with a defensive quality. “We are the white
king’s protection here. Until our Rex tell us not to stay, we
remain close.”

“Then can you take Daku to your spring? Cage
cannot survive the boiling temperatures your kinds endure to keep
your scales so clean.”

The silver dragon turner her head levelly to
the white king. “Do you wish to be separated from your
partner?”

“Cage shall be fine without me for a short
time. Lead the way”

She dipped her snout regally and stomped
ahead, creating a faint tremor with each enormous step. Daku and
Ulon effortlessly walked over Cage and others with room to spare.
They passed easily between two sturdy giant cedars that were grown
more like sentry posts. The growing crowd moved aside and stared at
Daku’s passing.

“So where to, Granny?” Cage asked with
obvious excitement.

“Let’s head to my apartment to go get you a
hot meal and a bath.” She then turned her attention. “Leon, you and
Kolby are also welcome to join us.” The two looked like a deer
caught in headlights before nodding greatly, overcome and unable to
speak. “Then follow.”

She turned and walked confidently with Frill
at her side. Cage regained control of his excitement to take
everything in, the people, animals, mountainous landscape
surrounding them and any advantage or disadvantage to exploit
should there be need. In his scan he watched as Daku and his
escorts went to a ledge on the other side of the trees to jump over
the sheer drop to come back up and fly away. “Granny, why did we
land if Daku was just going to fly again?”

“A great barrier protects Twilight much like
you’ve done to your island. Daku is the only living being capable
of passing it because of his magic, but you and the dragons would
have been prevented to enter. The only entrance into the city is by
passing one of the four landing gates. It is our greatest defense
from harm. Once inside though, you may fly and Jump to wherever you
please.” As the five of them stepped onto warm grass and closer to
the crowd she heightened her voice magically to calmly say “Please
return to whatever you were doing. This area must remain clear of
loitering unless you want to be fined.”

Immediately, half Jumped out of the area in
arches of bright colors or flew away on conjured boards. Two young,
Clydesdale size dragons Jumped like every other mage and their
magic color reflected their scale’s color.

“Damn, Granny, if I didn’t know better I
would swear they were afraid of you.” Cage chuckled.

“Have you still not told him, My Lady?” Leon
asked while gripping his staff.

“Be silent, Leon. He will know soon enough.”
She responded coolly and the wizard averted his gaze to the lush
grass when her piercing grey turned on him.

Cage held his tongue. Whatever secrets his
teacher had were still guarded.

A pavilion sat with a half dozen mages
gawking at Cage as he passed and as they crossed between two of the
sentry trees he felt an increase in magic for a moment only. It was
Twilight’s powerful barrier. They all kept going and the first
thing Cage felt was springtime warmth. He sighed and the inhale was
fresh and wonderful. To the left stood a large stable with horses
and a long winding ramp down the small mountain into the astounding
city. But ahead was the thousand foot drop-off Daku used earlier.
In the distance he saw his partner gliding towards an area where
steam rose above the canopy. Cage had to ask “Granny, does the
barrier trap the thermal energy of the hot springs and keep the
city so well preserved during the height of winter?”

“Indeed it does. Hmm, I guess I forgot to
mention it.” She shrugged. “Nevertheless, follow me and I’ll point
out the places I spoke of.”

Megdline conjured her flight board
which Frill pounced to the front of and flew over the ledge. Cage
and Leon were right behind her. Leon knew this place since he was
born and raised here, but he was quiet as Megdline pointed out the
differences between residences, business’s, schools, arenas,
research buildings, farms, places of luxury and even an arena where
anything could happen, but it was all meant for both humans and
dragons… meaning everything was done big. There were several crystal clear lakes Cage
spotted dragons frolicking in and nothing seemed more enjoyable on
the planet than it was here. He also learned that nearly a half
million mages and their families called Twilight home. He didn’t
expect that, but figured this place was the safest area to live.
Beyond the mountains was war and danger of being hunted by the
empire.

The sorceress flew towards one of the largest
cedar tree homes near the center of the sprawling city. She guided
them to an enormous penthouse landing pad overlooking one of the
glistening lakes where many played. She sent a ball of golden magic
and it hit an invisible barrier which shimmered as she passed.
“Better hurry in you three. Only my husband and I can pass that
barrier.”

