
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    REIGN 
 
      
 
    Land of the Elementals 
 
    Book Four 
 
      
 
    AARON OSTER

  

 
   
    For my aunt, uncle, and family. Thanks for hosting me every time I ask!

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    The jarring feeling of her feet slapping rhythmically into the hard and cracked ground of the Flatlands barely registered in Grak’s mind. She was too worried about other, more pressing matters, like the fact that she was running for her life. Her lungs felt like they were on fire. 
 
    Behind her, barely keeping up, ran her companions and fellow escapees. Akkard and Hord, the former king and prince of the dwarves of the Jagged Peaks, were now reduced to this. 
 
    As a gremlin, she should have been having just as much trouble running as they were. She was oddly tall for one of her kind, and as such, the dwarves were having quite a hard time keeping pace. 
 
    However, the pounding in the distance, marking their pursuit, was more than enough to keep the group moving, regardless of how out of breath or exhausted they were. 
 
    The emerald spring moon shone high overhead, illuminating the landscape for miles on end. The Flatlands were just that, hundreds of miles of cracked, bare earth. There was nowhere to hide out here, especially with how bright the moon was that night. 
 
    Had this been the time of year when there was no moon, they might have stood a chance, but as it was now, there was no way Karria was going to allow them to escape. 
 
    Grak stumbled over a crack in the ground, only just managing to stop herself from sprawling face-first by planting the tip of her Mythicallium rapier into the earth. The metal flexed and bowed but sprang back into shape as she righted herself. 
 
    She threw another look over her shoulder, seeing the cloud of dust growing in the distance. She flashed back to when she and Arbor were in a similar situation, only last time, they were running toward the Jagged Peaks, not away from them. 
 
    “I can’t…keep going…much longer,” Hord wheezed, his pace flagging further as he tried to recover his breath. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Grak said, slowing to match his speed. 
 
    “Come on,” Akkard said, placing a hand on his brother’s back. “You can do this.” 
 
    Truthfully, none of them were in good shape. An entire month of being kept in darkness, trapped in the tunnel leading into the throne room, and fed the bare minimum to keep them alive didn’t exactly lend themselves to keeping them fit and healthy. 
 
    In all honesty, Grak was sure Karria was going to kill them. That was why the three of them had worked tirelessly on a way out. Karria was smarter than all of them combined and had kept a strict rotation of guards on them at all times. Additionally, Grak had been shackled in Reflum chains to keep her from accessing her magic. 
 
    Just two nights ago, they’d gotten wind that the girl had left Heart for some reason, and just an hour later, they found a way out. It hadn’t been easy, but with Hord’s knowledge of crafting, he’d managed to use a dagger Grak had swiped from one of their guards and fashion a lockpick. 
 
    After that, it was just a matter of Grak freezing their way out, snagging her rapier, and running for the Flatlands. Their only chance was to make it to the Endless Wood that bordered Ryevine – the lands Arbor had been given for winning the noble competition. Of course, none of them even knew where Arbor was, but this was still their best chance of escaping her. 
 
    Grak could feel a painful stitch forming in her side as she picked up the pace again, constantly throwing glances over her shoulder as the signs of pursuit grew nearer. It was only a matter of time before they were caught – they all knew that. They were trying to get as close to the Endless Wood as they could in hopes of attracting a passing gremlin patrol. 
 
    The one thing they were all scared of was that Karria would be part of the pursuit party. If she were, there was no chance they would escape. There was ample evidence that she wasn’t among them, though, as Karria would undoubtedly have caught them by now using her horseless carriage or some other construct. 
 
    Then again, her Bestowal magic, aside from giving her incredible brainpower, also seemed to awaken a sort of sick sadism. Karria had taken great pleasure in mentally torturing them during their incarceration. She’d picked and prodded, weaning all their secrets and desires, then turned them all against them. 
 
    The sweet, caring, and loyal girl they all knew was long gone, the Bestowal magic having completely taken over. The one thing none of them had been able to figure out was how they’d managed to escape with someone as smart as Karria keeping tabs. Surely, she might have known that something like this could happen, which was why Grak still wasn’t sure if Karria was among the pursuit or not. 
 
    Allowing them to escape only to be recaptured was very much along the lines of what this new Karria would do. It would be delicious fun as far as she was concerned, a great way to increase the mental damage she’d already caused. Grak sincerely hoped that wasn’t the case because she wasn’t sure how much more she could take. 
 
    They continued running, their pace slowing to a near-crawl over the next hour. Hord’s entire body was trembling, and he burned with fever. Grak was doing all she could to keep them cool, but Hord was sick, and this run was making it much worse. 
 
    “I…can’t…go on,” Hord said, finally stumbling to a halt. “You two…leave me…get help…save yourselves.” 
 
    Grak and Akkard exchanged a look as Hord collapsed to his hands and knees, his entire body shuddering and shaking. He heaved several times, but there was nothing for him to throw up. They were starving, dehydrated, and exhausted. Running at this point would be more of a detriment. 
 
    “No,” Grak said. “I refuse to leave you behind. We’ll stay and make our stand here. Maybe we’ll be able to fight them off and make it back to the forest.” 
 
    “Love your optimism, lass,” Akkard said, crouching to help his brother lie down. “But what are the odds that Karria didn’t send a strong enough force to bring us down?” 
 
    “Probably none,” Grak admitted. “But she couldn’t have accounted for everything.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Akkard admitted, rolling a shivering Hord onto his side. “But only the two of us are fit for battle, and neither of us are in the best shape. Also, while you might have your weapon, all I have is a dagger. I’m afraid there isn’t much I can do with that.” 
 
    “Are you just going to give up, then?” she asked, her voice a bit heated. “Roll over and just let yourself be taken back?” 
 
    Akkard let out a long sigh but shook his head. 
 
    “My people need me, and whether I’m their king right now or not, I have to do everything in my power to assure their freedom. If that means fighting a pointless battle against insurmountable odds, then so be it.” 
 
    Grak gave him a tight-lipped smile, then promptly fell on her behind and pulled her knees up to her chin. Akkard collapsed right beside her. Their course of action right now was clear. They needed to recover what little strength they could so that they might be able to put up a fight when their pursuers arrived. 
 
    It didn’t take them long, only about twenty minutes. Had they kept running, they might have been able to stay ahead for another hour or two, but now that they’d had time to rest and recover, both Grak and Akkard were in better shape to put up a fight. 
 
    The troupe of dwarves, fifteen in all, came to a halt some five yards from them. They were all dressed in light mail armor – better to run with – and carried long-shafted spears. 
 
    “I don’t know how she knew, but the Lady said you’d be stopping here,” the lead dwarf said. 
 
    He stepped forward in front of the main group and pulled back the cloth covering most of his face. 
 
    “What the hell kind of dwarf is that?!” Grak hissed as the dwarf’s skin became visible. 
 
    Unlike the normal skin tone of the dwarves, ranging from a light tan to outright pale due to their time spent underground, this dwarf’s skin was a dark gray. His eyes were a pale yellow, and his hair and beard were a stark white. 
 
    “A new breed,” the dwarf said – having overheard her. “We were given power superior to those of the regular dwarves. The Lady saw fit to bestow me with the might of magic. You may as well give up now. You don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Grak said, pointing her rapier at the dwarf. 
 
    He gestured, and the others moved to circle them. These dwarves, unlike the gray-skinned one, looked relatively normal. The fact that the dwarf spoke of a ‘Lady,’ instead of Jek, meant they were taking orders from Karria directly, not the old leader. In their time incarcerated, they’d overheard much. As it stood now, most of the dwarves of the Jagged Peaks still believed Jek to be in charge. Apparently, though, there was a group who answered to her directly. 
 
    “It’s only fifteen to three,” Akkard said, brandishing his dagger. “I think we can handle you just fine.” 
 
    The gray-skinned dwarf grinned, revealing overly large teeth, then gestured for his men to move in and attack. Grak’s rapier flashed out as she reached for her Origin. Blue light flared along the tip, crackling and freezing as it came into contact with the first of the dwarves. 
 
    He screamed as the tip pierced his neck, sharpened icicles tearing their way through his skin and freezing his head solid. The dwarf toppled to the ground with a solid thunk, but Grak was barely paying attention. She spun, her rapier whistling through the air and slicing the spearhead from the weapon thrust at her. Her rapier thrust forward then, and a lance of ice shot out, spearing through the center of the dwarf’s forehead. 
 
    Beside her, Akkard fought desperately to ward off the longer weapons with his dagger. It was difficult at first, but when one of the dwarves overextended, his hand snagged the haft, dragging the unfortunate dwarf forward. There was a spray of crimson as he slammed the dagger, up to the hilt, into the dwarf’s eye, leaving it there and turning the spear around on the other dwarves. 
 
    With three of their comrades down, the others began to act a bit warier, all but the gray-skinned dwarf, who shoved through the hesitant crowd and walked right up to Grak. The gremlin woman struck, her rapier flicking out. To her complete and utter shock, the dwarf raised a hand and caught it! 
 
    Grak poured her magic into the blade, sending a freezing wave pouring into the dwarf. However, instead of doing any damage, it seemed to simply vanish, sucked away by some invisible force. 
 
    Grak blinked as the dwarf grinned wide, then a massive force slammed into her, impacting the center of her chest and pinning her to the ground. Akkard let out a yell, twirling the spear and trying to hit the dwarf. He easily sidestepped, avoiding the gleaming steel tip, and struck upward. 
 
    The blow shattered the haft of the weapon, causing Akkard to stumble. The other dwarves reacted immediately, pouncing on the disarmed former king and bearing him to the ground. 
 
    The two of them struggled and kicked, trying to free themselves from the dwarves’ grips, but neither had the strength to do so. 
 
    “What the hell are you?!” Grak screamed as the gray-skinned dwarf walked up to her, a pair of dull, Reflum manacles dangling from his grip. 
 
    “Well, seeing as you’re all going back to the Lady’s prison, I guess I can tell you,” the dwarf said, crouching down and locking one of her wrists. 
 
    Grak felt her magic vanish, the metal sealing off her ability to access her Origin. 
 
    “I have the ability to repel or absorb magic. I can use any absorbed power like a bludgeon, using the force collected to strike at my enemies or, in your case, simply pin them down.” 
 
    “So, that’s why you caught her blade but avoided the dwarf’s spear. Good to know.” 
 
    The gray-skinned dwarf whirled around at the sound of that voice, only to catch a gleaming steel blade right through his eye. Grak watched in shock as the dwarf fell to the side, his body twitching and black smoke rising off his corpse. 
 
    The dwarves – who’d been busy tying the prone Akkard and Hord – all let out cries of surprise as an elderly elf suddenly appeared in their midst. Her hands flashed out, striking their chests and sending them staggering back. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” Akkard asked, looking up as the elven woman unwound the rope tying his wrists. 
 
    The elf didn’t answer, slamming a palm into the center of his chest, causing the dwarf to double over. She spun, coming right at Grak, who tried to stagger to her feet. The Reflum cuff had yet to be tightened, so it fell off as she moved, restoring her access to her magic. However, she wasn’t fast enough to avoid the elf’s strike, which caught her in the face. 
 
    Grak let out a yelp at the pain, then dropped to the ground as her entire body buzzed as though charged with power. Her fatigue vanished in an instant, her exhausted muscles, clenching stomach, and the bruising on her chest healing completely. 
 
    “Don’t just lie there,” the elf called as she rose from Hord’s side. “There are still plenty of enemies left.” 
 
    Grak leaped to her feet, feeling as though she’d had a full meal, a great night’s sleep, and had fully warmed up for the fight. She reached down, snagging her rapier, and turned to face the enemy once more. 
 
    Shockingly, Hord was rising to his feet as well, looking healthy as an ox, despite the fact that he’d had a raging fever just seconds earlier. 
 
    The sudden loss of their leader and the seemingly miraculous recovery of their escaped prisoners was making the remaining dwarves weary of attacking. Grak took full advantage of that, lunging forward and slamming the tip of her rapier into one’s chest. A bolt of ice shot straight through the dwarf, spearing the one beside him. 
 
    Another dwarf tried to stab her from behind, but Grak extended a hand, and a shield of ice formed over it, blocking the spear tip. The ice then ran back over the spear, trapping the dwarf in place by freezing his hands to the haft. 
 
    He screamed and struggled but couldn’t move. Grak ripped her blade free of the dwarf, leaving both him and the one to his left to fall to the ground as frozen blocks of meat. She swung the tip of the blade around behind her, spearing the frozen dwarf through the eye with another bolt of ice. 
 
    Hord and Akkard were busy as well. The dwarf brothers had gotten ahold of spears and were working together to finish off a small group facing them. Two of the dwarves tried to turn and run, but the elderly elf grabbed a fallen spear and hurled it, catching one straight through the back. 
 
    The dwarf tripped, and the protruding tip of the spear caught the second one in the ankle, bringing him down. The throw hadn’t killed either of them, but it had prevented them from escaping. Grak was on them in an instant, her rapier slashing across their throats and killing them without mercy. 
 
    The battle was over in just a matter of seconds, leaving the corpses of their entire pursuit party lying in pools of their own blood or as frozen blocks of meat. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” the elf woman said as they all turned to face her. “Gila lizards will be coming in droves, and I don’t think any of us want to be here when they arrive.” 
 
    The three of them nodded in agreement. Glia lizards were the only creatures native to the Flatlands. They were gigantic, spanning between six and eight feet in length, and traveled in packs ranging from five to fifty. They would eat anything, even their own kind, and could survive by drinking the saltwater from the lake at the heart of the Flatlands. Their teeth carried a corrosive acid, and even a single bite could prove to be fatal. 
 
    “Thank you so much for rescuing us,” Grak said as they all jogged away from the scene of the battle. “Who are you, and why did you come to our aid?” 
 
    “My name is Palmine,” she said. “I was traveling and happened to run across you. I guessed by the fact that one of those dwarves was radiating bad magic like a beacon that they probably weren’t the good guys. So, I’d say you owe your rescue more to dumb luck than anything else.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” Grak said, dipping her head. 
 
    “You have some right amazing magic, lassie,” Hord said. “I was burning with a fever. Just a single touch and I feel better than ever!” 
 
    Grak and Akkard nodded along in agreement. 
 
    “I do what I can,” Palmine said. “So, where are you three headed?” 
 
    “Back to Ryevine,” Grak said. “We have friends there, and they’re going to want to know what happened here.” 
 
    The elf nodded. 
 
    “Well, it just so happens that I was heading there myself.” 
 
    “You were?” Grak asked, suddenly suspicious. 
 
    They’d had some serious problems with elves in the past, and she didn’t want to lead a potentially dangerous enemy right to their gates. 
 
    “I have a couple of friends who should be there, at least according to a reliable source. An elf named Kya and the new viscount’s sister, Karria.” 
 
    Grak shared a look with the two dwarves, which wasn’t lost on the older elf. 
 
    “I take it something happened?” 
 
    Grak let out a sigh. She had a choice to make. Did she trust the elf who saved their lives or not? Seeing as she could have just let them die, she decided to give the woman the benefit of the doubt. If she turned out to be an enemy, she was fairly confident she could kill her before she could act. 
 
    “It’s a bit of a long story,” Grak said. “Luckily for us, it seems as though we have some time.” 
 
    Ryevine was a good month away by foot, even if the Endless Wood was quite close. They were lucky it was spring, too, because traveling through the freezing wilderness in winter would not have been pleasant. Grak knew that from bitter experience. She took a deep breath and launched into her story. 
 
    “It all started when Arbor received word about a Magma-Tiger that was stirring up a volcano…”

  

 
   
    1 
 
      
 
    A full moon, shining and white – and nothing at all like the one back home – hung in the sky overhead. It cast a flat light, reflecting back off the snow-blanketed landscape surrounding them on all sides. Though it was relatively flat at its center, the area rose at a steady incline, rising to jagged mountainous peaks and enclosing the entire area, keeping outsiders from wandering in by accident. 
 
    It was in this place that Arbor currently found himself. He wasn’t alone, as the half-dozen glacial-hide wolves had him hemmed in against an ice-covered boulder. These creatures were nothing like the animals back home, and in fact, the closest thing he could compare them to were Mythic Beasts. 
 
    There were many differences between the creatures in his hometown of Laedrin and the ones here in Somerset. One was in the way their magic functioned. In this world, the magic system basically functioned as a series of values. Each and every being – person or beast – could view these values and know their exact strengths and weaknesses at any given time. 
 
    They still had cores, this world’s version of an Origin, but theirs functioned in quite a different way. The way people in this world advanced was by sucking the energy from these cores. Beasts advanced the same way, by eating people or other beasts, and absorbing their strength for themselves. In his world, he had to constantly fight. Push his body and mind to the breaking point to unlock more of his potential. 
 
    In Laedrin, anyone who awoke their magic basically unlocked an endless source that would never run dry – unlike this world, which placed strict limitations. However, using too much magic would damage the body or mind, and severe overuse would result in death. Because of this, the body placed strict limitations on magic use. These were called Tiers. 
 
    When the body felt it was ready, it would unlock another Tier, giving the Mage access to more of their magic. Every Mage could unlock a certain number of those Tiers before they were effectively maxed out, meaning that they had access to the full might of their Origins. Some Mages would max out at three or four Tiers, while others would take fifteen or twenty. 
 
    Classifications were assigned to Mages, placing them in categories based on how many Tiers they were likely to unlock and how much stronger each of those successive Tiers would make them. In order, they were: Non-combat, Enhanced, Over-enhanced, Destructor, Wrecker, Shatterer, and Calamity. And, according to everything he’d seen and been told, Arbor himself classified as the most powerful — a Calamity Mage. 
 
    Seeing as he was still only at Tier 9, it was hard to tell – especially after nearly six months of training here. But Gold had assured him that once he returned to his old world, his power would catch up. While he was here, he would remain limited to what he’d brought with him. 
 
    One of the wolves lunged, its icicle-like teeth snapping down inches from his face as Arbor recoiled, feeling his bare back slap against the icy boulder. 
 
    “Come on,” Gold called from his perch atop a small bluff. “There are only six of them.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you come down and fight them?” Arbor called up, not taking his eyes off the beasts for an instant. 
 
    They were quite large, and although he’d never actually seen a wolf before, judging by what he’d heard of them, they weren’t supposed to be half again as large as a horse. Then again, creatures in this world did seem to grow larger and stronger the higher their rank became, which was this world’s measure of strength. 
 
    “And ruin your training?” Gold asked, sounding aghast. “I wouldn’t dream of such a thing.” 
 
    Arbor wanted to glare at the man but knew that the second he took his eyes off the wolves, they would pounce, and seeing as he’d been forbidden the use of his magic in this exercise, his eyes were all he had. 
 
    The grip on his glaive tightened, the Mythicallium weapon shining with the metal from both the Roc-Jaguar and Azure-Leopard gleaming in the odd moonlight. 
 
    One of the wolves lunged and Arbor responded with a thrust, the glaive flicking in and out, just as Prudence – his personal butler and trainer – had shown him months ago. He wasn’t attacking a stationary target, though, and the wolf managed to avoid a fatal blow by twisting to one side. 
 
    Still, his glaive, enhanced by an enchantment of incredible sharpness, sliced a deep line in its blue-white fur. The wolf let out a yelp, recoiling as Arbor tried to strike again. In that moment, as his glaive was extended, the wolf to his far right pounced. 
 
    “Better watch that flank,” Gold called cheerily as Arbor leaped forward, allowing the beast to sail past. 
 
    Had he been allowed access to his Perception magic, avoiding blows like this would have been easy. With Gold’s restrictions in place, he was only as strong as an average human. 
 
    Okay, maybe a bit stronger than that, he admitted to himself as he pulled his glaive back, the heavy spike on the opposite end of the staff cracking into the muzzle of a wolf that had come too close. 
 
    Thanks to his Perception magic’s constant upgrades, his body was far stronger than a normal person’s. Everything had been improved by leaps and bounds. Strength, agility, reflexes, even his senses like sight, smell, and sound were vastly superior to that of normal human’s. Arbor growled as another wolf lunged, and he was forced to retreat again, placing his back to the boulder. 
 
    “Come on, you’re not going to get anywhere if you don’t commit,” Gold called. 
 
    “You know, if you’re going to take away my greatest weapons, the least you can do is make this a fair fight,” Arbor called back. “Let Shelderoth help me.” 
 
    Unlike the other Elementals, who’d made it back to Laedrin after escaping the Lower Realm of Grimm, Shelderoth – a Crimson-Ash Elemental – had ended up here with him. Apparently, it had something to do with the Demon Nilegard attacking the portal while they were in transit. The destruction of said portal had caused them to be spit out here, as travel through dimensions wasn’t as linear as he’d first thought. 
 
    Shelderoth had been Arbor’s only real company in the time he’d been training in Somerset, and he’d become fast friends with the little red creature. They’d spent many a night discussing the Elemental’s long life of servitude and how they planned on fixing things for all of them once he returned to Laedrin. 
 
    Shelderoth, who was hovering in the air next to Gold, made to go join him, but the man held out a hand, keeping the Elemental where he was. 
 
    “Come now, no cheating,” Gold said. “And don’t you go pulling on that bond either. I’ll know if you do.” 
 
    This time, Arbor did glare at Gold, which the wolves took full advantage of. With a howl, two jumped at him, their massive bodies bearing down as ice crackled along their fur. From bitter experience, Arbor knew what would happen if he made physical contact with their bodies, and thus, did not hesitate to take a rolling dive through the freezing powder, despite the fact that he was basically dressed in just a pair of underwear. 
 
    When Gold had first demanded he train this way, he’d thought the man was just a pervert, but now, after months of training in the frigid wasteland, he understood why he’d been trained this way. Conditioning. Self-control. Mind over all. These were aspects in which he’d been severely lacking before coming here, especially after receiving the second half of the Origin, the original source of all magic in Laedrin. 
 
    Arbor rolled back to his feet, then spun around, swinging the glaive in a glittering circle to drive the wolves back. However, now that his back was no longer to the boulder, they were free to surround him, which was what he’d been trying to avoid. 
 
    “Well, looks like you’ve got no choice but to fight now,” Gold called. 
 
    His mouth sounded oddly full, and judging by the strange crunching noises that echoed very loudly in the night air, Arbor could guess what the infuriating man was doing. He was eating a snack. 
 