“Granny, what the hell?” Cage landed
and looked around. “You call this an apartment?! Seriously… more like a dragon’s cave.
This place is huge… and bigger than Tate’s castle…”

“Dimwit, do I need to remind you that my
husband is on the council?” She said lightly. “Dragon’s visit often
and their bulk needs to always be taken into consideration. They
can’t be like Daku who’s size is never an issue. Go over to that
door and you’ll find the washroom. Go take a bath while I make all
of us a meal.”

Cage wanted to see more of the place, but a
hot bath called to him more than curiosity. He walked in the room
and found it to be more reasonable for human needs. The shower was
similar to what he made himself and he groaned as the hot water
beat against his chilled, tired body. It was relaxing and
invigorating… so much so he groaned. A square cake of soap worked
great to completely make him feel like a new man. His robe was also
washed and dried with a pulse of magic.

Twenty minutes later he stepped out of the
room and back into the wooden cavern and crossed it to a large
table and kitchen area where Leon was sitting in a chair while
Frill and Kolby sat on the tabletop chatting. Megdline was still
cooking over at the stove when she heard Cage ask while sitting
“Granny, before I ask what I’ll need to know down in the First
Council’s meeting, what happened after you and Jormon saved
me?”

She was silent while keeping her back to the
table, but he noticed the tenseness in her shoulders tighten. She
didn’t turn as she continued cooking. “Nothing good other than the
savage beasts were killed and all but a few blood samples were
burned to ash.” She slowly responded. “I healed as many as I could
before showing my husband and the First Council what I had seen and
what transpired. He was very quiet for a minute before convening
the entire council while I was occupied by going to the five dragon
colonies and telling them of Daku’s message of the ‘broken race’
and each Rex left immediately after speaking to other elders. Also,
some mages who bore witness already beat me here and cause quite a
stir… I’ve never seen a Rex do anything so quickly before. Cage… Do
you know what is happening? What those things were?” She finally
turned to ask.

Cage looked at all eyes in the too turned to
him. He sighed. “It will be told sooner or later, but what I say
doesn’t leave the room.” Four heads nodded. “What do you know of
the Tiaxm?”

Megdline instantly paled, but didn’t
faint. Frill bristled and hissed, but Kolby and Leon were in the
dark. “You mean… those… and they are here… but six?” the sorceress
mumbled. “I shouldn’t have
asked. You need to eat fast. This must be dealt with immediately.”
She went back to the meal and took out her frustrations.

“Sir Cage, what is a Tiaxm?” Kolby
squeaked.

Cage held out his hand and created a small
illusion of the creature and spoke of the beasts, but not the part
of either a nexus or their role in creating warlocks. By the time
he finished the room was silent until the sorceress sat down hot
plates of food for everyone. Cage still tested for poison before
wolfing down the delicious meal. His strawberries before had
helped, but a full belly made him feel back to tiptop shape.

As the warlock took his last bite Megdline
said “We leave immediately to find Daku and take you to the council
grounds.” Leon wasn’t half done, but he grudgingly put his wooden
fork down and downed the last of his orange juice while grabbing
his Familiar and staff.

They took off from the landing balcony and
Cage spotted Daku and his escorts easily enough. They all met up in
the air, refreshed, but the hot water really made Daku’s coat shine
and his feathers sparkle. “Follow me, Everyone!” Megdline shouted
as Cage landed on Daku’s head.

Without word of disagreement everyone
followed her while most eyes in Twilight watched them closely.

They were led towards the monolith archive
tree, but not directly as they descended for one of the three domed
giant buildings surrounded by a lake. Each island building was
connected by a wide bridge where even three dragons could walk side
by side. At the front was a gate and the powerful tingle of magic
protected the council chambers for any form of unauthorized access.
Megdline and Leon landed in an open field between the library and
First Council gate where two elder dragons and several mages
guarded the entrance. But the elders were so big that they laid
flat on the ground, but even relaxed, their wide open eyes showed
them to be fully lucid. The elders didn’t lift their heads as Daku
and the other dragons landed.