    With a yell, Arbor launched himself at one of the wolves, his glaive flashing out in a thrust. The wolf stumbled back, giving another one the chance to pounce. Having guessed that this was what they’d do, Arbor pulled his attack halfway and spun the glaive around, slashing the gleaming sword blade across the pouncing creature’s throat. 
 
    Blood sprayed from the gaping wound, showering Arbor in droplets of crimson. Expectedly, the death of this wolf enraged the others, who swarmed him, forcing Arbor to adopt a more defensive posture. He ducked and dodged, sliced and parried, dancing between the vicious monsters and trying to avoid taking any hits. 
 
    Of course, in a five-to-one-fight, that was pretty much impossible. Arbor ground his teeth as one of the wolves managed to nip his forearm, sending a freezing chill radiating down to his very bones. His blood began to crystallize and freeze, even as his Perception magic kicked into gear to fight off the invasive power and heal him. 
 
    Gold didn’t comment on this, as the reaction was entirely involuntary. It was just one of the aspects of Arbor’s first Origin. Besides, without its healing power, he’d be down for the count, what with how quickly these wolves’ bites froze from the inside out. 
 
    Arbor backpedaled, forced to use the glaive one-handed, as his other was too stiff. He tucked the haft under his armpit, thrusting forward. The blade bit deep into one of the wolves’ shoulders, and as he yanked it back, the ring of raised skin circling his forearm stood out in stark contrast to his paler skin. 
 
    When Arbor had fought against Nilegard, his hand had been severed. However, over the course of a month, the Origin had restored it. According to Gold, the scar would remain forever, but Arbor didn’t mind in the slightest. He’d take a hundred scars like this if it meant having his arm back. 
 
    It had been one of the strangest experiences of his life – and more than a little painful. Regrowing an arm was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. Days of crawling, unbearable itching, followed by days of horrific, bone-deep pain. The arm had reformed itself from the bone out, so he’d been privy to the entire process. It had been disturbing, to say the least. 
 
    The arm had been completely unusable for the entire time it was growing back, and after that, it had taken two months of extensive work to restore its previous strength. But now, nearly half a year later, it was as good as new, with only the scar to remind him of what had happened. 
 
    “Better watch your back,” Gold said cheerily. 
 
    Arbor spun around, but not before a wolf sank its teeth into his shoulder, sending a chill running through him once more. This time, with the beast as close as it was, Arbor had no choice but to brute-force it. He slammed the haft of the glaive into its nose, forcing it to let go. As it recoiled, Arbor lunged, driving the blade into its eye. 
 
    The beast was slowing down; Arbor could feel it. The cold that leeched into his bones wouldn’t kill him, but it would make it easier for the remaining wolves to do so. The beasts lunged, and having had enough of this, Arbor retaliated, dropping all attempts at defense. 
 
    A wolf snapped at him, and he threw his half-frozen arm up, catching the blow. Blood welled around the wound, but his counter-attack ended the beast’s life, his glaive flicking in and out. Although Prudence had only trained him for about a week, her lessons still stuck clearly in his mind. 
 
    “When you strike, don’t overexert yourself,” she’d said. 
 
    A shallow strike to the brain was just as deadly as smashing its head open or thrusting through its head. The only difference was that the shallow strike would take far less effort and allow you to keep your momentum. 
 
    Arbor pulled the glaive back, ignoring the pain from his arm. He spun in a tight circle, keeping the haft of the weapon pressed to his side. Yelps and yowls sounded as his blade sank into flesh and fur, painting the ground red with their blood. Just a few seconds later and Arbor was surrounded by steaming corpses, their lifeblood melting the snow. 
 
    He turned, glaring up at Gold, who he could now see was holding a paper bag and eating popped corn. He’d apparently also shared with Shelderoth, as the little Elemental held a small bag of his own, and while he didn’t technically need to eat, it didn’t mean he couldn’t. 
 
    “You happy now?” Arbor asked, planting the spiked end of his glaive into the snow. 
 
    “I’m always happy,” Gold said, giving him a wide smile. 
 
    Arbor didn’t know why, but the fact that not a single kernel was stuck in the man’s teeth made him even angrier. 
 
    It was strange. He was normally quite level-headed, but this man seemed to have the incredible ability to piss everyone off. 
 
    “Are we done yet?” Arbor asked, gesturing to the dead wolves. 
 
    Gold looked up to the sky, as though thinking. After a moment, he shook his head. 
 
    “I think one more for the night should be good. Oh, and feel free to use your magic on this one.” 
 
    Arbor let out a silent groan as the air on the opposite side of the basin seemed to split open, rainbow-colored light tinging the edges and making Arbor want to look anywhere but there. 
 
    As soon as he saw the beast coming through, Arbor was very glad Gold was allowing him the use of his magic, as there was no way he’d be able to beat this thing without it. Still, Arbor silently cursed the grinning man for all he was worth while he prepared to face the towering monster.
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    “I hope you’re happy,” Arbor groaned, holding his hands out to the crackling fire and trying to absorb its warmth. 
 
    “Quite,” Gold said, reclining back in an overstuffed chair. 
 
    The battle with the Dire Glacial-hide Wolf had been less than pleasant, even with the use of his magic. Taking on a beast of that caliber alone was like having to fight one of the Mythic Cats all over again. Even if he did have more control, he didn’t have access to any more of his power. His body had limitations, so he could only push himself so far before it gave out. Without his armor, he couldn’t rely on its ability to take the strain for him. 
 
    The armor itself lay on the far side of the cave that had been his home for half a year, the individual pieces bundled in cloth. One of the bracers – the one that had covered his left arm – was mangled and ruined. The power of a Demon was such that it had no problem cutting through the Mythicallium armor. The metal was the toughest known substance on the face of Laedrin. It came from the claws and teeth of Mythic Beasts, and the ones that came from the Cats – the toughest of all Mythic Beasts – was supposed to be the strongest of all. 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” Shelderoth said, patting his arm. “You always are.” 
 
    Arbor gave the small Elemental a sidelong glance, which the creature promptly ignored. He turned his glare back to Gold, whose smile remained fixed in place. 
 
    “Why all the hostility?” he asked. “You won, after all.” 
 
    “You forced me into that fight before I had a chance to recover,” Arbor said. “I could have been killed.” 
 
    “And yet here you are, alive and well,” Gold replied. “Seems to me like the wolf should be the one complaining.” 
 
    Arbor let out a snort of annoyance, then reached for the fire, pulling a spitted piece of meat from the flames. He bit in without waiting for it to cool, ignoring the slight tingling that the scorching meat caused. 
 
    “Our time together is almost up,” Gold said, causing Abor to pause before he took his next bite. 
 
    “Are you saying that I can go home?” he asked. 
 
    Six months was a long time to be away. He had no idea how things were going back on Laedrin. From what he’d last heard, Karria had been headed to Heart to try opening a portal for him. He was confident she’d have made it back to his new home in Ryevine, though he could hardly imagine how she was coping. 
 
    The two of them had been separated on the night that Ramson had butchered everyone in Woods’ Clearing. Their reunion had only lasted a couple of minutes before he’d been sucked into Grimm along with Karria’s friend, Kya. 
 
    He hoped she was doing okay. According to Gold, the elf girl and the other Elementals had made it back to Ryevine alright. 
 
    Still, although he thought everything should be going well, he couldn’t help but have the nagging feeling that something wasn’t quite right. Whether it was a sixth sense or plain old paranoia, he wanted to go home. The only thing that had prevented him from trying to tear a hole in space had been Gold’s offer of training. 
 
    When he’d left Grimm, his control over the Origin had been pretty much nonexistent, to the point where he was a danger to others, whether or not he wanted to hurt them. He hadn’t heard so much as a peep from Silver since he’d passed the Origin off on him either, though Gold assured him he was fine. Apparently, he would need time to recover after giving up the powerful source of magic, and, despite Gold’s overall attitude, he was a good trainer. Arbor now had control, but more than that, he had understanding. 
 
    “Yes,” Gold said. “You can go home.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Tomorrow, around midday,” Gold replied. 
 
    “Seriously?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Seriously,” Gold said. “You’ll be able to leave this world and head on home to that lovely house of yours.” 
 
    Arbor shared a look with Shelderoth. The Elemental seemed quite excited. After months spent here, he too was worried about his kin, those who’d managed to escape from the Lower Realms along with him. Although Arbor’s bond with them through the Origin told him they were alive, that was about all he could get. 
 
    “But,” Gold said, interrupting Arbor’s excitement. 
 
    “But?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because you’re leaving me tomorrow, you won’t be sleeping tonight.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Arbor asked, looking down at himself. “And what do you expect me to do all night?” 
 
    He was covered in bite marks, splotchy bruises, and long lines of blood. Gold didn’t allow him to bandage his wounds, insisting that he “tough it out” and that it would be good for him. 
 
    “Why, you’re going to train, of course,” Gold said. “Only basic forms, mind you, nothing too strenuous,” he was quick to add. 
 
    Arbor sighed but nodded all the same. This was the last opportunity Gold would have to torture him, so he was just going to grin and bear it. 
 
    Half an hour later, his stomach full to bursting, Arbor stood on a frozen bluff. He’d been allowed to wear pants this time, but Gold still insisted he keep his shirt off. There he stood, wind whipping and howling around him, kicking freezing powder up off the ground and stinging his exposed skin. 
 
    It would be fall back in Laedrin by now. He’d left near the beginning of spring, which meant that after six months of winter, he’d have even more winter to look forward to upon his return. 
 
    Arbor was wondering how things would look upon his arrival when he felt someone approaching. He paused for a moment, his glaive stopping mid-swing, and looked back over his shoulder. 
 
    There, he saw Gold, but the man wasn’t alone. He had company. A man, somewhere around his own height, stood next to him. He was broad, tall, and didn’t appear to be entirely human. He had shoulder-length brown hair, eyes that seemed to glow in the dark, and a small amount of stubble covering his chin. 
 
    Arbor himself had a full-on beard at this point. Months without a razer would do that to a person, and he didn’t trust himself enough to use his glaive or, worse yet, the falchion to trim it down. 
 
    The man stared at him for several seconds. Arbor didn’t know why, but he felt as though the man could see straight through him. He extended his Perception Field, the technique used by threading together Origin and Perception magic and spreading it in a sphere around him. 
 
    He got much of the same strange sensation he got from all creatures of this world. He could feel his body, the core of power thrumming in his chest. The sensation of strength and vitality pouring off him. But there was so much more to this man than anyone he’d met here. Of course, this being the first human he’d met, this could be normal, but the blazing intensity of his power, the sheer, overwhelming might of his aura, told Arbor that this man was different. 
 
    The man didn’t say so much as a word as Gold turned him around and steered him out of sight. Arbor was tempted to follow or perhaps extend his Perception Field, but he stopped himself, deciding that he would find out more as soon as Gold returned – and he knew he would. 
 
    Arbor went back to training, his glaive swinging and slicing at the air. Shelderoth came to join him about a half-hour later, the small Elemental buzzing up and landing on the ground outside the reach of his glaive. 
 
    Arbor’s gaze flicked to the Elemental, and subconsciously, he cycled through the three sights his Origin magic gave him. Once, he’d only been able to see magic – what he called Mage Sight. Now, since the Origin had become whole, he could see a lot more. The second sight, the one that allowed him to see someone’s insides, their bones, muscles, nerves, organs, and so on, had been named Inter Sight – short for Interior Sight. 
 
    The third, the one that allowed him to see the physical makeup of any being, meaning the lines and threads that made them who they were, had been named True Sight. This was the one he understood the least, but it was one that he’d gotten control over. 
 
    One thing was clear as he stared at Shelderoth. This creature was not mortal. When he stared at him through his Mage or True Sight, Arbor could see plenty. A series of sharp angles, spindly and spoke-like, made up the Elemental’s body. His True Form. His magic blazed all around him, like a halo suffusing his entire body and spirit. There was no Origin in this creature, showing that he was a being made of magic. 
 
    His Inter Sight, on the other hand, showed him nothing, further cementing the fact that Shelderoth wasn’t mortal. 
 
    “Are you looking forward to going home?” Shelderoth asked, sitting down in the snow. 
 
    “More than you can imagine,” Arbor said, continuing his form. “I can’t wait to be reunited with my family and friends.” 
 
    Shelderoth nodded, looking down to his small claws as though infinitely fascinated by them. 
 
    “I wonder what I’ll look like when we return,” he said. “Now that I’m bound to the Origin and not by some waning power source.” 
 
    “Why do you think you’ll look any different than you do now?” Arbor asked, pausing for a moment to look at his friend. 
 
    Shelderoth looked much as any Elemental did – at least in shape alone. He was small, no more than a foot, with dark red skin, batlike wings, and a short, stubby tail. His skin was red because of his typing as a fire and ash Elemental. Others he’d seen were blue, gold, brown, and a series of other colors, matching their typing. 
 
    “Because I’ll be too conspicuous otherwise,” Shelderoth replied. “I’m confident the others have changed to look different as well. It’s just a matter of how.” 
 
    Arbor’s eyes flicked back to the cave, to where the red pendant with the roaring head of a lion and oak tree sat among his belongings. That thing, named the Pendant of Control, had been created by the Demons when they’d made the gremlin race. The pendant’s function was exactly as its name implied: to control their race, completely and utterly, and he, as the owner of said pendant, was in control of every single gremlin, whether they knew it or not. 
 
    When Arbor had found out about the plight of the Elementals, he’d come to the realization that the gremlins of Laedrin were likely based off their race. The Elementals were basically slaves to all the other races of the Lower Realms, treated worse than trash and regularly discarded as such. Shelderoth’s own story was a good example of this, how after going through all the trouble of making sure Arbor ended up in the Lower Realms, had been shunned and sentenced to centuries of torture at the hands of Nilegard. 
 
    Though one might have thought Arbor would be mad at the Elemental for his role in his capture, he wasn’t. After all, he couldn’t blame Shelderoth for doing as ordered, and when the poor Elemental had had enough, he’d set him free and helped him and nearly a thousand other Elemental get out of Grimm. 
 
    However, now that they had escaped, there were a lot of unanswered questions. What would their place in the world be? How long would they last outside of the Lower Realms? Would they all die out, or would they be able to reproduce? All of Arbor’s questions in that regard had gotten him only strange answers, ones that he couldn’t exactly comprehend. 
 
    “Arbor?” 
 
    Arbor was snapped from his thoughts as Shelderoth called to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, going back to his forms. 
 
    “So, how do you think I’ll look?” Shelderoth asked, repeating his question. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll look like the gremlins,” Arbor said. “You do have a sort of similarity with them.” 
 
    “I do hope so,” Shelderoth said, sounding wistful. “A place all our own, where we can live free of slavery. I can hardly imagine how well the others are doing right now.” 
 
    Before Arbor could reply, Gold came trudging back up the mountain, reminding him of the strange man he’d brought with him before. 
 
    “Well?” Arbor asked as Gold stopped, clasping his hands behind his back. 
 
    “His name is Morgan,” Gold said without preamble. “The two of you needed to meet, if only briefly.” 
 
    “Why?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because you both needed to learn something from the other.” 
 
    “And what exactly do I need to learn from him?” Arbor asked, planting his glaive into the snow. 
 
    “That time heals all wounds. Just like you, he has lost his family and the love of his life. Of course, his situation is a bit…unique, but in essence, it boils down to perseverance. He needed to see that you were still functioning, even after your family was all but wiped out. You needed to see that you weren’t the only one. The world, no matter which, is filled with misery and pain. You’ll find someone again, of that, I am sure.” 
 
    Arbor felt his lips hardening into a line but didn’t otherwise reply. 
 
    “Now come,” Gold said, staring out over the snowy basin. “The night is all but over. You need to pack and get ready. Six weeks away isn’t too bad, but I’m sure there are those who are missing you.” 
 
    “Wait,” Arbor said, chasing after the man. “Six weeks? I’ve been here for six months.” 
 
    “Time is relative,” Gold said with a shrug. “If you were to go back while matching the time in this world, you would arrive four thousand years in the future. But, since you’ll be leaving in precisely sixty-two minutes, you’ll only have been gone for around six weeks.” 
 
    “What?!” Arbor exclaimed, trying to wrap his mind around what Gold was saying. 
 
    He was four thousand years in the future? How the hell did that make any sense? 
 
    “Try not to think about it too hard,” Shelderoth advised, landing on his shoulder. “It can seriously mess up mortal brains, which is why your king always invents a concept of time.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that time doesn’t exist?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “It does and it doesn’t,” Shelderoth said. “Just as space is both empty and full. Like I said, just don’t think about it. Mortals can’t really grasp the full meaning of either.” 
 
    “Guess I’ll take your word for it,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    If only six weeks had passed back in Laedrin, it meant that he hadn’t been gone as long as he’d feared. A lot could happen in six weeks but not nearly as much as could happen in months. With his heart feeling just a bit lighter, he headed back to the cave for the last time. 
 
    Arbor was finally going home.
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    Frunk sat in a small office that had been built off his room, located on the third floor of the Ryevine – or rather, Emerald – estate. Across from him sat the only man who could save them from their current predicament and their best, last hope at remaining free and safe from those who would take everything away from them. 
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly, Marquess Sindra,” Frunk said, standing up and bowing to the man. 
 
    Sindra was an older man with a military air about him. He had also shown himself to be an ally, and although Frunk had never spoken with the man directly, he felt he had a pretty good understanding as to the type of person he was. 
 
    “Of course,” Sindra said, inclining his head. “I take it that you’re the one in charge since the disappearance of our viscount?” 
 
    “That would be correct, sir,” Frunk said, taking his seat. “Before Viscount Emerald left of his mission to destroy the Magma-Tiger, he singed me on as the estate manager, in charge of running the region of Ryevine and everything it entails in his absence. Of course, I know that wouldn’t hold up in court now that he’s vanished, and that’s why I called you.” 
 
    Frunk was honest and frank about their situation. They were in a bad spot. Bad as bad could be. If it were discovered that both Arbor and Karria were gone, the estate would be seized by the crown, and they would be forced back into the king’s service, just as they had been for millennia. 
 
    “How many people know he’s gone?” Sindra asked. 
 
    “Many people know he’s away. But gone? Just the people in this room, at least, those who can talk.” 
 
    Sindra looked around, noting two people dressed in butler’s uniforms, an older man and an odd-looking woman who towered over six-and-a-half feet tall. Two other gremlins were present as well, both bearing resemblances to the one behind the desk, although they both appeared to be considerably better built and had the look of soldiers about them. 
 
    “Very well,” Sindra said, leaning back and steepling his fingers. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    So, Frunk did, starting from Arbor’s departure to fight the Magma-Tiger to Karria following after him. Her return after his disappearance and leaving to the dwarven city of Heart, along with Grak, Hord, and Akkard. 
 
    “They haven’t returned since their departure, though we did have some real trouble just a few days after they left. An elf, along with nearly a thousand creatures, appeared in our courtyard. We’re lucky it happened at night, as they didn’t cause too much of a stir. 
 
    “We brought them all down to the dungeons below and have been keeping them there since. The creatures themselves appear to almost be gremlins, though they’re too tall and colorful to be of our kind. And by colorful, I mean colorful. We range in a variety of hues, but we all have red skin. These creatures came in blue, green, purple, yellow, and so on. 
 
    “The elf was an odd addition as well, and one and all, they claimed the same thing, that Arbor was the one who sent them here and that he was supposed to be following them through. Furthermore, the strange creatures – who claim to be Elementals of all things – say that they know he’s still alive because they can sense him through their bond. 
 
    “Apparently, Arbor bound them to his Origin, thereby anchoring them to a Mortal Realm and not forcing them back to the Lower Realms. 
 
    “Their story sounded so unbelievable that we can’t exactly trust it, especially since they were in the company of an elf at the time. What’s more, they’ve been growing restless, claiming that they can sense trouble in the south, which is no surprise considering that that’s where the Goldenleaf Forest is located. Still, they haven’t been violent or misbehaved, so we’ve been treating them well and have expanded the area underground—” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Sindra said, cutting him off midsentence. “But would you mind explaining why an elf would be problematic?” 
 
    Frunk was glad the man didn’t question the legitimacy of these creatures or what they were claiming to be. He himself wasn’t so sure they were lying, but without actual proof, he couldn’t rely on blind hope that Arbor was indeed alive and had sent them here. 
 
    “Assassins,” Frunk said. “Elves have been coming after Arbor for months now. In fact, it was the elves who set up the entire scenario with the Magma-Tiger to draw him out and attacked him when he was injured. As far as we know, he was alive when he disappeared, but we have no actual proof aside from the word of these creatures.” 
 
    Sindra nodded and motioned for him to keep going. 
 
    “Now this elf is known to me, though not well. Her name is Kya, and she arrived in the company of Lady Karria. However, as she returned, absent Arbor, we have to assume that she is a spy sent to infiltrate our ranks. She has dangerous magic as well and actually convinced one of our guards to release her. 
 
    “Now, we feed her through a chute, keeping anyone from being physically near her, so we can avoid the effects of her magic. Still, she keeps insisting she’d innocent and that Arbor or Karria can corroborate her claims. Although, seeing as neither of them are here nor likely to be alive, we cannot confirm her claims.” 
 
    “What happened to the sister?” Sindra asked. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Frunk replied. “All we know was that there was a coup, and Akkard, the king of the dwarves, was ousted by his nephew. He left with his brother, the crown prince Hord, Arbor’s personal aide Grak, and Karria, to try and both reclaim the dwarven throne and open a portal to where Arbor was trapped. But none of them returned, and we have heard no communication from Heart or the Jagged Peaks since she left.” 
 
    “Have you considered sending troops, or perhaps a spy?” Sindra asked. 
 
    “We have,” Frunk admitted. “But I don’t know if that’s a risk we can afford at the moment. Over the past few weeks, the number of gremlins has swelled to well over eighty thousand, nearly half of which consists of children and non-combatants. 
 
    We’ve had our hands full with construction, finding housing and work and setting up patrols. And the gremlins aren’t all we have to worry about. Since Arbor’s win in the competition, we’ve had an influx of over fifteen thousand new people, all wanting to move to this region, and with more pouring in each day, sending troops off would be a bad idea.” 
 