“I am Lady Megdline, here to bring Cage and
Daku to see the First Council in matters of grave importance.” She
said clearly.

One of the council guards, a hefty woman with
a vixen fox returned “The council is convened and ready to allow
them in. The Rex’s’ of all five colonies will allow only them
inside.”

“Screw that!” Cage shouted downward,
startling everyone other than Daku. “All eight of us are going in
whether they like it or not.”

“You dare defy a Rex’s order?” One of the
huge canary yellow elder dragons reared his head.

“Damn right I do! This matter
won’t stay private, even if I have to
go through every Rex and sorcerer in there.” Cage levelly responded
while all tensed.

The yellow dragon gave a toothy grin and
shook his great head. “Warlocks haven’t changed, still defiant and
challenging… Stay here, Two-legs, I will see what they decide.” The
dragon stood, nosed the enormous wooden gate open and walked
through. It shut behind him without sound.

Leon was beyond frightened and Megdline
chuckled. Everyone else stared at Cage sitting on Daku’s head with
either hesitation or curiosity.

It wasn’t a minute before the dragon returned
and opened the door. “Proceed.”

Daku stepped over Megdline and Leon, leading
the group through the door. They followed the fortified wooden dock
all the way to the doors. The double doors opened inward, but
instead of a dark interior, it was bright and inviting.

The First Council chambers were simple, but
overly spacious. It would easily contain fifteen of King Skylar’s
castles inside it. Two rows of support pillars lined the inside
where natural and magical light illuminated the room. It was too
big to decorate so they didn’t. At the far end of the circular room
was a dais where the eleven council members ruled, each being in
the first class of sorcerer or sorceress. The room was quiet
besides the heavy stomping and that of those with a massive lung
capacity. Beside the council member’s dais were eleven dragons, the
largest yet to be seen, but Cage noticed an outsider dragon being
of amethyst coloring was curled up on the council dais with a large
man sitting comfortably between her open eyes. Cage made an instant
connection that this man actually had a dragon for a Familiar and
what’s more the man’s body actually glowed with power. As his black
eyes kept sweeping the room, Cage noticed that the Rex’s’ wore gold
bands around their thick horns and that four were male and one was
female. The five with the Rex’s’ were the opposite sex, likely
their mates, but not one of the dragons were any less beautiful
than the next. But the largest Rex in the room was the one Megdline
once spoke of, the gold Rex with a length of over five hundred and
fifty feet and more thickly muscled than any other in the entire
area.

Then Daku stopped as they reached an open
space where everyone could see each other. His guards stopped just
behind his hips and bowed before the leaders before laying
completely flat on the polished wooden ground. Megdline and Leon
stood to either side of Daku’s hands, feeling the tense
atmosphere.

It was broken as the largely muscled man who
glowed in lavender robes on the purple dragon spoke “Welcome to
Twilight White King Daku and Cage. Daku, for technicality, are you
the one who called for this emergency meeting?”

“I am.” The griffin replied regally.

“Then it is noted and we may proceed.” The
man stood and glided off his Familiar. He had long brown hair that
brushed his shoulders, a square, shaved jaw and calm, calculating
hazel eyes. He pulled a jeweled staff of white oak from his side
and placed the end on the ground, tapping it three times. The
council doors shut silently and Cage sensed a bit of magic warding
all proceedings from being spied upon. “Daku, as you can see, the
council is as it was when you disappeared a thousand years ago with
only one new council member being replaced.” Daku gave a gentle
nod, but let his partner stay where he was. “Cage,” The warlock
paid careful attention to the glowing man and could feel the power
rolling of him. Of all the human council members, this man clearly
led them and was without a doubt the most powerful. “I would like
to introduce myself since you do not know one being in this room
beside the ones beside you…” Cage then jumped down like he had
before, but it didn’t startle any of the ancients in the room. “I
am Zikon, leader of the First Council.” He then gestured behind
him. “She is my Familiar Theresa.” The purple dragon smiled, but
did not raise her large head. Zikon then introduced the ruling
council members and their large animal Familiars. Cage easily
spotted the five who wanted him dead for they were afraid to meet
his gaze while the others calmly looked at him impassively or like
a new experiment. The leader of the council then introduced all ten
of the other dragons in the room who dipped their regally arched
necks when called out. “Rex Nattan is the gold male who rules the
Fire Mountains. Rex Gralla resides here in the Blind Mountains, the
firey beauty. Rex Semek rules the Vlaran Mountain colony. The last
two are Rex’s Shrral and Hesaan. As we are all aware of your direct
tendency and of the danger which brought you both here, please show
us what transpired yesterday.” Zikon gestured to Cage.

The warlock closed his eyes and used the open
space to say “To be sure I show and speak the truth, use the truth
spell on me, Grandpa.”

“Pardon?” Zikon tilted his head.

“Don’t try to fool me, Grandpa. You’re
Granny’s husband. Though you disguised your voice when Granny and
Frill found Brooke and I in Frozen Forest, your grammar and vocal
patterns are identical to the threat you gave me. And when we
arrived, you barely cracked a smile when you saw your spirit mate,
I have the same tendency to do the same with mine. So enough trying
to keep your identity secret, I’m no fool. If you’re half as
honorable as Granny I can extend some trust since it was your
decision which ultimately kept this council from starting a war
over me.”

There was tense silence and unease,
especially in the five members and their Familiars who wanted his
immediate execution before Zikon looked over at Daku’s hand. “My
Love, he truly is a perceptive young man. To remember our
conversation from back then shows remarkable acuity.”

“I told you he would figure it out after you
started speaking.” She retorted.

“That you did.” Zikon’s hazel eyes
returned to Cage’s. “Please, I must insist you cease calling me
Grandpa…” he recognized that wasn’t going to happen as Cage smiled,
just doing it to break down longstanding barriers and to cause
unease. “Never mind. If my wife cannot stop you, what chance have
I? Fair enough, I shall impart the truth spell.” Zikon then spoke
the spell aloud so all could hear his words. “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.”

With the wedge placed in Cage’s mind he said
“I’m about to recreate all that I saw from yesterday’s attack.”
When Zikon waved his hand, Cage released a fair amount of magic to
create the fight between himself and King Tate, remembering every
physical move and counter while explaining his thoughts and ideas.
Then he got to the part of getting skewered from behind and
allowing his memories to progress and act as a guide for the
illusion.

As the Tiaxm came to full scale display Zikon
raised a hand. “Cage, hold that image for all of us.” At the same
time there came a ground trembling rumble that his heightened
hearing picked up and it came from all but three dragons, Ulon,
Poli and Theresa. “Rex Nattan, you are oldest among us, do you
believe young Cage here could have fabricated this image?”

The largest gold dragon hissed like a
rockslide “Not slightly, Zikon Two-legs. Never forget I battling
the Tiaxm. We Rex’s’ and our mates were alive all those millennia
ago and fought with bird-beast and two-legs’ at this world’s nexus.
A scout much like that was able to remove my leg. The broken race
will always remain in my mind. The youngling warlock could not know
since he recently returned from the void. Words could not recreate
the abominations with such quality. It is certainly our most hated
failure.”

“Nattan, you didn’t fail, they did.” Cage
said directly and the dragon cocked his great head. “Daku told me
how his ancestors, you dragons and the warlocks fought till the
nexus’ closed for good. They did it in ignorance and paid the
price. Your race, I’m told, are ancient enough to not overly
interfere in a species development because of history. The past
cannot be changed, but if you do not learn from it I would call you
a fool. And if you didn’t at least try to help them you would be
stupid and unworthy to have any association with others. I can see
you feel responsible, but you need to see that your being a fool.
Learn to forgive yourself or give your horn rings to another dragon
who can make clear decisions and not be haunted like the past.”

The gold Rex stood, but then Daku took a step
closer to say “What are your intentions, Rex Nattan?”

“To get a closer view of the warlock. It has
long since a two-leg’s spoke to me like that. I promise to not
stomp him.” Daku stepped back and allowed the dragon to get closer
and wasn’t surprised when Cage didn’t show any fearful traits or
flinching. “You have wisdom, Cage Two-legs, but I will consider
these words if you do not mean dishonor.” His head reared back as
Cage broke out laughing.