    “It sounds like things are busy,” Sindra said. “But I’m guessing that it’s not the only reason why you can’t send troops to the Jagged Peaks.” 
 
    Frunk nodded, then adjusted his spectacles as they slipped down his nose. 
 
    “The inquiries from the other Barons are increasing. They want to know when Arbor will return, and while we’ve been putting them off for the time being, they’re going to be a problem if we can’t get them what they want.” 
 
    Sindra nodded, stroking his chin. 
 
    “I can alleviate some of their concerns, maybe even get some troops of my own to the Jagged Peaks in secret.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that will make a difference, if I’m being frank,” Frunk said. “The likelihood that Karria and the others are still alive is slim at best. But even if we can stall the Barons for a few more months, there’s no way we can keep stalling the Duke.” 
 
    Sindra sat up at this, his eyebrows rising. 
 
    “Which one?” 
 
    “Duke Carve Gregmar,” Frunk said. “His messenger has been patiently waiting for the last few weeks for Arbor’s return, but if he isn’t back soon, the Duke will hear of it.” 
 
    “That’s bad,” Sindra said, summarizing their plight in exactly two words. “Carve is not someone who can be denied. He’s the king’s second cousin and fourth in line to the throne. But what interest does a Duke have with a Viscount?” 
 
    “Apparently, he wants his daughter to marry Arbor,” Frunk replied. 
 
    This time, Sindra actually stood from his chair and began pacing. 
 
    “This is very bad,” he finally said, stopping to stare at Frunk. 
 
    “I had already surmised as much,” Frunk replied. 
 
    “No,” Sindra said. “You don’t understand. I was completely unaware that Duke Gregmar even had a daughter. As far as everyone knows, he’s never had any children. If he were willing to reveal as much, knowing that everyone would quickly find out, it means that he won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “Oh. That is bad indeed,” Frunk said as it began to sink in. 
 
    “It would explain why all of those offers of marriage never arrived,” Sindra said. “Duke Gregmar likely put the word out that he was off-limits, which makes my interference that much more dangerous.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as Frunk thought, the power of the magic he kept hidden overwhelming his brain as it tried to work out a solution. However, just as before, his Foresight Magic, the brain-boosting power that had helped him so many times before, did not give him the answer he needed. There was just too much. Too many variables and moving pieces. Too many unknowns. This new information helped, though it didn’t make their situation any better. 
 
    “Where does the Duke stand on the political side?” Frunk finally asked. 
 
    “The Royal faction,” Sindra said grimly. “They’re about as loyal to the king as could be, meaning that they support everything he does.” 
 
    “Which would place him squarely against you, is that correct?” Frunk asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Sindra replied. “As part of the Equality faction, we strive to free all races, abolish slavery, and treat everyone the same. The Military faction might be on our side with some things, but the Noble faction most certainly will not be. Arbor’s win was supposed to swing the Equality faction into real contention, but with him missing or dead and the Duke’s interest in him, we may be dead in the water.” 
 
    Sindra thought for a moment, then asked, “How much time do you think you have left?” 
 
    “Two weeks, at the most,” Frunk replied. “After that, I’m sure the Duke will either send an army, or worse, come in person. If we can’t produce Arbor or give him his whereabouts, the estate and everyone within the lands of Ryevine – at least those who came here after Arbor’s victory – will be kicked out, enslaved, or conscripted into one army or another.” 
 
    “In other words, the worst possible scenario,” Sindra said, finally stopping his pacing. 
 
    He took in a deep breath, then looked around the room to the people gathered there. 
 
    “We need to get to the bottom of this, and to do that, I think I’m going to have to speak with this elf and these creatures who claim to be Elementals. It’s unfortunate that none of us have any truth seers among our ranks, so I’m going to have to use my best judgment. If, however, both Arbor and his sister are gone, we’re going to have to find a way to assimilate your ranks to the people I know and trust. I know the idea of going to serve someone else isn’t as exciting as staying here, but it may be your only hope of remaining free.” 
 
    “No,” Frunk said, finding himself oddly resistant to the idea of going to serve anyone other than Arbor, though he really wasn’t sure why. 
 
    Logic dictated that he go along with what the Marquess said, and yet, some deep part of him, a part he couldn’t understand, was telling him not to. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” Sindra asked, seeming a bit surprised. 
 
    “The gremlins will not leave,” Frunk said. “Nor will we agree to serve under anyone else. Arbor is the only one we’ve agreed to follow, and any attempts to subvert us will result in war.” 
 
    Now Sindra really looked surprised, as did the two human butlers in the room with them. The other two gremlins were nodding along, though, clutching at the weapons by their sides. 
 
    “You do realize that if Arbor is gone, you won’t have a choice, right?” Sindra asked, trying to be careful with his phrasing. “You might have an impressive force here, but there’s no way you’re going to be able to stand against the might of Laedrin. The forces that would be organized against you would be too great to overcome, and besides, you can’t forget about your non-fighters and children.” 
 
    Frunk opened his mouth. Logic dictated he agree. The Marquess was being perfectly reasonable and was even offering them a way out, should his worst fears prove to be true. What Frunk said next wasn’t what he wanted to say, rather coming out against his will. 
 
    “Then we fight. The gremlins will fight to our last breath if it means defending Arbor’s lands.” 
 
    Sindra’s eyebrows rose even higher still, all but disappearing into his hairline. He opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted by a bright flash that shone even through Frunk’s closed curtains, followed by an explosion that shook the manor down to its foundations. 
 
    “Outside, now!” Frunk snapped, seeming to come back to himself. “Prudence, you keep the Marquess safe. Grab, Shukle, come with me.” 
 
    With that said, Frunk charged out of the room, leaving Sindra to move to the window. Even if he were going to be kept in here, he was damn well going to make sure he could see what was happening outside.
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    The world twisted and turned, whirling in a kaleidoscope of color around him. Arbor felt as though he were going to be sick, but the idea of hurling into the endless vortex of color seemed ill-advised, so he did all he could to keep it down. Shelderoth clung to his shoulder, seeming perfectly fine. He was just staring ahead at the whirling tunnel without so much as flinching or turning even a little green. 
 
    The two of them had stepped into the portal just a handful of seconds ago, Gold giving him a wave and shove, saying they would never see one another again. It was a typical goodbye for a man like him, and had Arbor not been so nauseous at the moment, he might have been mad that the man hadn’t warned him at all before shoving him in here. 
 
    As quickly as the world began to spin, it came to a sudden halt. Arbor was blinded by sunlight, hitting a hard surface and collapsing onto his face. There was a loud boom as he hit, feeling the ground buckle beneath him. There was alarmed shouting and the smell of something burning, but his head was spinning too much for him to remain focused or even stand up. 
 
    Just as the nausea began to fade, his body began to tremble and shake as both of his Origins expanded, the shining blue sphere at his center and the black and white sphere in his chest both growing their reach as his Tier moved from 9 to 11. Arbor gasped as the last of his nausea was washed away, finally leaving him with a clear view of the world around him. 
 
    His body practically buzzed with energy as he slowly pushed himself up, finding that he was standing in a small crater, surrounded on all sides by hostile-looking gremlins. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    Arbor turned at the familiar voice, but instead of seeing the small Elemental, he found himself staring at a dark, red-skinned gremlin-like creature. Shelderoth had changed and was now at eye-level with him. He had the same pointed ears as the gremlins, but he was completely bald, no hair or eyebrows of which to speak. 
 
    His eyes were deep-set, which gave off the same impression while shading the glowing red orbs with small white spots at the centers. He’d somehow acquired clothes that fit, though Arbor had no idea how. All in all, while Shelderoth did look a bit strange, he didn’t stick out too much. 
 
    He was far too tall to be a gremlin at his current six feet, but if he crouched a bit and wore a cloak, he might be able to pass as one if people didn’t look too closely. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m alright,” Arbor replied, looking back up to the lip of the crater. 
 
    “Identify yourself!” one of the gremlins shouted. “Or we’ll attack!” 
 
    “I’m Arbor,” Arbor said, keeping his hands down by his sides, away from the glaive on his back, though close enough to grab it if needed. 
 
    “Yeah, right, and I’m the king!” one of the gremlins retorted. 
 
    This got a round of chuckles out of the others, though they didn’t move from their spots. 
 
    “Go get my sister, Karria. She’ll be able to identify me,” Arbor said calmly. 
 
    His Perception Field was active, and with his upgraded Tier and newfound control, he could spread it a full twenty-five feet around himself. Additionally, with the Origin complete, he was able to add an additional effect to his Field. Now that he was back in Laedrin, his Mage Sight was going to be extremely useful and woven into his Field, he’d be able to see not only everything that came into it, but he’d be immediately aware of any magic or magical items they might be carrying. 
 
    From what he could see, not a single one of the gremlins was a Mage, nor did they carry any special gear. In other words, they were just regular guards or foot soldiers, and seeing as how Arbor been gone for several weeks by their time and had a full-on beard, it was hardly a surprise that he wasn’t recognized. 
 
    “No one here by that name,” one of the gremlins said. 
 
    Arbor felt his heart skip a beat at that. Karria wasn’t here? 
 
    “Then Grak,” Arbor said. “Or Hord. Go get one of them.” 
 
    “No one by those names are here either,” the gremlin replied, looking suspicious. 
 
    Arbor felt his heart beginning to race at that. Karria, Grak, and Hord weren’t here? He tried to think of some reason why all three of them would be gone. Maybe they’d gone off on some sort of mission? Or perhaps, they were all at the Jagged Peaks? Kya and the other Elementals should have assured them he was okay, though they wouldn’t know where he was. 
 
    Dwarves were supposed to be the most talented smiths and engineers in all of Laedrin. Perhaps they all went to try and find a way to get him home. 
 
    “What about Frunk or Sebastian then?” Arbor asked. 
 
    There was no way either of them would even leave the manor, and judging by what he could see from the depression in which he’d landed, he was somewhere in the Ryevine Estate’s courtyard. The gremlins seemed to recognize at least one of those names, though none of them moved from where they were. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” the lead gremlin asked, looking to Shelderoth. “Doesn’t look like any gremlin I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Will you please fetch someone higher up?” Arbor asked. “I’m sure they can sort this out.” 
 
    Normally, he’d be patient, but after finding out that Karria and his friends weren’t here, he was beginning to worry. 
 
    “I’m the one asking the questions here, not you,” the gremlin snapped back. “You’re not going anywhere until we get some answers.” 
 
    Arbor briefly debated simply walking through them – they wouldn’t be able to stop him. He also had to wonder how long it would take for the pendant, hidden beneath his shirt, to get them to back down. While it did seem to be able to sway them to his side, he already knew from experience that hostile gremlins would still attack him. 
 
    After all, he’d already had the pendant during the battle with the Defiants, so he had to be careful right now. There was also the fact that he really didn’t like the idea of enslaving the gremlins, so perhaps this small rebellion was a good thing. 
 
    “Out of the way! Move!” 
 
    Even as Arbor and the gremlin stared each other down, shouting could be heard, drifting down to him through the crowd. Arbor recognized that voice and immediately used his Mage Sight. While his Perception Field only stretched twenty-five feet, his eyes would show him magic for as far as he could see. 
 
    He felt the thread of Origin magic flow up to his eyes, covering it with a thin film and lighting up the world around him in brilliant color. When he’d gotten the full Origin from Silver, he’d temporarily lost control, the different sights shifting uncontrollably. Now, though, he no longer needed to worry about that. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as he could see magic, the distinct auras of three people became visible as they pushed through the crowd. It definitely wasn’t his sister or his best friends, but they were friends, or at least, he thought of them as such. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” he heard someone shout. 
 
    “Sir, there are strangers down there. One of them is claiming to be…” 
 
    The voice trailed off, and Frunk, looking haggard and worn, shoved his way through to the front. He stared at Arbor, who raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    “Do you mind telling them to back off? I’d really like to get out of this ditch.” 
 
    Frunk stared between Arbor and Shelderoth, betraying nothing. Then, he nodded as his brothers, Grab and Shukle, pushed through to the front. 
 
    “Make way for Lord Arbor,” Frunk said. “Come on, out of the way.” 
 
    The gremlins hesitated for a moment, but when Grab and Shuckle began to glare, they were quick to move as ordered. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Frunk,” Arbor said, walking up out of the crater and finally getting a good view of his surroundings. “This is Shelderoth, by the way, though I’m sure you’ve met his friends already. How have things been while I was away?” 
 
    Frunk gave Shelderoth a nod as he fell into step beside Arbor, the three of them heading toward the now-open front door, where he could see Sebastian waiting for them. 
 
    “Not out here,” Frunk said, keeping his voice low. “There’s a lot to discuss, but let me be the first to welcome you back. You’ve been gone for six and a half weeks, and I’d begun to fear the worst.” 
 
    Arbor, sensing the serious tone in Frunk’s voice, grew more worried. But seeing as the gremlin kept it off his face, Arbor strove to do the same. 
 
    “Sebastian,” Arbor said, nodding to the man. 
 
    “Lord Emerald,” Sebastian said, falling into a sweeping bow. “The Marquess Sindra is here. However, I’m afraid you look quite disheveled. I will call for Prudence to come assist you in making yourself presentable before you meet him.” 
 
    “Same as ever, I see,” Arbor said, walking past the butler and into the towering manor. 
 
    “Natalie,” Sebastian called to one of the servants as soon as they entered. “Go fetch Prudence and send her up to the Viscount’s chambers. You will take over for her. Escort the Marquess to the smallest living area on the third floor and tend to his needs. Inform him that the Viscount will be with him as soon as he is presentable.” 
 
    The woman, dressed in a black dress with a green apron covering the front, jumped to obey, bowing clumsily in Arbor’s direction before scampering off to do as ordered. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me what’s going on now?” Arbor asked as they began to ascend the first staircase. “Where is my sister? Where are Grak and Hord, and why did the guards outside tell me they weren’t here?” 
 
    Grab and Shukle moved to guard them from behind, standing just a bit too close as they reached the top of the staircase and rounded the next set of stairs. 
 
    “Karria, Grak, Hord, and Akkard have not returned since leaving for the Jagged Peaks to save you,” Frunk said, not even bothering to sugarcoat it. 
 
    Arbor froze, then immediately began to turn. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Frunk asked as Grab and Shukle moved to block him. 
 
    “I’m going after my sister and my friends,” Arbor said. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    “No,” Frunk said, his tone hard. 
 
    “Are you disobeying a direct order?” Arbor asked, looking back over his shoulder. 
 
    His heart was beginning to race as he prepared to flood his body with magic. This was the worst possible scenario. While he’d been stuck in another world, his sister had been missing. She could be dead for all he knew, and Frunk was not going to get in his way. 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, you cannot leave,” Frunk said, his tone remaining hard. 
 
    Arbor opened his mouth to retort, but Frunk continued speaking, not giving him a chance. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how precarious our position here is? We have enemies on all sides, breathing down our necks and asking where you are. We had to call in a Marquess and tell him of our plight. That’s how bad things are. We have a Duke waiting on our answer as to when you’ll be available to meet his daughter, and we have over a hundred-thousand people, all counting on you to assure their safety. 
 
    “If you leave now, you’re going to be putting all of us at risk again. Are you so callous that you would abandon us, knowing what that would cause?” 
 
    Arbor ground his teeth together, his mind racing to try and come up with some sort of solution. Despite wanting to tear off after his sister and friends, he knew Frunk was right, and as the Lord here, he could not, in good conscience, abandon that many people to an unknown fate. Finally, he let out a frustrated growl and turned to keep walking up the stairs. 
 
    “You’d better have a good solution to this,” he snapped. “Tell me everything before I change my mind.” 
 
    Although he didn’t actually see it, Arbor’s Perception Field allowed him to sense Frunk’s shoulders slumping in relief. Apparently, the gremlin was under more stress than he’d realized. Still, Karria was Arbor’s top priority, and if Frunk couldn’t provide a real solution, he would be going after her whether he was asked to stay or not.
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    “…and that’s our current situation,” Frunk said as they reached the door to his personal suite. 
 
    Arbor had listened in silence and was horrified to hear that Kya was being kept locked up, along with the other Elementals. This wasn’t what he’d had in mind when he’d sent them back here, but seeing as Karria was supposed to have been here, how else was Frunk supposed to handle this? 
 
    “I want her set free,” Arbor said, turning to face the small group. “Give her a nice room in my personal living area, and make sure to set up a meeting with her as soon as possible. Take Shelderoth with you. I’m sure he wants to be reunited with his friends and have a say in their new accommodations somewhere in the new town we’re building.” 
 
    Frunk nodded quickly, then gestured to his brother, Shukle, to do as ordered. 
 
    “I’ll see you later,” Shelderoth said, patting him on the shoulder. “And thank you for all you’ve done.” 
 
    Arbor nodded to his friend, then turned to Frunk. 
 
    “What’s your plan for my sister and the others?” he asked, crossing his arms and waiting. 
 
    They still hadn’t entered his personal suite of rooms, but Arbor wasn’t going anywhere until he got his answers. 
 
    “We’ll send a few patrols out, ones personally led by Grab. He will head to the city of Heart and send regular reports back. In the meantime, we can reach out to them, see if we can get them to give us their status. The last thing the dwarves will want is a war, coup or otherwise, so if they have them locked up, they’re more likely than not going to let them go.” 
 
    “And what if your plan doesn’t work?” Arbor asked. “This is my sister we’re talking about, as well as my best friends and the rightful king of a foreign power. We can’t afford to let them rot, and lest you forget, the entire reason I became a noble in the first place was to find Karria. Without her, none of this matters.” 
 
    “If diplomacy doesn’t work, we can try breaking her out by force. That’s why I’m sending my brother as well. If we can’t get them out that way, then we’ll send a party to infiltrate, and if even that doesn’t work, then we can go to war.” 
 
    Arbor listened, running through the various scenarios in his mind and trying to find some flaw in the gremlin’s plan. He wanted to go tearing off after her, but now that he’d had some time to calm down and think, he realized that that would be a bad idea. Firstly, travel to the Jagged Peaks would take at least sixteen days, even if he ran the entire way. It was far, and traveling through potentially hostile territory would slow him even further. 
 
    He had left this place in a precarious position when he’d vanished into the portal to Grimm, and he couldn’t leave them again, especially with so many people waiting to speak with him. 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said, letting out a sigh. “I want daily updates and will be the first to know if anything happens. I don’t care what I’m doing. Bathing, eating, sleeping, or training. Whether I’m in an important meeting or whatever else, I will know right away. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Frunk said, saluting. 
 
    The door behind Arbor opened then, revealing Prudence, his personal butler. She looked the same as he remembered, with her towering height, tanned skin, yellow eyes, and stark white hair. Along with her impressive musculature that showed, even through the neatly pressed suit she wore, she cut a very striking and unique figure. He might have been surprised had he not had his Field going and sensed her coming. The fact that she’d made it here, drawn a bath, and likely prepared a dozen other things in the time it had taken him to walk up here was completely unsurprising. In the time she’d served him before he’d vanished, she’d been very good at her job. 
 
    “My Lord, it is good to have you back,” she said, bowing at the waist. “I have drawn a bath for you and have your schedule of meetings for the day. I can give you a run-down while I cut your hair and get rid of that unsightly beard.” 
 
    Arbor subconsciously felt at the beard. He hadn’t thought it was all that unsightly. In fact, he’d thought it added a bit of a rugged quality and didn’t want to get rid of it. But nobles didn’t keep beards like this, so he knew it would have to go. 
 
    Judging by the position of the sun, it was late morning, perhaps eleven or a bit later. He’d been hoping for a quiet day, but with so much requiring his immediate attention, Arbor had the feeling he’d be getting to sleep very late. 
 
    “Just make sure someone takes care of my armor,” Arbor said to Sebastian. “One of the bracers was damaged, so have them cleaned, but don’t let any of our smiths touch them. When we get him back, I’m sure Hord can fix it.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Sebastian said, bowing at the waist. “How quickly can you have him ready?” he asked, directing this question to Prudence. 
 
    “Inform the Marquess that Lord Arbor will be presentable by noon.” 
 
    “Is there anything else that requires my immediate attention?” Arbor asked, directing his question to Frunk. 
 
    “No, I think we’re all set for now,” Frunk replied. “Though I’m sure we’ll have more to speak about at dinner.” 
 
    The gremlin bowed, turned to leave, then stopped and turned back around. 
 
    “Oh, and welcome back, sir,” he said, finally cracking a smile. “You’ve been sorely missed.” 
 
    Arbor gave the gremlin a nod, then turned and entered his personal suite. Prudence shut the door behind him, then maneuvered around to escort him down the hall. It was the same as he remembered, walking past the open doors of his guest rooms and trying to ignore the conspicuously closed doors that marked Grak and Hord’s rooms. 
 
    When they reached the end of the corridor, Prudence pulled a small emblem from inside her shirt and pressed it to the imprint on his door. The key was his signet ring, and aside from him, only she was able to enter on her own. Not even Sebastian had a key to this area. 
 
    Arbor could hear the distinct sound of running water as he entered the first study, and as Prudence opened the door to the bathroom, he could see that she hadn’t just run the bath. Fresh clothes were set out, a chair and drop cloth was set before the mirror, and scissors and razors were already neatly laid out. 
 
    “Would you like help bathing, my lord?” Prudence asked as he stopped by the door. 
 
    “Do you even have to ask?” Arbor deadpanned. 
 
    “It is my duty to assist you with all your needs,” Prudence replied, professional as ever. “If you do not require bathing, then I shall leave you. When you are finished, please put on the robe I’ve prepared. Do not dry your hair. It will be easier to cut that way.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, handing his glaive and cleaver over to the woman before she left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    As soon as the door was shut, he began quickly stripping out of the tattered and torn outfit he’d been reusing for the past six months. No one had asked him of his time away just yet, but he had a feeling he’d be telling his story as soon as all of the immediate problems had been handled. 
 
    Arbor wrinkled his nose as he dropped the last of the dirty clothes to the ground. If he could smell it, he could hardly imagine how bad it must have been for Prudence. It was a sign of professional courtesy that she had neither shown discomfort nor commented on how bad he smelled. 
 
    Now that he got a good look at himself in the mirror, Arbor could understand why the guards hadn’t believed him. He looked more like a vagrant than he did a Lord. His brown hair and beard were overgrown, wild, and tangled with dirt. What was visible of his face was smudged and dirty, and neither his gray eyes nor what little showed of his cheeks would be enough of an identifier. 
 
    Arbor noted with some amusement that the white gold toilet he’d had removed had still not been replaced. As he sank into the bathtub, all thoughts of asking to have it replaced were driven from his mind. The water was at the perfect temperature, soaking into his tired muscles and bones and finally allowing him to relax. 
 
    Dirt began immediately coming off him, staining the water, but the running tap and small side-drains worked to constantly have a supply of fresh water coming in to replace the dirty. He heard Prudence call through the door, inquiring if the water was okay, to which Arbor answered that yes, it was perfect. 
 
    Although he wanted to luxuriate in the bath forever, Arbor knew he didn’t have a lot of time to do so. There were important people waiting for him, and keeping people like that for too long was a bad idea. After only fifteen minutes, he got out, feeling like a new man. He wrapped the soft, fluffy robe around himself, tying the belt to hold it closed, then moved to sit in the chair. 
 
    He idly noticed that the robe was monogrammed with the likeness of the roaring Roc-Jaguar that had become the crest for the house of Emerald. He adjusted the robe, making sure it covered him completely, then called for Prudence that he was done. 
 
    She came in carrying a small sack and proceeded to drop all his old clothes inside. 
 
    “I will be back in a moment, my lord,” she said as she took them out of the bathroom to presumably burn them. 
 
    When she returned, she was holding a small board with a long piece of parchment attached by a clip. 
 
    “Here is your schedule for the day,” she said, laying it down on the counter. “No need to read it,” she continued as she grabbed a pair of scissors and moved behind him. “I have memorized it. Now, chin up a bit. Good.” 
 
    Arbor felt one of the locks of his hair being tugged back, then heard the distinct snip of the scissor. He could see Prudence working through the mirror, but he closed his eyes and listened as she spoke. 
 
    “Your first meeting will be with the Marquess Sindra,” Prudence said. “Your meeting will be over a light lunch, as I’m sure you’re famished. After that, you will meet with Duke Gregmar’s messenger and arrange a meeting date with his daughter. When that is done, you will send messages to all of your Barons, inviting them to another dinner to apologize for the first. 
 
    “After that, you will meet with Frunk and Saiko regarding the construction of the new town, placement of buildings, assignments of work, as well as tax levies for the king. When that is done, you will meet with the various village heads who have been waiting to speak with you, although this is optional and can be skipped.” 
 
    “I won’t skip it,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Very well, my lord,” Prudence said. “When that is over with, you will have to meet with your military commanders and start setting rotations, training schedules, and the like. You will then meet with numerous heads of immigration for those wishing to come live in your lands and surrounding areas. 
 
    “When that is all done, we will have dinner with all the important dignitaries and visiting messengers from surrounding Viscounties, Earldoms, and Baronies.” 
 
    “Invite Kya as well, if she’s feeling up to it, and sit her close to me,” Arbor said. “I also want a meeting with her today if we can squeeze her in.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can arrange it, my lord,” she said. “When all that is done, you will have one last meeting with your household staff in the kitchens to thank them for their hard work, and then your day will be finished.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Arbor asked sarcastically – it sounded like far too much to fit into a single day. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    “Do I have a schedule this packed tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
    “No, my lord. Just a meeting over breakfast.” 
 
    “Then I’d like to arrange meetings with the Elementals’ chosen representatives. I need to figure out where they’re going to fit in here. I also want to set a meeting with everyone in my inner circle, those who can be trusted to know where I’ve been and what happened there. I trust you know whom to invite?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Prudence replied. 
 
    Arbor leaned back in the chair then, relaxing as Prudence finished cutting his hair. When she was done with that, she brought a bowl of hot water and soap, and once again washed it. Her fingers felt wonderful, digging into his scalp. They seemed to press into all the right places, removing pressure in his head he hadn’t even realized was there. 
 
    By the time she rinsed the soap from his hair and dried it, Arbor felt relaxed and tempted to go to sleep. 
 
    “Lean your head back,” Prudence said, removing the towel. 
 
    Arbor did as commanded, cracking an eyelid to see how he looked. Prudence had done an impeccable job of cutting his hair, not that that was surprising, and was now moved around front, blocking his view of the mirror. 
 
    He’d never had someone shave him before, but Prudence worked quickly and efficiently, snipping away as much as she could with the scissors before using the razor. The light grating of the blade running over his cheeks was oddly comforting, though by the time she washed his face and dabbed it dry, his chin felt oddly cold. 
 
    “I apologize for the rush job,” Prudence said, stepping back and folding the towel. “I will do better next time.” 
 
    Arbor examined himself in the mirror and was unable to see anything wrong with it. If this were what she considered a rush job, he could hardly imagine what it would look like when she took her time. 
 
    “It looks wonderful, Prudence. Thank you,” he said, giving her a smile. “And before you ask, no, I don’t need help dressing myself. You can wait for me outside the bathroom.” 
 
    Prudence bowed, though when she rose, Arbor could detect the smallest hint of a smile playing around her lips.
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    “Marquess Sindra, I apologize for making you wait,” Arbor said as he entered the small living room on the third floor. 
 
    Though there were many such areas on this floor, this was the nicest and most private. A small table had been brought in, and serving staff were laying out refreshments. There was a myriad of fruit, pitchers of pale violet liquid that beaded with condensation, and plates with small cakes and triangular-cut sandwiches. 
 
    It was very fancy and not at all what he would normally enjoy, but with Sindra present, it would be rude to serve anything ordinary. 
 
    “Not at all,” Sindra said, standing to shake his hand. “I must admit, you gave us all quite a fright when you appeared the way you did, and your subordinates were quite concerned with your wellbeing.” 
 
    “Well, as you can see, I’m quite well,” Arbor said as Prudence pulled out his chair for him. 
 
    He waited until they were both seated before continuing. 
 
    “I assume Frunk told you everything?” 
 
    “He did,” Sindra said as a servant poured him a glass of the pale purple liquid. “Are you going to tell me what happened to you?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know if you’ll believe me or not, but I’ll do my best,” Arbor said. “So long as you swear never to speak of this to anyone without my express permission.” 
 
    Arbor knew he was taking a risk in asking the man. After all, Sindra was a Marquess, the highest rank a noble could receive unless they were related to the royal family. Sindra held a considerable amount of sway with a lot of other nobles as well, so he could be a dangerous enemy. However, Arbor trusted the man, especially if someone as careful as Frunk had told him everything. 
 
    “Very well,” Sindra said, interlacing his fingers. 
 
    Arbor told him what had happened. He left out the details of the Origin, as well as his time with Gold, glossing those over, but he shared everything else. He spoke of how the elves had tricked him into coming to Slope on the outskirts of his lands and how they’d weakened him first by forcing him to battle the Magma-Tiger, how they’d attacked, using a Demonic artifact to send him to the Lower Realms. 
 
    Arbor told him all about his journey to escape, of his capture, and how Shelderoth had helped him get away. Then he proceeded with his battle with Nilegard, and how he’d been thrown off his course, and how six months had passed before he’d been able to make it back. 
 
    “I know it sounds completely unbelievable,” Arbor finished, “but I hope you believe me when I say that I wish it hadn’t happened. My sister is now missing as a result of this, and due to how precarious our situation here is, I can’t even leave to go look for her in person.” 
 
    Sindra was silent for a few moments as he chewed on a small cake. 
 
    “Truth is often stranger than fiction,” Sindra finally said, wiping his mouth with a handkerchief. “I believe that you are telling the truth, though by the sound of it, we may soon be dealing with some true demonic beings, which can’t be good for anyone involved. Will you be taking action against the elves?” 
 
    “I might,” Arbor said. “It all depends on how they react to my return. I’m sure they have spies in the area. If I find myself the victim of another assassination attempt, I’ll have little choice. But if they leave me alone, I’ll be remaining here, at least for a while. Ryevine has enough problems as it is, and I can’t afford to go traipsing off to the Goldenleaf Forest right now.” 
 
    “I do hope things work out for you,” Sindra said, raising his glass. “I hear you have a meeting with a messenger from Duke Gregmar regarding a marriage proposal?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said, having already known the Marquess would broach this subject. 
 
    As a noble, Arbor was legally obligated to marry within one year. Otherwise, the king would choose a wife for him. Seeing as this was something he needed to avoid at all costs, Arbor now had to look for someone to marry. And although the pain of losing Florren was still there, it had been over two years from his perspective. 
 
    He still planned to avenge her, as well as his parents, but the constant ache of her loss no longer plagued him. He didn’t want to get married, but right now, he would do what was required of him. 
 
    “Do you know the circumstances surrounding this proposal?” Sindra asked. 
 
    Arbor shook his head, taking a sip from the glass that Prudence had poured him nearly twenty minutes ago. It was good, still cold, and had a fruity flavor he quite enjoyed. 
 
    “Up until this proposal, no one was even aware he had a daughter. This means that he’s been keeping her secret for a reason. Additionally, it means that you probably won’t be able to say no, no matter what.” 
 
    “I already figured as much,” Arbor said. “Turning down a proposal from a duke would be bad for my health. What I want to know is where this will place me politically and legally, as well as what I can do to avoid becoming his lackey.” 
 
    “Legally speaking, you’d still be a Viscount,” Sindra said. “And your children would inherit both the Duchy of Vergara and the lands of Ryevine, as well as the estates.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that he can have me killed as soon as I have a child, and they’ll inherit everything I own,” Arbor said flatly. 
 
    That was not good. 
 
    “He could,” Sindra admitted, “but I doubt it will come to that, at least not at first. You showed yourself to be a powerful Mage during the tournament, and he’ll want someone like you in his family. He’ll try and convince you to ‘listen to his opinions’ on what you should do. Politically, it will place you squarely alongside him, in the Royal faction, though that may be a good thing. 
 
    “As Duke Gregmar’s only son-in-law, you’ll hold considerable sway, even over Earls or some Marquesses. Additionally, as the king’s cousin and fourth in line to inherit the throne, you may find yourself married to the crown princess one day, with your own children set to inherit the throne. 
 
    “Although that scenario is unlikely, it is possible, and because of that, you will make more enemies. Those who want, for example, to try and wed Gregmar’s daughter themselves or have children they believe can be a match. Getting you out of the way would be their only obstacle. Since no one knew this daughter existed until now, it will also bring even more attention to the fact that they chose you of all people...A former commoner made noble by the hand of the king.” 
 
    Arbor rescinded his previous sentiment. This wasn’t simply not good. This was as bad as bad could be. 
 
    “No way to avoid it,” he said with a sigh. “Do I hope that Duke Gregmar’s daughter hates me and decides she’s not interested?” 
 
    “I don’t know her, but I do know the Duke,” Sindra said. “Your best hope is to pray she does like you because you’ll be getting married either way. If she likes you, you’ll at least have someone on your side in that family to advocate for you. If she doesn’t…” 
 
    Sindra trailed off, letting his words hang. There was a bit of a disturbance at the door, and Arbor noted Prudence going over to speak with a lanky gremlin. But he was too bothered by the current situation to pay them much heed. 
 
    “Any advice then?” he asked wryly. “I’m meeting the Duke’s messenger after you.” 
 
    “Don’t try and delay a meeting,” Sindra said. “Tell them you will meet her at their earliest convenience. In fact, if they request you travel to them – even if it’s only a request – get into your carriage and go. Your lands will hold up just fine if it’s made known that you’re going to meet the Duke’s daughter.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, taking another sip of his drink and realizing that he was already in way over his head. 
 
    “What about you?” he asked as he set his drink down. “Will I still be able to help if I marry into the Duke’s family?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Sindra replied. “Just by looking around, I can see how many different cultures and races are gathering here. If you can lead by example, you can help start real change. I very much doubt you can convince Duke Gregmar to change his ways, but if you sway his daughter’s mind, then one day, we might have another Duchess join the Equality faction. 
 
    “Right now, we only have one, and she’s remaining quiet about it. But if another Duke or Duchess states their intentions outright, then she will join as well.” 
 
    “Great, so no pressure or anything,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    For this to work out, he didn’t just have to marry this woman. He would have to make sure she loved him, which honestly made him feel a bit sleazy. He had no idea if he could even love again, and tricking some poor girl into liking him just didn’t sit right with him, no matter what he could accomplish if he did. 
 
    Sindra raised the glass again and polished off what remained of his drink. 
 
    “With that said, I do think I should be going,” he said, setting the glass down and rising from his seat. “Now that you’re back, I can alleviate some worries that our allies have been experiencing.” 
 
    “I’m having another dinner for my Barons, since our last one was interrupted,” Arbor said, knowing Frunk would be aggravated if he didn’t ask. “Would you be willing to join us again, along with your lovely wife?” 
 
    Sidra flashed him a wide smile at that. 
 
    “Already learning the game, I see. Very well, send us the invitation and we will be happy to join you. Would it be alright if I brought along a friend as well?” 
 
    “If they’re even half as important as you, feel free,” Arbor said, returning the smile. 
 
    Having Sindra present again would ensure that none of the Barons would even consider causing any trouble. He would have to apologize for leaving so suddenly and make the proper excuses. Killing a Mythic Cat would be a good one though, and if he could display the animal, perhaps have the pelt stuffed, it might give off an impression of strength. 
 
    Arbor had never really been the type to keep trophies, so perhaps presenting it to Sindra as a gift would earn him some good favor. He didn’t know much about the man’s personal tastes, but he had to assume that displaying a Mythic Beast would be something that every noble would enjoy. 
 
    Arbor bowed at the waist as a couple of servants entered with the Marquess’ coat to escort him to his carriage. 
 
    “Until we meet again, Lord Arbor, do take care.” 
 
    “You as well, Marquess,” Arbor said, inclining his head. 
 
    The door closed behind him, finally giving Arbor the chance to relax. He fell back into his seat with a sigh, but Prudence was already at his side. 
 
    “I heard from the dungeons where they’ve been keeping the elf girl, Kya. Apparently, she won’t leave until you come in person.” 
 
    “How much time do we have until the meeting with the Duke’s messenger?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Twenty minutes,” Prudence replied. 
 
    Arbor wanted to groan in frustration. That time would have been well-spent stuffing his face. He was very hungry, especially after that sad excuse for a meal he’d had. But he wasn’t going to make Kya keep rotting in his dungeon just because he was a little hungry. The elf girl had done a lot for him while in Grimm, and even if she hadn’t, he wouldn’t allow his little sister’s best friend to remain locked up. 
 
    With a groan, he pushed himself out of his chair and began walking to the door. 
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” he said, reaching for the handle. 
 
    Prudence reached past him and opened the door. After six months of doing everything for himself, this just felt strange. It had felt strange before as well, but at least he’d been growing used to it over the course of a few months. 
 
    Now, though, it seemed he would need to grow accustomed to this all over again.
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    Arbor had never been down to the dungeons before, so when he first walked down the staircase, accessible only through a single staircase on the outside of the manor, he thought he’d be walking into a dimly lit, dingy and dirty area, complete with rows of glorified cages. However, when the pair of gremlin guards unlocked the heavy door, he was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    The corridor immediately before him was well-lit, with lanterns flanking the walls to either side. And, while he did see a single row of barred cells with single cots flanking the corridor, not a single one held any prisoners. 
 
    Another door was opened at the end of the corridor, and Arbor walked into what looked to be a regular living area. His brows came down in confusion as he saw over a dozen heavy doors placed in the walls at regular intervals. Only one of them was being guarded, while another looked to have some type of contraption poking from the top. 
 
    “Is that where she’s being kept?” he asked the guard escorting them. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the guard said, though he looked wary. 
 
    Kya did have the ability to control minds with her Connection magic, and from what he’d heard, that was exactly what she’d tried to do to get free. It was a bad move on her part, but without anyone here to calm her down, she’d likely gotten desperate. 
 
    “Why does this area look so nice?” Arbor wondered as they headed for the door. 
 
    “This is where important prisoners are kept,” Prudence replied. “Nobles, prisoners of war, and so on, those who can’t simply be tossed in a cell and left to rot.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, peering through the small glass window and into the cell where Kya was being kept. It looked nice and spacious, with a curtained-off section near the back. There was even a small kitchen, living room, and bookshelf stuffed with tomes. On the far side, he could just make out another door, which he assumed was a bathroom. 
 
    He didn’t see the elf, but he could sense her with his Perception Field. 
 
    “Kya?” Arbor asked, knocking on the door. “It’s Arbor. Can I come in?” 
 
    He held his hand out for the key, but Prudence was already ahead of him, inserting it into the lock and twisting it with a loud click. 
 
    “Kya?” Arbor asked again, opening the door a crack but not wanting to enter, just in case the girl wasn’t decent. 
 
    “Arbor? Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” Arbor said. “Can I…?” 
 
    There was a slapping of feet on stone, and the next moment, the door was wrenched open to reveal the elf girl. She was pretty as ever, wearing a floral-pattered dress that clung tightly to her impressive bust and fell to her knees. A pair of tight-fitting pants covered her legs, though her feet were bare. Her honey-colored hair fell in waves down her back, and she had a white lily tucked behind one of her pointed ears. 
 
    Arbor had never seen a prisoner look so good, though he noticed a distinct tension in her shoulders, and the traces of redness in her eyes told him she’d been crying. 
 
    She stared at him for a few moments, as though making sure it really was him, then lunged forward and wrapped her arms around him, squeezing tight. 
 
    “Oh, I was so worried about you!” she exclaimed. “I came back, but you didn’t, and no one believed anything I said! They kept me locked up here, and no one would come near me and…and…Oh, I’m so glad you’re okay!” 
 
    It had been quite a bit of time for him, but for her, the events of Grimm had only been six weeks ago. 
 
    “There, there, it’s alright,” Arbor said, hugging her and lightly rubbing her back. “I’m okay. All of the Elementals are here and safe. Now, I don’t have a whole lot of time, as I’m very busy, but I promise we’ll speak more later, okay?” 
 
    Kya pulled back a bit, her large eyes watering but holding herself back from crying. 
 
    “Where is Karria?” she asked. “Is she okay? No one would tell me anything…” She trailed off as she saw his lips flatten into a line. 
 
    As far as he knew, she couldn’t get into his mind, but sensing his emotions wasn’t beyond her abilities. 
 
    “Karria is in the Jagged Peaks,” Arbor said, trying to calm the flash of worry, anxiety, anger, and restlessness that was warring within him. “We’ve sent people out to search for her, and you can trust that we’re going to do everything we can to get her back. And if all else fails, we’ll go to war.” 
 
    Kya’s bottom lip trembled, but she nodded, still managing to keep her composure. 
 
    “I need to get going now,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder, just as he would have done for Karria. “I can have someone bring your things up to the fourth floor, to my private living quarters where no one will bother you. Will that be okay?” 
 
    Kya nodded, her golden locks bouncing along with the motion. Arbor couldn’t help but notice how pretty she truly was. 
 
    He gave her a smile, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. 
 
    “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask, and if you need to talk to me, let a staff member know. I’ll have small breaks in between meetings all day. If you want me to come, even just for a minute, I will. Okay?” 
 
    Kya nodded again and dabbed quickly at her eyes, then gave him a watery smile. 
 
    Now that he’d made sure she was taken care of and the guards were moving to collect and move Kya’s things, Arbor moved to leave. However, as he was going, one of the guards at the other cell motioned him over. Arbor was a bit confused, as he didn’t remember who else they might have locked up. 
 
    However, as soon as he looked in, he was quickly reminded of who was being kept here. All he saw was a bed and a mane of long, silver hair with purple streaks running through. 
 
    This was Ramona, a former Co-founder of the Defiants, and someone Arbor had, until recently, believed to be behind the assassination attempts. 
 
    “Had she moved at all in the time I’ve been gone?” Arbor asked, looking to one of the guards. 
 
    He remembered the night she’d shown up, bloodied and on the verge of death. It had been on the night he’d won the competition. Ever since then, she’d been asleep and none of the healers could explain why she wasn’t waking up. 
 
    “Nothing, my lord,” one of the gremlins said. 
 
    “You’re sure?” Arbor asked. “Have you been keeping an eye out for her magic like I requested?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the gremlin said. “No one is allowed in or out, and there’s a guard in the room with her at all times.” 
 
    “Has it been the same guard?” Arbor asked, looking at Ramona with his Mage Sight. 
 
    “Yes. The same guard. She hasn’t been let out either since the day we locked in her in here.” 
 
    Arbor looked at Ramona’s sleeping form for a few moments before shifting to his Inter Sight. It wasn’t the prettiest thing, but he couldn’t spot anything off with her magic. As soon as he used the skill, he saw the problem. A piece of metal was lodged into the base of her spine. It was small, but it was pressing against one of her channels and pinching a nerve. 
 
    This was preventing the small orbs of magic that floated throughout her body from reaching her brain, and although he didn’t know what the nerve’s function was, he had a pretty good feeling that it was important. 
 
    “My Lord, we really need to get going,” Prudence said, interrupting his thoughts. “The Duke’s messenger will be expecting us.” 
 
    “Very well,” Arbor said, stepping away from the door. 
 
    An idea had begun to form in his mind as soon as he saw that. He didn’t have a clear picture just yet, but he was confident it would all fall into place over the course of the day if he allowed it to happen naturally. 
 
    “We’ll be back tomorrow,” he said as he headed out, knowing that Prudence would take note of it. “And make sure to carve out a good two hours for my visit.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    Arbor suppressed another sigh. Tomorrow was already looking like it was going to be packed, which meant he’d need to wake up extra early if he wanted to do any training. 
 
      
 
    Five minutes later, Arbor found himself sitting in a greeting room. Apparently, this was where he’d be taking the rest of today’s meetings. The meeting with Sindra had been special, but for everyone else, this room would suffice. The chair he sat in was a bit ostentatious, but thankfully, a desk had been placed between him and his visitors, and it blocked out a good portion of it. 
 
    Around two dozen chairs sat facing him, with roughly six feet of open space between them and him. This left room for those speaking to address Arbor and those behind at the same time. 
 
    The door opened and a well-dressed man in his middle years walked in. He had an air of importance about him, though he still inclined his head as the doors closed. 
 