“Hardly you old lizard.” The council gasped
while all dragons other than Nattan smiled fractionally. “You would
know if I was being disrespectful. On that, you have my word. Just
stop blaming yourself, it was over two million years ago. But back
to the reason we are here.” Cage returned to the pasty illusion.
“Six scout size Tiaxm slaughtered many and nearly ate me if not for
Granny’s intervention and quick response, tore Daku to shreds and I
nearly died again and would have if not for Granny and Jormon
putting me back together.” He played the attack all the way through
before saying “Daku explained that to summon even one of those
fucking things would require dragon intervention.” The chamber was
deathly quiet as he spoke. “To do that you need a thousand years of
stored mana, the key to the planet in question and a dragon’s
strength to pull just one to this world. Of course it has been a
few million years and a thousand years worth of mana is like a drop
of water in a gallon of water for you and the time could allow for
those six to come, but why would they attempt it, what is worse to
imagine is just how many there are and where more are. There is an
easier way to pull them over, a new nexus. Would that be even
conceivable, Nattan? And why did they choose to attack Vin’re? I
was the first attacked, do I have an ability to draw them I’m not
aware of?”

Every life form turned to the Rex who
contemplated in silence. “Your ancestry permits this knowledge… All
you say is true of the summoning and only we who survived the
nexus’ collapse know the symbols to that world, but we will never
impart the information. Much time has indeed passed and only a
traitor would summon Tiaxm. As for a new nexus, Cage Two-legs,
there isn’t one or it could be felt around the world. If that were
so we would have not only felt it, but would have been overrun by
the broken race. Troubling conundrum this situation is.” He growled
deeply within his chest and his anger gave way to small puffs of
thick black smoke from his nostrils. “Your other inquiry is
likewise queer. I have no answer to why a scout pack would come for
you. I’ve never heard such capable of Tiaxm. Should there be more
will require profound lengths to begin a search. It must be put to
an end, but only smell will reveal their location and the young
human race cannot yet scent out their rot. You and white king Daku
are too precious to search for yourselves. If you die, we lose
Daku. Never shall we let that happen. You show you are not yet
ready either way.”

Daku interrupted. “We do not need to be
coddled, Rex Nattan. When we finish here I request use of a
mountain so I will begin his training till he ascends. He will not
be helpless for long. Most importantly, together we faced six and
survived. We all know that was just a taste of what is to come. We
have all been lax over the long years to let even one of those
things through, but six. Someone is tempting power
uncontrollable.”

“None disagree.” Rex Nattan spoke.

Rex Gralla opened her fiery mouth. “I permit
training in my colony.”

“So what’s next, Grandpa?”

Zikon looked at his fellow council members to
see a reached unanimous decision. “This situation cannot be
debated. The Tiaxm must be found and eliminated. The dragons have
the council’s full support to give aid wherever it is needed. Too
many lives are in danger if only one still lives. And worse is if
they started mating and having young. Even one pregnant female
would be a disaster to all of Raliea.”

All five Rex’s’ bowed their necks in full
acceptance of the priority. Nattan said last “We begin the hunt
immediately. Send out all younglings to move quick and scent around
and contact the colonies if they find one. We elders will end their
suffering. Start without me. I need to report to Valagax, our home
world of this breach.” Great golden eyes looked down. “Sharpen your
teeth, Cage Two-legs.”

“Then we are done. Keep us appraised.” Zikon
said. “Cage, Daku, thank you for bringing to light these events and
I ask you not leave Twilight just yet. I wish to speak after the
council adjourns.” He then hit the ground three times with his
staff and the magic of the room lightened.

All the dragons stood and followed Nattan out
to fly off while Cage and the others walked right behind and
staying far from the long dragging tails.

“So Daku” Cage began as they passed the
second gate where they landed not long ago. “what should we do to
pass the time?”

“We begin your training.” Daku replied in all
seriousness.

 


 


 


 


 


The journey continues in book four:

Ascension of the Warlock
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