    “Viscount Emerald,” the man said, stopping at the very edge of the row of chairs. “It is an honor to finally meet you. I am Hammond Rock, a steward in service to Duke Carve Gregmar, ruler of Vergara.” 
 
    The meaning in his words was clear, though his tone all but oozed with politeness. 
 
    “Steward Rock, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Arbor replied, keeping his tone neutral. “I must apologize to the Duke. I was indisposed for the past few weeks and was unable to meet you in person.” 
 
    “Would you care to share what kept you for so long, Viscount?” the man asked. “I would like to report your reason for keeping the Duke waiting. He is a patient man, but Lady Silvia has been beside herself, worrying that the esteemed Viscount Emerald did not wish to meet her.” 
 
    Arbor’s gaze flicked to Frunk, who was going to be present for all of his important meetings today. The gremlin gave him the slightest of nods, giving him the go-ahead. They’d obviously known that Arbor would need to give a good reason for his absence, but he couldn’t very well tell them he’d been sucked through a demonic portal and had been staying on another world. Instead, they went with a version of the truth. 
 
    “Assassins,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Hammond asked. 
 
    “They’ve been after me for some time,” Arbor said. “I have found myself the victim of their attacks for months now, and it nearly cost me my entry into the tournament. I believed that once I became a noble, they would leave me be, but their attacks only ramped up, to the point where I was forced into hiding while we tried to establish their location.” 
 
    “My, how terrible that must have been for you,” Hammond said, his voice dripping with concern. “Did you find the responsible party?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor replied with a tight-lipped smile. “The elves. I ran afoul of their new king some time ago, and apparently, the bastard had been holding a grudge.” 
 
    “Elves, you say,” Hammond said, rubbing at his chin. “You have some unusual enemies, Viscount Emerald.” 
 
    “That I do,” Arbor replied. “But now that I’m out of hiding, I would be honored to meet the Duke’s daughter, Lady Silvia, at her earliest possible convenience.” 
 
    Arbor hadn’t known her name beforehand, but Hammond had been kind enough to mention it. Clearly, Hammond realized his mistake, as he quickly covered a momentary slip in composure. 
 
    “I will take the news to Duke Gregmar at once. You should expect an answer in no less than six weeks.” 
 
    With that said, the man bowed, turned, and swept toward the door, a pair of guards opening it to let him out. 
 
    “Well, that was a barb if I’ve ever seen one,” Frunk said as the door closed. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Arbor said, waving his hand. “I don’t mind the wait. It’ll give me more time to prepare. Is there any update on the mission to save Karria and the others?” 
 
    “A messenger bird has been dispatched and should reach the Jagged Peaks within a week, and Shukle set out with his troops about an hour ago.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, placing his face in his hands and letting out a long breath. That was, until he detected the distinct scent of meat. Removing his hands, he found Prudence setting a large mug filled with water next to a massive plate, which was completely filled with steaming meat, potatoes, and string beans. 
 
    “You are a blessing from the Almighty, Prudence. Do you know that?” Arbor said, reaching for the fork and knife she’d set down. 
 
    “I live to serve, my lord,” Prudence said, tucking a napkin into the collar of his shirt. 
 
    “You only have about fifteen minutes until your next meeting,” Frunk said. 
 
    “I only need ten,” Arbor replied, his mouth already stuffed with meaty goodness.
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    Ramson gritted his teeth as the wagon ran over a rut in the road, jarring his leg and sending pain shooting all the way up to his brain. The ride to Kingsbrook in the back of this slaver wagon had been less than pleasant, especially seeing as the slavers in question weren’t exactly the greatest of healers. 
 
    His escape from the Duke’s men hadn’t come without a cost, and in addition to his missing left eye, Ramson now found himself with a lame leg. Losing the eye had been bad enough, but he’d still been able to fight. The bolt that had pierced his left ankle had done some real damage, and now, he was unable to put his weight on it. 
 
    Additionally, the bolts he’d taken in his shoulder and armpit had severely reduced the effectiveness of his swing, further crippling him. The only reason he was still alive right now was because he’d invoked the name of Galliana, the most dangerous crime boss in all of Laedrin. 
 
    There was a very good chance she would simply kill him when he showed up, but there had been a one-hundred percent chance of death had he not. His fighting days were well and truly over, but his chance at revenge was still within his grasp. Despite all he’d been through, he still had the scrap of cloth containing Naff’s blood. 
 
    Naff had been the bastard son of King Elith II, and there had been some type of secret that Seven had kept him from hearing. The man had tried to say something before he’d died, but the insane woman had beheaded him before he could. Ramson had taken that bloodstained cloth on a whim, but now, it was his literal lifeline. 
 
    If Galliana could discover something important, he may very well find himself in a favorable position within her organization. Not as a fighter, those days were done, but a cushy job as an administrator would pay far more, while keeping him from danger. The Duke and his accursed daughter both believed him to be dead, but he would have his revenge. 
 
    The wagon jarred again, then finally came to a rattling halt. 
 
    Ramson shifted in the back of the darkened wagon as people moved about. A moment later, the tarp covering the bars was yanked back, revealing a bright emerald moon hanging in the sky above a darkened wharf. 
 
    Ramson blinked a few times, his eye adjusting to the new source of light. 
 
    “The man claims to have news for Galliana.” 
 
    Ramson turned over, balancing on his elbows and propping himself up. The wagon was parked next to a dingy-looking building, one guarded by a beefy man with a black tattoo of a pair of sharpened teeth set above and below his lips. It gave him an odd appearance, but that was a definite sign that they were in the right place. 
 
    “Is that so?” the man asked, looking past the slavers to Ramson. “And what exactly is this news?” 
 
    “I’ll tell that to Galliana myself,” Ramson said. 
 
    His voice came out cracked and hoarse from misuse.  
 
    “Why not tell me?” the man asked. “I’m sure I would have a much easier time of delivering your news to Galliana.” 
 
    “I’m crippled, not stupid,” Ramson shot back. “Trust me, she’s going to want to hear what I have to say.” 
 
    “Yes. My job as a guard is to let every vagrant claiming to have news in,” the man said scornfully.  
 
    “It’s about the king,” Ramson said, dangling that little tidbit out. 
 
    It was a risk but one that would be well worth it if it got him in to see Galliana. 
 
    The man hesitated for a moment, then grunted. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    He opened the door and vanished inside, slamming it shut behind him. 
 
    “You’d better be able to see her. We can’t get paid if you don’t, you see, and if we can’t get money outta you, I guess we’ll have no choice but to kill you.” 
 
    This came from Blinker, the man who, as his name suggested, blinked a lot. He had a particular dislike for Ramson, as he’d killed his friend Croc and had then been forced to transport him all the way to Kingsbrook, a nearly seven-week trip. 
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Ramson said. “You’ll get what’s coming to you.” 
 
    Had these men been smarter, they might have picked up on the sinister undertone, but they were far from the sharpest tools in the shed. Idiots like this were the very lowest of the low, even by the standards of slavers. They likely saw this as an opportunity to make something of themselves, perhaps buy a few new wagons and some proper weapons. Ramson doubted they’d be living to see daybreak. 
 
    The door opened again before Blinker could retort, and the same beefy man came out, followed by three more. 
 
    “You’re in luck,” he said, as two of the men moved to the cage. “Galliana has agreed to meet with you.” 
 
    “Do you need the key…?” a slaver began to ask, only for one of the brawny men to simply rip the door open. 
 
    The hinges were so badly rusted that it barely took any effort at all. 
 
    “Hey!” Blinker exclaimed as Ramson was dragged out by his shoulders. “That was our only wagon!” 
 
    “Take it up with the boss,” one of the men said, ignoring the complaints. 
 
    Ramson was carried between the two brutes – quite uncomfortably – as they headed into the building. The slavers followed, looking a bit nervous but eager at the same time. Who cared if their old wagon had been destroyed? They wouldn’t need it when they got a newer, better one. 
 
    Darkness enclosed him as they entered the dingy building, and as his eye adjusted, Ramson saw that there really wasn’t much to look at, just a couple of tables, a rusty bench or two, and a bookshelf that seemed to be falling apart. Appearances could be deceiving, and the men walked straight at one of the walls. 
 
    Ramson half-expected them to slam into it, but instead, he felt them step down as they reached it. It took him far too long to realize what was happening, and by the time he did, they’d already stepped through the illusion, revealing a set of stone stairs heading down. 
 
    “That’s a neat trick,” he noted as they kept moving. 
 
    “Not just a trick,” one of the beefy men replied. “If you tried entering without the right key, your head would have popped off at the top of the stairs.” 
 
    Ramson looked over his shoulder to see the group of slavers following him. Their heads were still very much intact, but if these brutes really did have keys, then they had to function differently than just by simple contact. Perhaps they emitted some sort of field, or maybe the magic worked with intent. Maybe it was just a bluff and nothing at all would happen. Though, judging by Galliana’s reputation, he very much doubted that was the case. 
 
    They paused as they reached the bottom of the stairs and one of the brutes banged a couple of times. Ramson hid a wince as his shoulders strained in their grip – especially the injured one – and didn’t dare complain. He was getting what he wanted, a meeting with the boss. 
 
    The door opened to reveal another room, this one modeled after a bar. Rough-looking types hung around, sitting by tables that had been bolted to the ground and sipping on wooden mugs. The patrons barely paid the small group any heed as they entered and made straight for a door in the back. 
 
    Ramson took the place in, noting that not only the tables were bolted down, but every single piece of furniture was as well. It was a smart move on their part, as the worst a drunken brawl could do was break a few cheap wooden mugs. 
 
    The two brutes who had him suspended in the air halted a few feet from the door as the beefy man moved ahead and knocked. 
 
    “Come in,” a muffled voice said through the door. 
 
    “For your sake, you’d better hope you have something useful,” the beefy man said, pushing the door open. 
 
    Ramson, once again, had to wait for his vision to adjust, as the room they entered was quite bright. 
 
    It wasn’t large, containing a small desk and a few chairs. A large red rug took up most of the space, helping offset all of the dark gray stone and brown furniture. 
 
    “So, you’re the one who claims to have important information about the king for me.” 
 
    Ramson’s eyes flicked over to a section of wall behind the desk, through which a woman appeared. She looked absolutely nothing like Ramson had imagined. When he thought of the most terrifying crime boss in all of Laedrin, he imagined a scarred woman with a shaved head and several piercings and tattoos. Perhaps she would be dressed in leather armor, replete with knives and poisons. 
 
    Instead, Galliana looked like an ordinary woman. 
 
    She had nondescript brown hair, brown eyes, and pleasant, if not boring, features. She was neither pretty nor ugly, and most certainly not unique. She wore an average green dress, with a pattern outlined in brown stitching. In other words, she was as unmemorable a person as one could be. Which was, Ramson realized, exactly what an infamous crime boss would want. 
 
    “I do,” Ramson said as the two brutes walked him over to a chair and sat him down in it. 
 
    They didn’t bother tying his arms, but they didn’t have to. The rest of the slavers entered as well, and the beefy man who’d first met them at the entrance closed the door and stepped inside. 
 
    “Well?” Galliana asked, crossing her arms. “Get on with it.” 
 
    “In front of them?” he asked, looking back to the slavers. 
 
    “I’m sure these gentlemen will be able to keep a secret, won’t you?” 
 
    She even sounded normal. Her voice was neither high nor low, rich nor light. Ramson had to wonder if this was a disguise or a carefully crafted persona. Regardless, the way she was acting made him feel more on edge. People with reputations like hers were not to be underestimated, and although he could see the slavers nodding along, he knew they weren’t taking her seriously. 
 
    They’d been expecting a terrifying, larger-than-life figure, likely with horns and glowing eyes. Honestly, Ramson would have been far less terrified if that had been the case. These men had no idea what they were in for. 
 
    “Very well,” Ramson said, reaching into his pocket. 
 
    The men at his sides tensed, but when he drew out the cloth, they relaxed, falling back into a neutral stance. 
 
    “A dirty scrap of cloth?” Galliana asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “A dirty scrap of cloth containing the blood of the king’s bastard son, Naff,” Ramson replied. “I hunted him down alongside the daughter of Duke Carve Gregmar. He was saying something about having the blood of someone in his veins, but she removed his head before he could get it out. I figured someone like you would be able to put it to good use.” 
 
    Galliana seemed intrigued, stepping forward and plucking the cloth from his fingers. She lifted it, examining the brown stain by holding it up to the light. 
 
    “That’s definitely blood,” she said. “No doubt about it. As to whether it’s the bastard’s blood…Well, that remains to be seen.” 
 
    She looked to him, one side of her mouth quirking up slightly. 
 
    “If what you say is true, then you’ve just brought us some valuable information. I hadn’t known the Duke Gregmar even had a daughter, so that much is enough to keep you alive until then. Your friends, on the other hand…” 
 
    Her eyes flicked to the slavers milling about by the door, who looked at her in confusion, their feeble minds trying to comprehend what she was saying. That was, until their eyes bulged and they fell to the ground, clutching at their chests. Ramson tried not to show his horror as blood began leaking from every possible orifice. 
 
    “Clean this mess up,” she said, placing the cloth in her dress. “Then escort Mr. Ramson here to a room.” 
 
    Ramson felt a chill run down his spine as she said that. Not about the room part, about him. He hadn’t given her his name, so how had she known? Even as he was seized and hauled back off the ground, Ramson knew that he had once again gotten in way over his head. 
 
    Galliana had killed all six slavers with just a single glance, and she’d done so without any apparent effort. He knew that whatever tests she ran would determine that he was correct. If information on a Duke was only enough to keep him alive, then what paltry reward could he expect from some massive secret about the royal family? 
 
    He sincerely hoped she wouldn’t do what the Duke had, but once again, he found himself powerless to do anything about it, and once again, Ramson cursed the day he’d taken that job in Woods’ Clearing.
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    If one were to ask someone in the town of Yallie where the roughest, most unreputable bar in town could be found, they would be directed to the Wench Hood. It was a known gathering place for slavers, gangsters, and ruffians of all types. It was located on the edge of town, in the rundown section where not even the guards would dare venture. 
 
    That was why, when a small group of said guards entered, the loud music and even louder conversation came to a grinding halt. The bar was currently filled with some thirty patrons, half again as many prostitutes, and around ten brutes armed with cudgels to discourage any damage to the establishment, and all of them were staring directly at the group of five men in uniform as they parted to reveal a woman dressed in an outfit so skimpy, it made the prostitutes blush. 
 
    “Wow, this place is even stinkier than the last,” the woman said, waving her hand before her nose. “Are you sure this is the right place?” 
 
    Her voice was light and girlish, almost sounding as though it came from a child, which was very much at odds with her state of dress. 
 
    The bar’s patrons, normally raucous and quick to anger, were shocked into silence as the woman, dressed in a series of tight leather straps, turned to address one of the guards, completely ignoring those in the room. 
 
    “Yes, my lady, this is the place,” the guard said, looking around the room distastefully. “No honest establishment would smell this rank.” 
 
    “Hmm, I guess that makes sense,” the woman said, turning back to address the room. “Hello, bruties!” she said, pinching her nose to block out the smell. “I’m looking for some information regarding a very special person. They’re about this tall, very handsome, and has been gone for about six wee—” 
 
    “Bitch!” one of the men shouted, cutting her off mid-sentence. “Who the hell do you think you are, barging in here with your filthy guards and insulting us?” 
 
    The woman turned to the loudmouth, her full lips quirking down slightly. The man in question had been sitting by the table closest to them and was now on his feet, brandishing a knife. 
 
    “No, no. Bruties aren’t supposed to interrupt while I’m talking,” the woman tutted as she strode over. “Ugly people only answer questions. They don’t make demands.” 
 
    “Die!” the man screeched, lunging at her with the dagger. 
 
    The woman’s behavior changed in an instant, her calm demeanor vanishing as her face twisted into a mask of rage. She screamed, stepping forward and punching the dagger. Instead of piercing her flesh as any normal person might expect, the dagger instead shattered, along with the man’s entire arm. 
 
    He screamed in agony, staggering back and clutching at the twisted appendage as blood splattered to the ground through the dozens of holes his splintered bones had punched through his flesh. 
 
    The woman wasn’t done yet. She grabbed the twisted arm and hauled it onto the table, then grabbed a knife from her waist and drove it straight through the palm with so much force that the blade exited from the bottom of the table. 
 
    The man’s scream rose in pitch and volume as the woman grabbed him by the hair and wrenched his head back. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” she said, her voice light and girlish once more. “I just can’t stand it when ugly people touch me. Now, I have a few questions, and you’re going to answer them for me, okay?” 
 
    The man only screamed in pain, a few flecks of spittle hitting her cheek. Another dagger flashed from her waist, driving through the man’s wrist and into the table, eliciting another scream of agony. 
 
    “No spitsies. It’s gross,” the woman said, reaching her hand back. 
 
    One of the guards stepped forward, placing a tissue in it, which she used to wipe the spittle away. 
 
    “Now,” she said, pulling the man’s hair back again. “I have a few questions. Are you going to answer?” 
 
    The man, having learned his lesson, simply nodded, choked sobs wracking his body, not that anyone watching could blame him. After all, the man’s arm had been shattered, and now, two daggers were driven through it. 
 
    “Great,” the woman said, her voice cheery. 
 
    She then proceeded to ram another dagger through his arm and into the table. 
 
    “Why-y-y-y?” the man half-screamed, half-sobbed as she did so. 
 
    “Because I don’t like your face,” the woman said with a pout. “I would cut it off, but then you won’t be able to answer my questions.” 
 
    There was a cry of outrage at the woman’s actions, and the previously stunned patrons finally jumped into action. The woman sighed as several of the brutes came running at her, and she rose to her feet. 
 
    “Oh, Chaineyyyy!” she said, reaching to her waist. “Why don’t you come out and play?” 
 
    Her belt, which was lined with several daggers, unclipped from her waist, showing that the weapons were actually attached to it. She whipped it out in an arc, and the unwieldy, suicidal weapon caught the first man in the face, the daggers sinking in deep. 
 
    “Ooh! What fun,” she cheered, ripping the weapon back and leaving the man to fall to the ground. 
 
    He wasn’t dead, as the daggers hadn’t sunk in deep enough to kill him, but he was effectively out of the fight. 
 
    The woman giggled as two men tried to hit her, her body contorting in an unnatural way and avoiding them both. Her weapon lashed out, the daggers slicing deep into one’s thigh and continuing its journey up, ripping the second man’s arm open to the bone. The weapon whipped out again, ripping into flesh as the woman danced about, contorting, bending, and twisting out of the way of every single attack. After the first few strikes, she began to sing. 
 
    “Chainey is the best-ti-est, best-ti-est, best-ti-est. Chainey is the best-ti-est, and she likes the bruties’ blood.” 
 
    Worse than the injuries she inflicted, her horrible, off-tune warbling was what really kept the patrons coming at her. Common sense dictated they stop, especially after more than half their number had gone down, either dead, injured, or horribly maimed. But it was as though her song had some magical, infuriating quality that forced everyone within earshot to keep attacking her. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to help?” 
 
    The head guard turned, seeing one of the bar’s patrons with a bloody nose standing next to him. 
 
    “Why would we?” the man asked. “We would only get in her way, and when she’s having fun like this, we’re just as likely to be killed as the rest.” 
 
    “Not her,” the man snapped. “Us!” 
 
    The guard shrugged. 
 
    “You’re just a bunch of criminals. I couldn’t care less.” 
 
    The man’s eyes went wide as he looked between the scene of death and destruction and the guards at the door. 
 
    “I guess I’m going through you, then,” he said, brandishing a rusty knife. 
 
    “You think so, huh?” the guard asked, not even bothering to draw his own weapon. 
 
    “Die!” screamed the man, lunging right at him and pulling the knife back over his shoulder to strike. 
 
    He screamed as a dagger flashed across the room, slamming into his wrist and pinning him to the wall. 
 
    “You bruties are always so unoriginal.” 
 
    The man looked up, and through the haze of pain, saw the leather-clad woman approaching him. She was covered in blood, crimson staining her face, clothing, and every inch of exposed skin. The chain of daggers she’d been using to slaughter and maim the other patrons hung idly by her side, dragging along the floor. 
 
    “What?” the man asked, trying not to look at the gore-filled scene behind her. 
 
    “You always say the same thing,” the woman said, stopping before him. “Bitch. Die. You’re dead. You’ll pay for that,” she sighed, clipping the chain of daggers around her waist. “Don’t you bruties ever have anything original to shout? Like, ‘flies like pie!’ Or ‘for the cake!’ You know what? Forget what I said about the cake. The pie thing is definitely much better.” 
 
    “What?” the man asked, staring at her in horror and confusion. 
 
    Was this woman insane? What the hell was she talking about? 
 
    “You know,” the woman said, “things to shout before attacking. Just yelling ‘die’ is so boring. Then again, you uglies aren’t the smartiest, so I guess that’s all you can do.” 
 
    The man just blinked at her, his jaw going slack. That seemed to be the wrong thing to do, as the woman’s countenance changed from contemplative to enraged. 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that!” she yelled, slapping him across the face. 
 
    The man’s head rang and his vision flashed black. Several of his teeth were knocked loose and the only thing keeping him from dropping to the ground was the dagger stuck through his wrist. It was also thanks to the dagger that the man’s foray into unconsciousness was short-lived, as he came to, screaming in agony the moment his pinned wrist supported all his weight. 
 
    “Ewww!” the woman complained, shaking her hand. “Get it off, get it off!” she yelled, holding it out to her guards. 
 
    The man stared, bleary-eyed, as the guard wiped her hand down, though the man couldn’t figure out why. Her hand looked perfectly clean. 
 
    “You made me touch you,” the woman snapped, looking back to the barely conscious man. “I could have been infected with the brooties!” 
 
    “The wha’?” he asked, his words coming out slurred through his broken jaw. 
 
    “A nasty disease that bruties carry,” the woman replied petulantly. 
 
    She let out a sigh, brushing back a lock of her long black hair. 
 
    “If I didn’t need to find my darling so badly, I would kill you all and exterminate the brooties completely. Now, are you going to tell me where my honey is or not?” 
 
    The man continued staring, only half-conscious and delirious from the pain. This woman was insane. No normal person had such massive mood swings and personality changes mid-sentence. She changed between giggling, jeering, and then enraged, all in a handful of seconds. 
 
    No matter what he said, he was going to die, and the worst part was that he had no idea why. 
 
    “Whothe honey?” the man asked, his voice grinding out. 
 
    “Ugh!” the woman said, stomping her foot like a petulant child. “You uglies don’t deserve to hear his beautiful name. Now tell me!” 
 
    The man closed his eyes and resigned himself to die. There was no way he was going to be able to answer this woman’s question, and he couldn’t exactly escape. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t ignore me, you—!” 
 
    “My lady, we have some news.” 
 
    The man cracked his eyes open to see the woman talking to her guards. They weren’t trying to be quiet or anything, so he could clearly make out their conversation. 
 
    “We just received word via communicator that Viscount Emerald is back home and has agreed to meet you at your earliest convenience.” 
 
    The woman let out a whoop and jumped in the air, giggling uncontrollably and blushing. 
 
    “We need to go to him right away then!” she exclaimed. “I won’t wait a moment longer!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but your father insisted you come home first.” 
 
    “No,” the woman said, stomping her foot once again and acting like a two-year-old who’d been told they couldn’t go outside and play. 
 
    “He said that if you don’t, you won’t get to marry him,” the guard said, remaining inhumanly patient and calm. 
 
    “I wanna see him now!” 
 
    The woman seemed on the verge of throwing a tantrum. 
 
    The guard sighed, then placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I really didn’t want it to come to this, but your father said that if you don’t return, they will serve cake at the wedding.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes went wide in horror. 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Not me,” the guard said. “The Duke.” 
 
    “No! He knows I want pie,” the woman exclaimed, seeming to be extremely torn between these two choices. “Fine!” she finally snapped. “I’ll go back home, but I am not happy about it.” 
 
    “Noted, my lady,” the man said with a bow. 
 
    The woman let out another huff, then marched out of the destroyed bar, leaving the man pinned to the wall in shock. 
 
    “Is she…Is she gonna leave us alive?” 
 
    The man looked up, seeing the first poor man to try and attack her, the one with the shattered arm that was pinned to a table by no less than three daggers, looking to the door in hope. 
 
    “Maybe,” the man replied with a shrug, the word grinding out and sending pain lancing through his jaw. “We might…” 
 
    The dagger in his wrist was wrenched from the wall by an invisible force, leaving him feeling weightless for a moment. The next, he felt a blinding pain as the dagger, appearing to move of its own accord, drove into his eye and ended his suffering.
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    Arbor groaned, leaning back in his chair and stretching his arms high overhead. He’d just finished his last meeting for the day, where he’d spoken – at length – to an immigration planner. It took a surprising amount of work to settle new citizens into a region, especially if they’d come from outside. 
 
    Those who’d been living in Vergara were easy to figure out, but people and gremlins from outside had to fill out a lot of official documents. It was how the kingdom kept track of where they were paying their taxes and to whom they owed allegiance. After all, someone who’d previously lived in Vent owed allegiance to Marchioness Elizabeth. 
 
    In order for anyone to move, they first needed to file papers to the Marchioness’ clerks, who would then go to collect the last of their taxes and make sure no debts were owed. After that, they’d be cleared to leave, with their citizenship of Vent revoked. It would take them weeks to travel here, and upon arrival, they needed to show their papers and wait to appear before someone who could clear them. 
 
    Finally, after weeks upon weeks of waiting – since everything was apparently backed up – the documents would finally be brought to him for approval. Arbor really didn’t want to deal with this, so he’d delegated the task to Frunk and ordered him to hire more people. 
 
    In the meantime, they were setting up a waiting camp, an area where people could live while they waited to be allowed in. In all honesty, Arbor just wanted to let them come, but Frunk had advised against it, saying that if he did, he’d have to answer to the king when they were short on taxes. 
 
    All of the minutiae of running his land was exhausting, and after only a single day back, Arbor wanted to do nothing but sleep. 
 
    “Dinner will be served in fifteen minutes,” Prudence said, interrupting his internal complaining. “You may be a few minutes late, but you need to freshen up before making an appearance. There will be many dignitaries from other nobility, and your outfit has become wrinkled.” 
 
    “Can’t I just skip it?” Arbor groaned. 
 
    He was exhausted. He hadn’t slept the night before and had been immediately put to work upon his return. He just wanted to go upstairs and collapse on his bed. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, my lord, as it would be considered extremely rude,” Prudence replied. 
 
    “Fine,” he groaned. “But I’m not going to take another bath. You can get me a change of clothes. That’s it.” 
 
    “I have prepared a small bowl with some hot lavender water,” Prudence said as she helped him get up. “That will suffice.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” Arbor asked again, knowing he sounded like a child. 
 
    “I can wash your face and neck if you wish,” Prudence said, guiding him out of the meeting room and into the corridor outside. 
 
    Normally, Arbor might have objected at having things done for him, but he was just too tired to care. Besides, all Prudence would be doing was wiping his face with a cloth. It really wasn’t that big a deal. 
 
    “Here we are,” Prudence said, pushing the door open to a small changing area with a bathroom attached. 
 
    “Where are we?” Arbor asked, looking around the small area. 
 
    “One of several powder rooms for guests,” Prudence replied. “Since we don’t have time to head back to your personal chambers, I’ve prepared everything for you here.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Arbor said, already tugging at the buttons on his shirt. 
 
    Instead of leaving, Prudence headed into the bathroom, emerging a moment later with the bowl of steaming water and a towel draped over her arm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Arbor asked, pausing in his undressing as she approached. 
 
    “I can’t very well risk getting your new clothes wet,” Prudence replied. “Just stay where you are. I’ll only be a minute.” 
 
    Arbor stood there, dressed in his underwear, as Prudence used the scented towel to wipe his face. It smelled nice, and after she left and allowed him to change, he felt a bit more awake. 
 
    “How late are we?” Arbor asked when he emerged, now dressed in a suit that fit quite well. 
 
    Once upon a time, Sebastian had delighted in torturing Arbor by forcing him to wear tight clothing when he refused to wear ruffles. Now, all of his clothes needed to be custom made due to his musculature and odd build. Also, Prudence wasn’t mean like Sebastian and only set out clothes he’d agree to wear. 
 
    “Only about five minutes,” Prudence replied. “Which is perfectly acceptable.” 
 
    “Right,” Arbor sighed, feeling his shoulders slump. 
 
    He felt so out of place and knew this dinner was going to be a nightmare, especially seeing as none of his friends would be there to help him along. However, as Arbor entered the dining room, he was greeted by a pleasant surprise. 
 
    Kya sat near the head of the table, dressed in a beautiful gown with green and gold lace. He’d completely forgotten that he’d requested she be invited and seated near him, and he instantly felt his mood lighten a bit. Although he’d offered, Kya hadn’t called on him once that day, for which he was grateful. The day had been long enough, and having to run back and forth between the fourth and first floors would have been horrible. 
 
    Everyone stood as he entered, and Arbor just motioned for them to sit down before going to his own seat. He gave Kya a smile as Prudence pulled out his chair for him. 
 
    “You look lovely,” he said. “It must have taken hours for you to get ready.” 
 
    Kya’s cheeks turned a bit pink, and she looked down, seemingly embarrassed. 
 
    “Most men never seem to realize just how much work goes into looking presentable,” she said. “And thank you for the compliment. You look quite handsome yourself.” 
 
    “You can thank Prudence for that,” Arbor said, looking to his butler who’d gone to stand by the wall, ever-vigilant. “She made me change. It’s why I’m late.” 
 
    “She’s a kind woman, your butler,” Kya said, looking to her. “She’s very devoted and feels guilty that you were gone for so long.” 
 
    Arbor frowned at that. If Kya said something about someone, he would be an idiot not to believe her. 
 
    “I’ll have to think of some way to ease her conscience,” he replied. “She couldn’t have stopped the elves from attacking me, and besides, it wasn’t her job. But enough about her, how are you feeling? Any better since being released from your cell? You can be honest with me. I promise I won’t judge.” 
 
    Kya blushed again, swiping a lock of hair from her face and tucking it behind one of her pointed ears. Arbor was surprised she felt safe enough to show her heritage here but quickly realized that these weren’t slavers. They were aides and messengers to nobility, so him having an elf present was likely nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    “I do feel a bit better, especially after what you told me. But it’s been taking me some time to adjust. I don’t really feel comfortable here. This place feels strange. Nothing at all like my home back in Srila.” 
 
    Arbor knew what had happened. The two of them had spoken at length about her home when they’d been trapped together in Grimm. He knew of her plight and that her parents were locked away in some dungeon, while her uncle ruled in their place. 
 
    “Would you go back home if you could?” Arbor asked, cutting into the crunchy puffed pastry and revealing the steaming duck meat inside. 
 
    “I would like to,” Kya said, “but I can’t. Not while Zir rules. He’d throw me in prison alongside my parents. It’s one of the reasons I came along with Karria to find you.” 
 
    “You were hoping I might help free your homeland,” Arbor said, taking a bite of the pastry-wrapped duck. 
 
    “Well, not to be crass about it, but yes,” Kya said. “My people are not the type to seek outside help, which is why what Zir did is so unacceptable. To bring a human army into the Goldenleaf Forest and make deals with Demons to gain the power he wants, it’s—” Kya cut herself off as she realized where they were and how many people might have overheard her. 
 
    “It’s alright. I understand,” Arbor said, keeping his voice even. “I have my own priorities, though. I have to meet this noblewoman, find out where Karria and my friends are being kept, and perhaps, even go to war for her. The Goldenleaf Forest is quite far from here, especially if I’ll be marching an army there.” 
 
    Kya nodded, though the sadness and disappointment clearly showed in her eyes. 
 
    “That said,” Arbor continued, “after everything is done, I’ll help you get your homeland back.” 
 
    Kya looked up sharply, new hope dancing in her eyes. 
 
    “Really? You would do that for me?” 
 
    “Not just for you,” Arbor said with a chuckle. “If my sister is still the same as she was, she’ll insist on it. Additionally, we’ve uncovered several more elven spies just today. I can see that Zir will never leave me alone, so getting rid of him seems to be the best course of action.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kya said, her finger clutching at the handkerchief in her lap. “There isn’t really any other way I can show my gratitude, but thank you. From the bottom of my heart.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough,” Arbor said, taking another bite of the delicious food. 
 
    “It’s the best birthday gift I could have asked for,” Kya said, finally lifting her own fork and cutting into her pastry. 
 
    “It’s your birthday today?” Arbor exclaimed, inadvertently getting the attention of a few nearby people. 
 
    “No,” Kya said quickly. “It’s in four days from now. But this is a welcome present all the same.” 
 
    Arbor’s brows furrowed as he thought about that. He was still dealing with the strange warping of time due to the months he spent on Somerset, but if Kya and Karria were the same age, then this was a significant birthday. 
 
    “Wait, you’re turning sixteen, aren’t you?” Arbor said, his eyes going a bit wide. 
 
    “Yes,” Kya said. 
 
    “And you weren’t planning on celebrating? Do elves not celebrate Adult Day?” 
 
    It was a stupid name, admittedly, but when people in Laedrin turned sixteen, they got a special celebration welcoming them into adulthood. 
 
    “No. We do,” Kya said. “But who am I going to celebrate with? It’s not like Karria or my parents are here.” 
 
    “You’ll celebrate with me. No one should have to skip their Adult Day celebration. That is, if you don’t mind spending the day with an old man like me,” Arbor said with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re not old,” Kya said, her face turning redder. “You’re only four years older than I am.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” Arbor said, though, in truth, it would now be closer to five since he’d spent six months in Somerset. “But Karria always liked to remind me of how old I was. Guess you won’t be doing the same?” 
 
    Kya shook her head, still looking down. 
 
    “So, I take it you’re interested?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kya replied. “I would like that very much.” 
 
    “Great! It’s a date,” he said, holding up his glass. 
 
    Kya followed suit, lifting hers as well and feeling her heart flutter. Never had she dreamed that she would get to spend an entire day with this wonderful and caring man. And maybe, just maybe, she might get lucky, and he’d stop seeing her as just a little girl. 
 
    “Oh, by the way,” Arbor said, interrupting her thoughts. “I hate to be a bother, but I’m going to do something a bit dangerous tomorrow and I’ll need your help. Do you think you might be up for it?” 
 
    “That depends,” Kya said. “How dangerous are we talking?” 
 
    “Nothing life-threatening,” Arbor said, taking a sip from his glass. “Just performing surgery on someone who may or may not want me dead.”
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    A light rapping on the door brought Arbor back to the waking world. He groaned, pulling one of the soft pillows over his face, and tried to block out the noise. Unfortunately for him, the person knocking just let themselves in after he’d tried ignoring her for five minutes. 
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” Prudence said, entering without preamble. “I trust you slept well.” 
 
    Arbor removed the pillow from his face and glared at her as she went to open the curtains. If she was aware of his ire, she did a very good job of ignoring it, going about tidying up after him. 
 
    After the dinner, he’d met with his inner circle here and explained all that had happened, how he’d been gone for six months by his perspective and spent the time training on another world. He explained his time in Grimm, how the Elementals had come along with him and that they were now tethered to him. 
 
    After the meeting, he’d spent a further hour with Kya, sensing that the girl didn’t want to go to sleep just yet and needed the company of someone familiar. By the time he’d crawled into bed, it was well past three in the morning, so his exhaustion was understandable, what with it only being around half-past seven. 
 
    “I told you I didn’t wanna get up early,” Arbor grumbled as she picked up the last of his discarded clothes. 
 
    “Early would have been a wake-up at five,” Prudence said. “This is late by your standards.” 
 
    “But I want to sleep,” he grumbled as she began setting out his clothes for the day. 
 
    “You can sleep tonight,” Prudence replied. 
 
    “But I’m a noble. Can’t I do what I want?” Arbor groaned. 
 
    “Not if you want people to like you,” Prudence replied. “In case you’ve forgotten, you have a breakfast meeting with the heads of the merchant guilds. If you want to cancel…” 
 
    Growling, Arbor threw back his blankets and sat up in bed. His head was pounding, and his magic was doing nothing to stop it. What was the point of his accelerated healing if it didn’t work when he most needed it? 
 
    “I’ve run you a bath in another room,” Prudence said, holding out a robe for him. “Since you didn’t answer the first time I knocked, I had no choice.” 
 
    Arbor turned his back on her, allowing his butler to slide the robe over his arms. 
 
    “For a butler, you really seem to be opinionated and snippy,” Arbor grumbled. 
 
    “Not at all, my lord,” Prudence said, her tone ever-so-polite. “I merely explained why I had to draw a bath in another room.” 
 
    Arbor turned to face her, tying the front of the robe shut. 
 
    “Now I can see why Sebastian hired you,” he said, looking up at her. “You’re just as evil as he is.” 
 
    “If you’ll follow me, my lord,” Prudence said, completely ignoring the comment. 
 
    Arbor glared at her back for a few moments before grudgingly following her. He was just cranky, that was all. After a bath and some food, he’d be feeling much better, or at least that was what he told himself. 
 
      
 
    The meeting was a long and boring one, after which Arbor and Prudence headed outside for a walk around the perimeter of the manor. He was feeling distinctly cooped-up, and seeing as his meeting with the Elementals wasn’t for another hour or so, he felt fine taking it easy for a bit. 
 
    “Will we be resuming training in the afternoons and evenings now that you’ve returned, my lord?” Prudence asked as they rounded the side of the building and entered a world of color. 
 
    “I think so,” Arbor said, subconsciously feeling at his Origins. 
 
    He hadn’t really had a chance to put them to the test since returning, and he wasn’t sure of his ability or the extent of his power now that he was at the 11th Tier. Still, he knew that it most likely wouldn’t be long before he found himself fighting for his life, so staying sharp would be necessary. 
 
    “Have you been practicing the Gaile Verde, or will we need to start over?” 
 
    Arbor opened his mouth to reply, then paused. He felt several spots enter his Perception Field all at once, moving to attack quickly. His Inter Sight immediately cloaked his eyes, showing him seven bodies. While his Mage Sight wasn’t sufficient to pierce the magical veil these elves placed around themselves, his Inter Sight was more than enough. 
 
    He spun, slamming a palm into the center of Prudence’s chest and sending her flying back. He’d moved too quickly for her to react, which was good, as there wasn’t really much time for explanations or arguments. 
 
    The first of the elven assassins struck, slashing low and aiming for his ankles. Arbor could sense the dagger, though he couldn’t see it. As he reached for his Perception magic, the blue Origin flaring to life in his center and flooding his body with power, he was easily able to avoid it. 
 
    Arbor stepped back, driving a fist down and connecting with the back of the elf’s head. The punch, enhanced by the physical might of his Perception magic, was enough to drive the elf’s head halfway into the ground as the back of his skull was cracked wide. Arbor knew the blow wouldn’t be enough to kill the elf, but a quick burst of Origin magic pierced his brain, killing him instantly. 
 
    There was no explosion of gore as there might have once been, as this was one of the more controlled attacks he’d learned. Instead of allowing a wild flare of magic to escape his body, a fine series of needle-like spikes flashed out from his fist, remaining buried in the back of the elf’s skull as he pulled back. 
 
    Two more assassins had reached him in that time, one going for his waist and the other leaping into the air and aiming for the back of his neck. It was a good tactic, aiming for two places at once, and since Arbor’s glaive was inside the manor, they seemed pretty confident in hitting him. 
 
    He was quite sure the daggers were coated in potent Magekiller poison, so Arbor wasn’t too keen on getting hit. The special concoction was designed to destroy magic, and despite his strength, the Magekiller would kill him if a doctor didn’t get to him in time. 
 
    Still, Arbor had trained for six months on another world, and if these elves thought an attack this pathetic could do him in, they were sorely mistaken. 
 
    Arbor’s leg shot out, his body twisting as he did. His shin slammed into the lower elf, catching him square across the chest. As soon as his leg made contact, Arbor flooded his channels with even more power, going over his new limit for an instant. The massive increase in explosive force hurled the elf directly into the manor, where his body impacted with a sickening crunch. 
 
    It became visible as soon as the elf expired, his bloodied and broken corpse sliding to the ground and leaving a crimson stain in his wake. Even as he spun through his kick, Arbor’s hand shot out, fingers extended in a blade. They slammed into the second elf’s stomach, and this time, when he expelled his Origin magic, there were no needle-thin projectiles. 
 
    There was a massive boom, and the elf’s body became visible, spinning away through the air in two pieces. Some of the assassins had backed off by now and were raising their arms. He could still see them, but now that they were outside his Perception Field, he couldn’t sense the weapons. 
 
    Judging by the way they were holding them, Arbor could guess they were crossbows. After seeing three of their comrades go down without leaving so much as a scratch on him, they thought they were safe at a distance. How wrong they were. 
 
    Arbor’s hands shot out, blurring four times in quick succession. Wedge-shaped blades flashed from his fingers, tinged black around the edges with the main body being made of white energy. They smashed into the enemy combatants, shattering their weapons and tearing through the shoulders. 
 
    All four became visible at the same time, their eyes wide in horror as they slumped to the ground. The blades had cut straight through the crossbows, slashed open their shoulders, and neatly cut through the upper sections of their hearts, leaving their left arms to separate slightly from their bodies as they slumped. 
 
    Arbor remained tense for a moment, preparing for any further attacks, but when none came, he relaxed. As soon as he did, he felt two flashes of movement enter his Perception Field. He dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the two crossbow bolts that slammed into the ground next to him. 
 
    His eyes flicked upward, where he saw two skulls pulling back from the roof of the manor. Arbor crouched, then leaped up, his legs, enhanced by his Perception magic, throwing him nearly fifty feet into the air. The elves started in surprise when he suddenly appeared before them and subsequently died when Arbor struck back. 
 
    He landed, his legs flexing as he absorbed the force of the impact. He remained tensed until the bodies of the elves landed on the ground a couple of seconds later. 
 
    “My Lord!” Prudence yelled, running back to him. “Are you okay?!” 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said, looking around at the gruesome scene. 
 
    The entire fight had taken half a minute, if that, and while Prudence might normally have rejoined him faster, he could see the blood staining her lips. 
 
    “You don’t look too good though,” Arbor said, feeling a flash of guilt. 
 
    He’d hit her hard and before she’d been prepared to take it. It had been to get her out of harm’s way, but just as the last time, when he’d hit Karria to save her from the elven attack that had sent him into Grimm, it seemed he’d overdone it. 
 
    “I will be fine, my lord,” Prudence said, doing an excellent job of masking the pain. 
 
    “Give me your hand,” Arbor said, holding out his own. 
 
    Prudence didn’t hesitate, doing exactly as ordered. Arbor pulled the white glove back from the edge of her wrist, then wrapped his hand around it and closed his eyes. His Perception magic still gave him trouble when it came to pushing it outside his own body, but he was used to it by now and pushed past the resistance. 
 
    He heard the expected gasp as his power threaded into her arm and up to her chest. Arbor could see the damage immediately as a red ball of inflamed skin surrounding a pair of fractured ribs. There was a good deal of internal bleeding as well, which made him feel even guiltier. However, it was just a matter of a few minutes to repair the damage. He could feel Prudence’s grip relaxing in his own as he worked, and by the time he was done, her fingers no longer clutched at his wrist. 
 
    As he was retracting his magic, Arbor stumbled across her own. The tan sphere of power, cloaked by an odd, shimmering veil, sat above her heart. He could sense that there were improvements to be made, but right now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Better?” Arbor asked as he opened his eyes and released her arm. 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, my lord,” Prudence said, giving him a bright smile. 
 
    “Come on, we need to report this,” Arbor said, turning to the back of the manor. 
 
    “But wouldn’t it be faster if we turned back the other way?” Prudence asked. 
 
    “It would, but there should have been at least one patrol in the area,” Arbor said grimly. “I have a feeling we’ll run across them if we keep moving.” 
 
    Prudence nodded, and the two of them set off at a jog. As soon as they rounded the side of the manor, Arbor spotted the guard patrol. Ten gremlins, all of them dead. Arbor felt a brief flash of anger, followed by sorrow, then anger again. 
 
    These damn elves just couldn’t leave him alone. One day back, and they’d already made an attempt on his life and killed a guard patrol for getting in the way. Arbor walked amidst the corpses, trying to see if he recognized any of them. His Inter Sight was still active, so he saw the wounds that ended their lives.  
 
    Arbor paused at the last in line, a gremlin with moss-green hair and almost black-red skin. He crouched quickly, noting that despite the obviously pierced heart, he was still breathing. His Mage Sight flared, and Arbor found what he was looking for, a small sphere of green in his left lung. 
 
    The assassins probably hadn’t wanted to bother using the Magekiller on anyone but him, so they had attacked with ordinary weapons. Either this gremlin was a mage, or the trauma had awakened his dormant magic. Right now, it was doing all it could to keep him alive, but the gremlin would die without intervention. 
 
    Luckily for him, he had everything he needed to save his life. Arbor placed a hand on the gremlin’s forehead and reached for his Perception magic once more.
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    “Sorry I’m late,” Arbor said, entering the meeting room. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Shelderoth said. “I heard there was an attack?” 
 
    “Elves again,” Arbor said, trying to mask the bitterness in his voice. “Nine gremlins died as a result. But that’s not why I’m here.” 
 
    Arbor sat down, pulling out his own chair before Prudence got the chance. He looked to the five Elementals sitting before him. One was red, like Shelderoth, while one was green, another gold, and the fifth, a bright purple. They all had the same general appearance, gangly and tall, with no hair to speak of. If any were female, he couldn’t tell, as their bodies all seemed to be shaped the same. 
 
    “First off,” Shelderoth said before he could start talking, “we would like to thank you again. Not all of us can be here to do so in person, but it’s thanks to you that we’re all here now, bound to this world and free of oppression.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, taking the gratitude for what it was. 
 
    “Are your accommodations okay?” he asked. 
 
    “They are,” the golden Elemental said. 
 
    Arbor could immediately tell by the voice that she was female, though he still couldn’t see any feminine characteristics. 
 
    “Right, allow me to introduce everyone here,” Shelderoth said. “The red one is Garganoth, the purple is Rirotar, the green is Palteroth, and…” 
 
    “I’m Oritar,” the golden Elemental said. 
 
    “Is there any significance to how your names end?” Arbor asked, noting that there were two distinct sounds that seemed prevalent. 
 
    “Yes,” Shelderoth said. “All male Elementals have names ending in ‘oth’ while females end in ‘tar.’” 
 
    “Is there any reason, or…?” Arbor asked, trailing off. 
 
    “It’s private, I’m afraid,” Shelderoth said. “Names mean more to demonic beings than mortals, so there are some things we would like to keep to ourselves.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, accepting it for what it was and moving on. 
 
    “I wanted to discuss a few things with you, but I think the main points can be boiled down to this. I want to find a way to untether you from the Origin so you’re not reliant on me to remain here. Secondly, I wish to know how you’re going to function in this world and if your immortality still remains intact. If not, will your race be able to sustain themselves or will you all fade and die? 
 
    “Lastly, I want to know about your current forms and if you can change back to your smaller shapes. I know it’s a lot, and anything you don’t want to answer, you don’t have to. But the more I know, the better equipped I’ll be to help.” 
 
    The Elementals present all shared looks between one another, and then Shelderoth spoke. 
 
    “I can tell you what we know, but I’m going to have to ask that everything we tell you here remain between us.” 
 
    “I can agree to that,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “Alright. First, we still maintain our immortality. However, it’s now linked to the Origin. If we’re destroyed, we will slowly reform back in your general vicinity. We can reproduce, though our methods of doing so are different than a mortal’s. Our hope is that the children of this new world will be able to inhabit it without needing the tether, though they will not be immortal if conceived that way. 
 
    “Our hope is that the new Elemental race here can flourish and thrive, free of the enslavement by the likes of the Demons. 
 
    “Therefore, we do not wish to be untethered from the Origin. We would like to stay around and ensure that our race has a prosperous future here. With our guidance, we believe we can take the place of the lost race of the Salamanders. However, we don’t know yet what will happen, so we’ll have to try and see first. Lastly, I do believe we can move between these shapes and our smaller ones.” 
 
    Shelderoth concentrated, and a moment later, his body was engulfed in a cloud of smoke that filled the room with the scent of brimstone. When it cleared, he was back in his old form. 
 
    “It does take some effort to remain in this form though,” he said. “And it drains our power, much as it would tax a Mage’s Origin.” 
 
    There was another puff of smoke, and Shelderoth reappeared, back to normal size. 
 
    Arbor nodded, happy to have all of his questions answered. 
 
    “That’s all I wanted to know,” he said. “For now, I think we’ll leave you to your own devices. You’re still few in number, so focus on accustoming yourselves to the world. If you have any concerns, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “We do, actually,” Shelderoth said. “Now that I’m back, I can sense some trouble in the east.” 
 
    “From the Goldenleaf Forest, you mean,” Arbor said. 
 
    “If that is what’s in the east, then yes,” Shelderoth said. “My friends have told me that it’s been going on for a while. Someone is tampering with things they should not, attempting to open a gateway to the Lower Realms.” 
 
    Arbor felt a chill run down his spine at that and sat up straighter. 
 
    “What will happen if they succeed?” 
 
    “Demons will be able to enter your world unencumbered and remain for as long as they’d like.” 
 
    “I thought something like that wasn’t possible,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Not impossible, just difficult,” Shelderoth said. “It’s something that hasn’t been attempted since before the Accords were signed.” 
 
    “But they were broken the moment the Origin was handed off to me,” Arbor said, realizing what this meant. 
 
    He’d fought a Demon before, and from what he understood, Nilegard wasn’t even all that powerful by demonic standards. If true Demon Lords could come through, this world wouldn’t stand a chance. 
 
    “How much time do we have?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “More than you’d think, but less than we’d hope for,” Shelderoth said. “Perhaps five or six months, maybe seven if we’re lucky.” 
 
    Arbor drummed his fingers on the table, seeing that their war with the elves would need to happen sooner rather than later. 
 
    “We need eyes there,” he finally said. “I’ll have to gather a scouting team. Maybe we can—” 
 
    “I will go,” Shelderoth said, interrupting him. 
 
    “You don’t—” Arbor began. 
 
    “All five of us will be going,” Shelderoth said. “We have only just gotten our freedom. We will not allow Demons to invade our new home and take what we fought so hard to achieve. Our very existence hinges on us preventing this from happening. 
 
    “We will scout ahead. When we have something to report, one of us will destroy ourselves. It will bring us back to you to relay that information.” 
 
    “Won’t that be painful?” Arbor asked, feeling horrified at the idea of going through all that. 
 
    “No more painful than a mortal’s equivalent of a bad headache,” Shelderoth replied. “We’ll only be able to report as many times as Elementals who come along to join us. Even though we can fly, travel that far will take some time. Additionally, the farther we have to travel back, the longer it will take us to reform.” 
 
    “How do you know it’ll work?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because we’ve already tried,” Shelderoth said. “We had several Elementals fly out to various distances. Most have returned, but the farthest aren’t back yet. Additionally, we know we won’t be able to follow you to another world by destroying ourselves. Several tried when we were stuck on Somerset, but they just reformed back here a week later.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Arbor asked, looking between all of them. “I don’t want you taking risks that you don’t have to.” 
 
    “We’re fighting for our freedom,” Shelderoth said, his voice firm. “We will do anything and everything to assure we remain free.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, leaning back in his chair and thinking. 
 
    “Is that all?” he asked. “Is there anything you need from me or anything I can do to make your lives here better?” 
 
    “We can take care of ourselves in the space you gave us. We do require food to fuel our magic now that we’re here, but other than that, we don’t really need much.” 
 
    “Then you’ll have it,” Arbor said. “Will you let me know when you’re going to be leaving?” 
 
    “As soon as this meeting is over,” Shelderoth said. “There’s no time to waste.” 
 
    “Then best of luck. It seems we’re going to war, and although this is long overdue, I was hoping we’d be able to avoid it for at least a year or two.” 
 
    “War is never easy,” Shelderoth said, getting to his feet. “But we’ll fight for our freedom, no matter the cost.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, standing and wishing them farewell and good luck as they left. 
 
    “Set a meeting with Frunk for later this afternoon,” he said as he sat back down. “We’ll need to discuss war preparations against the Goldenleaf Forest.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Prudence said, marking it down on a piece of parchment. 
 
    “Now, what’s next?” Arbor asked, stretching his arms and hoping for something easy. 
 
    “The surgery to remove the metal from Ramona’s spine.” 
 
    “Right,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    Waking the former cofounder was more important than ever right now. She was the only one who knew what happened to the Defiants, and her magic would be extremely useful if she agreed to fight for them. 
 
    “I’ll need Kya for this,” he said, getting to his feet. 
 
    The elf’s ability to read minds would help if Ramona woke up right away. She’d also be able to tell if the woman was faking unconsciousness far better than he. He trusted her judgment, and besides, if he were going to be stuck underground for a few hours, having some company would be nice, especially since she was the only real friend that was still around. 
 
    Shelderoth was leaving, Grak and Hord were missing, along with his little sister, and Prudence acted too uptight to be a real friend. Maybe she would grow warmer in time, but for the time being, Kya was the only person here he could really talk to.
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    Duke Carve Gregmar sat in his office, perusing the marriage contract his lawman had written up. As soon as he’d gotten that communication from Hammond, he’d immediately contacted his lawman to start on it. There were still many finer points that needed to be hammered out, but so far, he liked what he saw. 
 
    The engagement was far from official, but he very much doubted Arbor would say no so long as his daughter behaved. 
 
    He looked up to the clock, the majestic timepiece sitting between two of his bookcases. Seven had received his communication about Arbor’s return nearly four days ago, which meant that she should be back within the next hour or two — if she didn’t get sidetracked or distracted along the way. 
 
    He looked back to the contract, but his mind was elsewhere, thinking over Hammond’s report. Arbor had supposedly disappeared due to fears of elven assassins, and from his most recent report, rumors were floating around that there had been another attempt. The fact that elves were targeting Arbor was troubling enough, and not knowing as to why, he had to assume that they were after the pendant as well. 
 
    It was the key to controlling an entire race, after all. He would have to make sure to put an end to those troublesome pests sooner rather than later. Though, judging by what Hammond had said, Arbor himself might be gearing up for war. 
 
    What better way to solidify their new union than by going to stomp out an enemy together? 
 
    It would undoubtedly push off the wedding, but Carve was confident he could manage. That was, again, if his daughter managed to behave and control herself. 
 
    He looked up, hearing a sudden commotion outside his door, and a moment later, the woman in question came bursting in. 
 
    “Daddy!” she squealed, running across the room and launching herself at him. 
 
    Carve pushed down his desire to shove her off and returned the embrace, noting with some relief that she’d changed out of that horrific getup she liked to prance about in and was now wearing a patterned sundress. It wasn’t fitting for formal occasions, but it was acceptable in the casual company they were in now. 
 
    “Silvia,” he said as she pulled back. 
 
    “I missed you so much!” she exclaimed, planting a dozen kisses on his cheeks before he managed to push her off. 
 
    “I take it you heard the news?” Carve asked. 
 
    “Yes! My honey bunny is back him and waiting to meet me!” she squealed, screaming like a teenager who’d heard that her favorite playwright was in town. 
 
    “That he is,” Carve said. “Now, we have a little over five weeks to respond—” 
 
    “No!” Seven interrupted. “I’m going now!” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Carve said. 
 
    Seven pouted, sticking out her bottom lip. 
 
    “But, Daddy!” 
 
    “Don’t ‘but Daddy’ me,” Carve said. “You are not ready to meet him.” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she insisted, stomping her foot. “I can behave all ladylike forever! See, I’m even wearing a stupid dress.” 
 
    “And where is Chainey?” Carve asked, hating to even have to ask such a stupid question. 
 
    “Away,” Seven hedged, looking down. 
 
    “Silvia,” Carve said, a warning tone in his voice. “Hand it over.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna,” Seven said. “And I don’t like it when you call me that.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject, young lady,” Carve said, still holding his hand out. “If you want to meet Arbor, you’re going to have to make some sacrifices. Remember, marriage is for life. That means you’re never going to be able to act this way again. Which also means no Chainey.” 
 
    Seven huffed, then shamelessly lifted the bottom of her dress, revealing the chain of daggers belted around her waist underneath. She’d done a good job of hiding it, but Carve had seen his daughter prancing around in those skimpy leather straps far too often to not know the shape of her body, and the flare of her hips had seemed just a bit too wide. 
 
    “Good,” Carve said, taking the weapon from her. 
 
    “Now can I see him?” Seven asked in a whiney tone. 
 
    “Not until I say you’re ready.” 
 
    “But I’m ready now, Daddy!” she said, stomping her foot. “Why don’t you ever believe me?” 
 
    “Because,” Carve said, “while you claim to be ready, your actions say otherwise. We have only a single chance at this. That pendant is more important than you know, and I won’t risk losing it because of your carelessness or eccentricities.” 
 
    “I am not an eccentricity!” Seven snapped. “I am a grownup.” 
 
    Carve sighed, rubbing his temples. 
 
    “If you don’t let me go today, I’m gonna hold my breath till I die! Then you’ll never get your hands on that stupid pendant.” 
 
    “Darling, we’ve been over this,” Carve said. 
 
    Seven sucked in a big breath and puffed out her cheeks. 
 
    “You won’t die that way. You’re just going to pass out and wake up with a bad headache.” 
 
    Seven’s face began to turn red and she kept glaring. 
 
    “Don’t you want Arbor to like you?” he asked, trying to change his tactic. 
 
    Seven nodded, though she continued to hold her breath. 
 
    “And do you think he’s going to like you if you act like this every time you don’t get what you want?” 
 
    Seven seemed to think about it for a moment before petulantly crossing her arms and raising her nose in the air. 
 
    “You claim to love him, but you won’t even take a week to work on your manners and personality?” Carve asked. “Fine then, I’ll let you go now. But if he hates you, don’t blame me.” 
 
    His daughter’s eyes went wide at that and she quickly caved. 
 
    “No, I want him to love me!” she exclaimed. “Please, Daddy, can you teach me how to make him love me?” 
 
    The way she’d phrased that sounded a bit creepy, but Carve had finally gotten her to cave, which was the whole point. 
 
    “Yes, darling. I’m going to teach you,” he said. “And in one week from now, if you pass my test, you’ll be headed for Ryevine.” 
 
    “Yay!” Seven exclaimed, jumping up and down and clapping her hands. 
 
    Carve watched with some apprehension. He wondered if her obsession with this Arbor could truly squash this side of her or if it was only a temporary fix. Then again, she’d behaved perfectly in the four months she’d spent there, never once giving up who she really was or falling out of character. 
 
    The agents he’d sent along, posing as her aunt and uncle, had reported on her daily. Of course, they hadn’t been able to stop the wedding when she’d said she was going to marry him and had ultimately died, but pawns were easily replaced. He just had to hope he wouldn’t need to replace Arbor, as he had a feeling his unhinged daughter wouldn’t react to it well. 
 
    Before she’d been sent off, under the guise of looking for him, she’d slaughtered six maids for imagined slights against Arbor, and according to the guards Carve had sent along to babysit her, she’d murdered nearly a thousand people in her six-week outing. 
 
    He could hardly imagine what she would do if Arbor were killed and he was found to be the one responsible. But there was a scenario he found even more troubling, one in which Arbor discovered her eccentricities and turned her against him. Insane she might be, but his daughter was the most powerful Mage in all of Vergara. 
 
    Hell, she was the most powerful Mage the Gregmar family had produced in centuries. Having someone like that turn against him would be the ruin of their house and family. 
 
    As his daughter began to ramble about all the things she wanted at her wedding, Carve began to scheme once more. Even after she left, his daughter would need to be carefully monitored. He needed someone who was good at blending in and hiding in plain sight. Her own servants or escorts would be entirely too obvious. 
 
    But luckily for him, he thought he had the perfect man for the job. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Happy Birthday!” 
 
    Kya smiled as she opened the door to her bedroom to see Arbor waiting for her. She’d already known he was there, and it had taken a strange amount of courage to simply open the door to greet him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, feeling a flush creep up her cheeks. 
 
    It was hard to believe she was officially an adult, a full-grown woman by the standards of Laedrin. Arbor had sent her a lovely dress for the day, and she felt particularly grown-up wearing it. 
 
    “I got you something,” he said, holding out a small box. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have,” Kya said, already reaching out to take it. 
 
    She pulled the lid back and gasped, holding a hand up to her mouth. A beautiful pair of diamond earrings sat on a black velvet cushion. Better still, each of them was held in a setting, resembling a lily, which she’d adopted as her new flower of preference since she’d been separated from Karria. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” she said, finally looking up and meeting his eyes. 
 
    “I’m glad you like them,” he said, flashing her a brilliant smile that made her heart flutter. “Truthfully, I can’t take all the credit. Prudence was the one who picked them out.” 
 
    “Would you mind?” she asked, feeling shocked at her boldness as she turned her head to the side and tucked her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I’m not very good at this, but I’ll give it my best try,” Arbor said. 
 
    She was already wearing earrings, a small pair of cheap metal ones with small flowers painted on them. In truth, they were the earrings of a girl. These new ones were for a woman. 
 
    Kya felt her heart flutter again as she felt his fingers fumble with the clasp, trying to get them free. 
 
    It wasn’t only his dashing looks that were making her feel this way, but the trail of emotion he was giving off. He was happy for her, and genuinely so. He didn’t care how she looked, but rather, who she was. It wasn’t just a surface emotion either, but something far deeper, and that, more than anything, made her want to jump on him and kiss him until he couldn’t breathe. 
 
    She knew it would be a bad idea because, despite all of the warm emotions flowing off him, Kya couldn’t sense so much as a hint of desire or longing directed her way. It was aggravating that the one man she’d hoped to capture with her looks seemed immune to them, but when she really thought about it, did she want to use such a cheap ploy to get him to notice her? 
 
    “There, I think I got it,” Arbor said as he pinched the small clasp. “It’s much harder than it looks.” 
 
    Kya turned her head the other way, allowing him to replace her second earring. When she turned back, she could feel the weight of the stones in contrast to the light metal from before. 
 
    “How do they look?” Kya asked. 
 
    “They make you look even more beautiful,” Arbor said, making the flush creep all the way up to her forehead. 
 
    “Here,” Arbor said, holding out another box. “To keep your hair back so you can show them off.” 
 
    Kya had been about to go back into her room to fetch a pair of pins, as she’d wanted to make sure her hair wouldn’t hide the magnificent earrings. But when she saw the shining clips with the silver lilies and small rubies inlaid in its surface, she almost broke down in tears. 
 
    “This is way too much,” she insisted as Prudence fastened the clips for her. 
 
    Earrings were one thing, but Arbor didn’t want to mess up her hair. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Arbor said. “You only turn sixteen once, and since no one else is here to give you gifts, it’s my responsibility to make sure you get the nice things you deserve. Come, let’s go and show off. I’m sure you’ll be the envy of everyone who lays eyes on you.” 
 
    Kya could hardly look at him as she hooked her hand into the crook of his elbow. Never before had she felt like a princess, despite the fact that her adoptive parents had been the king and queen. 
 
    Now, with Arbor dressed in a fine suit and escorting her, Kya truly felt like one.
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    Arbor sat behind his desk, glaring at the book with subject matter duller than dirt. The history of Earl Alpine and his creation of the four-tined fifth-course fork was so boring that watching the progress of the ant walking across the pages was far more entertaining. However, with Prudence hovering over his shoulder and quizzing him every few minutes, he had no choice but to read this horrific material. 
 
    Kya’s birthday had been five days ago now, which marked nearly two weeks since his return from Somerset. They had still yet to hear anything from the messenger bird sent to the Jagged Peaks, which was worrying, to say the least. Additionally, they’d uncovered several more elven spies, and there had been another assassination attempt. 
 
    This time, he’d been surrounded by guards, though Arbor wished he hadn’t been. Three were injured and one had perished before they’d managed to kill off the team of four assassins, but the guard’s family had seemed proud that he had been saved, and the injured gremlins were being touted as heroes. 
 
    This, Arbor could understand, but the death not hitting them harder or the family not blaming or hating him for it bothered him. He wondered if this was part of their customs or if it had something to do with the pendant still sitting around his neck. 
 
    “In what year did Earl Alpine first present the four-tined fork to Duke Lillard?” Prudence asked, snapping him from his thoughts. 
 
    “Um, what?” Arbor asked, looking up at her. 
 
    “Fifteen more minutes of study then,” Prudence said, marking it down on a piece of parchment. “Continue.” 
 
    Arbor groaned, dropping his face into the book. Prudence didn’t punish him with exercise because she knew he would like it. Instead, every time he didn’t know an answer, she added fifteen minutes to this hellish study session. He’d been at this for over two hours, and his missed questions would now assure he was here for two hours more. 
 
    “Do you enjoy seeing me in pain?” he asked, glaring up at the woman. 
 
    “Not at all, my lord,” Prudence replied. “But ignorance is unacceptable in your position, especially if you’re to marry the daughter of a Duke.” 
 
    “Has anything like this ever been done before?” Arbor asked. “A Duke’s son or daughter marrying some nobody?” 
 
    “You are a Viscount, not a nobody,” Prudence said. “And while it is rare, it had happened before.” 
 
    “When was the last time?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Prudence hesitated for a moment, then sighed. 
 
    “One-thousand and seventeen years ago.” 
 
    “Great,” Arbor muttered. “Guess I’m going to be famous then.” 
 
    “You already are, my lord,” Prudence said. “Yes, it is unusual, but while some might think it odd, others will not. You have now defeated two documented Mythic Cats and have the armor to prove you’ve defeated a third. You came in first in the competition against some truly powerful Mages and proved yourself to be a very promising match. 
 
    “Bringing someone of your power into his family will definitely be seen as a political move on the Duke’s part. But they will understand, as powerful parents tend to produce even more powerful children. Now, we have no idea as to how powerful the Duke’s daughter is, but we can be certain that she is a Mage. If she is weak, then having children with you will strengthen their family line. And if she’s strong, the House of Gregmar will grow ever stronger.” 
 
    “Will I get to keep my name?” Arbor asked. 
 
    He quite liked Emerald and didn’t want to give it up for something like Gregmar. 
 
    “Yes, you will get to retain your name, but you children will carry both, with the name Gregmar coming first and Emerald second.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, glad that even if he and his supposed bride-to-be hated one another, at least their children would be well-cared for. 
 
    “What happens to my sister in all of this?” Arbor asked. “What will become of her and her family?” 
 
    “They will do what all siblings of nobility do,” Prudence replied. “When she comes of age, she will likely marry into another noble family. If you are connected with the Duke, then there will be no shortage of suitors, especially when they find out how powerful a Mage she is.” 
 
    “That’s what I was worried about,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    He didn’t want his little sister being dragged into politics and forced to marry someone she didn’t love. Everything he’d done, he’d done to get her back. But now, it was looking like he was getting sucked further and further into the world of politics, something he had never particularly liked. 
 
    A knock came at the door then, making Arbor turn. His Perception Field flared outward, extending to its full range and passing through the door. He relaxed when he saw who it was. 
 
    “It’s Frunk. Let him in.” 
 
    Prudence went to open the door. 
 
    “Ramona is awake,” Frunk said without preamble. 
 
    “Kya?” Arbor asked, getting up from his chair. 
 
    “Here,” Kya’s voice said, drifting down the hall. 
 
    She’d been standing outside the range of his Field, so he hadn’t seen her. 
 
    “Good,” Arbor said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He exited the room quickly, noting that the elf was wearing one of the four necklaces he’d gotten her, the one with the rose gold-shaped pendant of a swallow in flight. He’d gotten her a lot of jewelry, and for one simple reason. Adult Day was the day when women would receive the bulk of their jewelry, either as gifts or handed down from their mothers. 
 
    Since Kya had no one here and Arbor could well afford it, he’d gotten her several pieces of jewelry – probably more than was prudent. But Kya deserved to have nice things, and seeing as he was the only one around, he’d made sure she’d gotten them.  
 
    Men would also receive gifts on their Adult Day. Tools of their trade, things to assure they would be able to provide for their families. Arbor himself had gotten a fine set of carpenter’s tools from his father, a ladder and supply of stains, nails, and sandpaper from others, and a one-time service from the smith – he’d been a cheapskate, so that was generous on his part. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked her as she moved to walk beside him. 
 
    “Yes,” Kya said. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t try anything and warn you if she’s thinking about it.” 
 
    Arbor grunted in reply, pushing open the door at the end of the hall and exiting his own suite, coming out on the main area of the fourth floor. He turned, heading for the staircase that would lead straight to the outside, and Prudence ran past him to hold it open. 
 
    It didn’t take long for them to reach Ramona’s cell. Arbor really wasn’t sure what to expect but was surprised to see the woman sitting up in bed, her bright amber eyes staring right at the small window in the door. 
 
    “Is that her?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Even with his enhanced magic and the completion of the Origin, he still wasn’t confident he’d be able to see through her Misdirection magic. She was able to hide from his Mage Sight, and although he’d detected the elven assassins with his Perception Field, he wasn’t entirely sure if he could sense her. 
 
    “Yes, it’s her,” Kya said. “And she doesn’t want to fight you.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    He turned to the guard then and nodded, giving the signal to open the door. Kya stood right at his back, prepared to act the moment she sensed so much as a hostile thought or emotion. 
 
    “Arbor?” Ramona asked as he entered the cell. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said, closing the door behind him. “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    Ramona shook her head, revealing the slight tapers on her ears which proved her elven ancestry. 
 
    “You’re in my manor, in Ryevine,” Arbor said. “You’ve been unconscious for over three months.” 
 
    Ramona winced. 
 
    “That long, huh?” 
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?” Arbor asked, taking a seat as Prudence pulled up a chair. 
 
    “I remember coming to you for help,” Ramona said. “The whole city was celebrating, so it was easy to sneak in, although I’m sure I was followed.” 
 
    “And why did you come to me of all people?” Arbor asked. “Weren’t you afraid I would attack you after the way I’d been treated?” 
 
    “You’re a good man,” Ramona said. “Far better than I deserve. I should have realized something was wrong, but instead, I chose to blindly follow orders. There was a coup shortly after you left. Zir betrayed us. He led an army right into our midst and killed everyone. Men, women, children. No one was spared his wrath. 
 
    “A few managed to escape, and because of my magic, I made it away. But it was a very near thing.” 
 
    “How exactly was Zir able to defeat so many powerful Mages?” Arbor asked, knowing how strong Ramona herself was. 
 
    “He is no longer an elf,” she said, the bitterness clearly sounding in her voice. “He made a deal with creatures of the Lower Realms. In exchange for power, he became demonspawn.” 
 
    Ramona spat that last word out, the anger and hatred clear in her tone. Arbor was troubled by this, but before he could ask anything more, Ramona clutched her head and let out a low groan. 
 
    “She needs rest,” Kya said in a low voice. 
 
    “Can we trust her?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “She feels so much anger and hatred towards my uncle and nothing but regret and self-loathing for betraying you the way she did,” Kya replied. “She is as trustworthy as anyone here.” 
 
    “Get her a room on the third floor,” Arbor said, rising to his feet. “I’d like a guard stationed at her door. When you’re feeling up to it, I’d like to speak a bit more, if that’s alright with you,” he said, directing his words at Ramona. 
 
    The woman gave him a weak smile and nodded. 
 
    “Nothing would make me happier, and thank you for putting your trust in me, even after all I’ve done.” 
 
    “Zir will have his reconning soon enough,” Arbor said. “And when that day comes, I hope you’ll be there by my side to make sure he gets what he deserves.” 
 
    With that said, Arbor turned and left the cell, allowing the guards to carry out his orders.
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    A loud pounding on the door broke Arbor from an otherwise peaceful slumber. He was out of bed in an instant, his Perception Field flaring and heart racing as he prepared for an attack. A moment later, the door burst open and Prudence rushed in. She looked a bit disheveled, which was saying a lot, as she never had even so much as a single hair out of place. 
 
    “What is it? Are we under attack?” Arbor asked, flooding his brain with Perception magic to clear the fog of sleep. 
 
    It was always a risk to shock his brain with magic, but he’d need to be alert if they were. 
 
    “No,” Prudence said, chest heaving. “The patrol you sent out has returned, and they didn’t come alone.” 
 
    Arbor felt his heart skip a beat, wondering if Karria had returned. 
 
    “Which way?” he asked as Prudence ran to fetch him a pair of slippers and a robe. 
 
    Normally, she might insist he get dressed and presentable but now was not the time. 
 
    “They’ve been escorted into a private area on the first floor,” Prudence said, placing the slippers at his feet and moving to help him into his robe. 
 
    “Show me,” Arbor said as he tied the belt around his waist. 
 
    Prudence jogged off into the hallway, Arbor following close behind. He paused for a moment at Kya’s door, then knocked. The door opened just a few seconds later, and the elf girl, looking to be half-asleep, poked her head out. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, looking at him blearily. 
 
    “Are you decent?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Kya nodded, blinking owlishly up at him. 
 
    “Then come with us,” he said, holding his hand out to her. “The patrol we sent for Karria is back, and way ahead of schedule.” 
 
    This got Kya’s attention. She pulled the door wide, revealing herself to be dressed in a long nightgown. A pair of silk slippers covered her feet, but unlike his shoes, they would definitely slow her down when it came to running. Arbor was just about to offer to carry her when Prudence stepped in. 
 
    “Allow me, my lord,” she said, stepping in front of him. “A Viscount shouldn’t be seen carrying a foreign commoner. No offense meant, my lady,” she said, directing these words to Kya. 
 
    “None taken,” Kya said. “But I can—” 
 
    “You won’t be able to keep up,” Arbor said as Prudence stooped and scooped the girl into her arms. 
 
    “Shall we?” Prudence asked. 
 
    “Lead on,” Arbor replied. 
 
    If carrying Kya and running at the same time was difficult for Prudence, she didn’t show it. Prudence returned to her previous speed quickly enough, racing out of Arbor’s personal suites and running for the stairs. They met Frunk as they were heading to the staircase leading to the second floor, and the gremlin moved quickly to join them. 
 
    “Do you know anything yet?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I’m afraid. I was informed just a couple of minutes ago of Shukle’s return.” 
 
    “Grab?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Out on night patrol. From what I understand, he was the first to spot him.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, now burning with curiosity as to what in the hell was going on. They reached the first floor, finding it to be well-lit. Soldiers milled about in the entryway, and Arbor finally spotted the lemon-yellow hair of his commander. 
 
    “Shukle, we’re here,” Arbor said, the crowd parting around him as he moved. 
 
    The gremlin turned and a relieved look replaced the worried one he was sporting. 
 
    “Follow me, sir,” he said. “And the rest of you, go get some food and sleep.” 
 
    The others, which Arbor only now realized looked haggard and muddied, gave him a salute before turning and tramping off to their barracks and sleeping quarters. 
 
    “We were just hitting the edge of the Endless Wood when we came across them,” Shukle said as they jogged, explaining as best he could. “After what they had to say, we figured we needed to turn around and come back.” 
 
    “Who?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “You’ll see in a second,” Shukle said, coming to a halt outside a closed door. 
 
    Arbor gave the gremlin a questioning look, but he just motioned Arbor inside. His Perception Field was active, but rooms in this manor could be quite large, so it was no surprise that he couldn’t sense anyone within. 
 
    He pushed the door open and entered, taking everything in at a glance. Sebastian was the first person he saw, directing several servants about. The next thing that hit him was the smell of food. Finally, his eyes landed on the small group sitting in comfortable chairs near the fire, all nursing mugs of steaming tea. 
 
    “Grak? Hord? Is that really you?” Arbor asked, feeling a tremendous weight lift off his shoulders. 
 
    They both looked quite bad, which was why he hadn’t been sure at first. They were thin and looked to have lost a good deal of fat and muscle – and not in a good way. However, when the dwarf and gremlin turned to meet his eyes, he knew the truth. 
 
    “Arbor? You’re back!” Grak exclaimed, all but tossing her mug aside as she lunged from her chair to embrace him. 
 
    She was awfully strong for someone who looked so weak, and he was careful not to squeeze back too tightly. 
 
    “Good to see you again, lad!” Hord said as Arbor released her. 
 
    Hord wasn’t much of a hugger, so Arbor clasped his forearm. The dwarf, unlike Grak, was noticeably weaker, but Arbor didn’t comment on that, grinning from ear to ear. A reunion with his two best friends was not at all what he’d been expecting, and to see them alive and well – if not a bit haggard and weakened – was one of the best things he could have asked for. 
 
    “Professor!” 
 
    Arbor turned as Kya practically squealed in excitement, running across the room and embracing an elderly elf seated closest to the fire. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at Grak, but she motioned him to sit down. 
 
    “There’s a lot we need to talk about. There are some things you need to know, though you’re probably not going to want to hear them.” 
 
    Noting the serious tone in her voice, Arbor nodded, moving to take one of the empty chairs by the fire. Akkard, the king of the dwarves and Hord’s older brother, hadn’t moved from his spot. The two of them were on friendly terms but not exactly best friends. 
 
    “It’s good to see you alive and well,” Arbor said, shaking the dwarf’s hand. 
 
    “Glad to say the same,” Akkard said. 
 
    “Akkard! You’re alive!” 
 
    Having finished crushing the life from the elderly elf, Kya went to do the same to the burly dwarf. 
 
    “It’s good to see you alive and safe, lass,” Akkard said, patting the elf’s back. 
 
    Arbor was ablaze with questions and motioned everyone to sit so he could get an idea of what the hell was going on. He heard the door close behind him and looked to see Frunk, Shukle, and Grab now all inside the room. 
 
    Prudence walked over and handed him a small plate with a few sugar cookies and a mug of tea. Although he wasn’t usually all too fond of hot drinks, it was nearly three in the morning, according to the clock in the corner, and he found that he actually quite enjoyed it. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor said, now that everyone had settled down. “I’d like to hear what happened, starting from when you set out with Karria for the Jagged Peaks.” 
 
    Grak nodded, taking up the role of storyteller and allowing everyone present to keep eating. 
 
    “We left as soon as I was recovered enough to walk…” 
 
    Arbor listened in silence, growing grimmer and grimmer as he heard of their exploits and what had happened to his sweet little sister. 
 
    “We had just reached the border of the Endless Wood when we ran into Shukle’s patrol. They decided to escort us back rather than continuing to go,” Grak finished. 
 
    Arbor tapped his fingers together, allowing the silence to stretch. He didn’t doubt his friend’s words and trusted her implicitly, especially when there were so many people who could corroborate her tale. 
 
    “Can she be saved?” he finally asked, addressing the room at large. 
 
    “I can save her,” Kya said, her voice surprisingly firm. “I’ve pulled her back from this before and I can do it again.” 
 
    Arbor wanted to immediately object, but he honestly had no idea how he would save Karria otherwise. After all, how could you save someone from themselves? 
 
    “This is all so messed up,” Arbor said. “How could she do something like this, and to you guys of all people?” 
 
    This was all his fault, no matter how he looked at it. Had he been just a bit more careful, he wouldn’t have ended up in Grimm and would’ve avoided placing the responsibility of bringing him back on his little sister’s shoulders. He was the big brother, so she was his responsibility, not the other way around. 
 
    “That isn’t Karria,” Grak said grimly. “The person in control of her body is a ruthless sociopath with no empathy whatsoever. She may as well be a dwarven construct as far as we’re concerned. I’m willing to go back with Kya and help free her from her own mind.” 
 
    “No,” Arbor said. “You’ve been through enough over the last few months. Besides, I need you here.” 
 
    Grak looked as though she wanted to protest, but Akkard cut in. 
 
    “He’s right, lass,” the deposed dwarven king said. “Besides, if anyone should be going, it’s me. I didn’t see my nephew’s betrayal until it was too late, and I wouldn’t be alive to tell about it if not for your little sister and the young lass here. Had I been vigilant, Jek would never have taken the throne, and there would have been no need to sneak into my kingdom. So, I will go. My people need me.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, agreeing with the dwarven king’s sentiment. It was a ruler’s right and obligation to assure the safety of their people. It was why he hadn’t gone running off to the Jagged Peaks as soon as he’d returned, and it was why he couldn’t do so now. No matter how badly he wanted to go tearing off to save his little sister, he was stuck. 
 
    He had important meetings coming up, people who were counting on him, and a war to wage. 
 
    “It’s late,” Arbor finally said. “You must all be exhausted after your ordeals. Grak, Hord, your rooms are waiting for you. Akkard and Palmine, Sebastian can have accommodations prepared for you. We can plan more in the morning.” 
 
    The others nodded in agreement, though to his surprise, Kya snagged his hand before he could go. 
 
    “Would you mind staying a bit?” she asked. “Palmine says she has some bad news. She’s good at shielding her mind, but I think I know what it is.” 
 
    Although her face betrayed nothing, Arbor could feel the tremors in the girl’s hand. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, sitting back down as everyone else began to file out. 
 
    He stopped Sebastian as he was about to leave and motioned him a bit closer. 
 
    “Fetch Ramona and bring her down here,” he said in a lowered tone. “I think I have an idea, but we’re going to need her to make it work.”
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    “Are you sure?” Kya asked. “Sylvester was the one who killed them?” 
 
    “Zir was the one who gave the order, but yes, Sylvester was the one who pulled the lever,” Palmine said. 
 
    The room had emptied out, and now the only ones who remained were Arbor, Kya, Palmine, and Prudence. Arbor had listened to the story, feeling his horror grow at the way Kya’s adoptive brother had so coldly murdered his own parents. 
 
    He didn’t even know what to think, though he kept his mouth shut and tightly closed off his emotions. He was here for Kya right now. She had specifically asked him to stay because she’d already known. She just hadn’t known the exact gruesome details. 
 
    Kya was clutching his hand tightly in both of her own, tears streaming from her eyes. However, she wasn’t as hysterical as Arbor might have expected. He saw more anger than sorrow there. She was angry about the betrayal of her brother, at the horrors he’d committed. The only thing Arbor could liken it to was if Karria had turned on and murdered his parents. Something like that should be impossible, and yet, here was someone telling them the truth, and, unlike most, Kya couldn’t simply deny what had happened. 
 
    Her Connection magic assured she knew the truth and what Palmine had to say was nothing but. 
 
    “I actually had another reason for coming here,” she said, addressing these words to Arbor. “My people are suffering under Zir’s rule. He’s a tyrant, plain and simple, one who made a deal with a Demon. He’s prepared to sacrifice the entire elven race if it means remaining in power. Even now, he’s preparing for an assault on the Jagged Peaks in a bid to subjugate the dwarves. I know it’s a lot to ask and that you owe us nothing, but will you please help us?” 
 
    “He’s already agreed to that,” Kya said, her voice strong, despite her tears. 
 
    “You have?” Palmine asked, displaying surprise for the first time since arriving. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said. “At first, I was going to go after them due to the constant attempts on my life, but our timetable has moved up. I’ve recently found out that Zir is attempting to open a portal that will allow Demons free reign on Laedrin. According to my sources, we have half a year at best. We’re already preparing our forces, but it’s going to take a couple of months to get everything ready.” 
 
    “Wait, you didn’t tell me this,” Kya said. “You’re really going to free my homeland so soon?” 
 
    Arbor gave her a small smile, squeezing her hand. 
 
    “Frunk tells me we should be fully prepared in nine weeks. I can’t promise we’ll win, but we’re going to do our best to take Zir down and free your homeland.” 
 
    Kya’s grip on his hand tightened, and she gave him a watery smile, the first one she’d shown since finding out about her parents’ brutal executions. 
 
    A knock came at the door then, and a moment later, it opened to reveal a sleepy and disheveled Ramona. 
 
    “Care to tell me what’s going on?” she asked, looking between Kya, Palmine, and Arbor. 
 
    “Straight to the point I see,” Arbor said. “Good. Kya here is going to the Jagged Peaks, along with several others, to save my sister from some self-inflicted hostile magic. She has no way in, so I want to ask you to help her. Your magic can get them in without being detected. It won’t be an easy mission. Even with fast horses, it will probably take nearly three weeks just to get there. I know you’re under no obligation to help, but still, I’m asking.” 
 
    “She’ll help,” Kya said before Ramona could so much as open her mouth. “She promised to help you save her when you joined the Defiants and wants to keep that promise.” 
 
    “How did you…?” Ramona asked, then sighed. “A mind reader, are you?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Kya said. “We’re also going to go to war against my Uncle Zir soon. So, the faster we save my best friend, the faster we’ll be able to join up with Arbor’s forces.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” Ramona asked. 
 
    “The day after next,” Arbor said, quickly cutting in. “Akkard, the dwarven king, needs a little time to recover, especially after the ordeal he’s been through, as do the gremlins who will be accompanying you. And I will hear no arguments,” Arbor said before Kya could say anything. 
 
    “I know you didn’t ask, but I’m looking out for you. I’ve already lost too many people who are important to me. I won’t risk sending you into danger without some extra protection.” 
 
    Kya bit her bottom lip but nodded. 
 
    “All of you should go get some rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day of preparations and planning, so you’re going to need it.” 
 
    Palmine rose, taking ahold of a walking stick, and slowly made her way out of the room. 
 
    “If you need to speak with me, dear, you know where to find me.” 
 
    Kya nodded, remaining silent as Ramona and Palmine left. Arbor was halfway out of his chair when she tightened her grip on his hand. 
 
    “I don’t much feel like going back to sleep. Will you stay with me? Please?” 
 
    When he’d been awoken in the middle of the night, Arbor had already expected he wouldn’t be going back to sleep. He wasn’t too upset or bothered to sit back down next to the girl. She’d just found out about the deaths of both her adoptive parents, the people who’d raised her as their own after the deaths of her real parents. 
 
    Arbor had lost his parents, had seen them murdered before his very eyes. He well understood her pain, so he sat with her and allowed her to lean on his shoulder and cry her eyes out. They didn’t talk, just sat there as the clock ticked. When he finally rose, leaving the exhausted elf asleep in her chair, he felt that they’d grown a bit closer. 
 
    He’d had the feeling that Kya wasn’t always completely comfortable around him, but tonight had broken down whatever barriers had been between them. She would no longer hesitate when asking for help, which was a good thing. Having lost her last remaining family, he was all she had. Well, at least until she got Karria thinking straight once more. 
 
    “Where to now, my lord?” Prudence asked. 
 
    “The training grounds,” Arbor said, stretching his arms over his head. “I could really use some stress-relief, and I think that’s just the thing that’ll do it.” 
 
    “I will meet you there,” she said, then jogged off to go change. 
 
      
 
    Arbor arrived at the open training grounds ten minutes later. It was just past six in the morning and the air was still quite chilly, despite the warming weather. The spring moon was still in the sky, but Arbor suspected that the orange summer moon would soon be rising in its place. 
 
    Prudence had yet to arrive, so Arbor kicked off his slippers and dropped his robe, leaving him bare-chested and dressed in just a pair of night pants. They were light and would definitely not hold up to any training, but he really couldn’t care less right now. 
 
    Although he’d managed to remain composed in front of the others, the very thought of Karria doing all of those terrible things made him feel sick down to his stomach. Thoughts, previously suppressed for Kya’s sake, whirled through his mind as he worried that Karria would never return to normal. 
 
    In his mind, she was still the innocent girl who loved sweets, liked to tease him mercilessly about his time spent admiring himself in the mirror, and loved spending time with him. Karria was the little girl who was growing up before his eyes, becoming brighter and livelier with each passing day. She was the one person he would gladly trade his life for without a second thought. 
 
    “I see that you’ve started without me.” 
 
    Arbor, who’d been in the process of stretching his legs, looked up to see Prudence approaching. She was dressed in her usual training garb, with the strange chest wrappings that left her midriff, shoulders, and arms exposed, showing off her impressive musculature. 
 
    In one hand, she clutched a bundle of clothes, likely meant for him, and a pair of metal canteens. In the other, she carried training staffs and pads. 
 
    “I need to get my mind off my sister,” Arbor said, extending his other leg. “I can’t stop worrying, and I feel like it will drive me mad if I’m not occupying my mind.” 
 
    “Not to worry, my lord,” Prudence said, setting down her bundle. “I can make today’s training session extra difficult. If you will change your pants…?” 
 
    “No,” Arbor said. “I don’t care if I ruin them. I need to start now.” 
 
    “Very well,” Prudence said, raising two of the pads. “Let’s begin with striking.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, getting into his stance, and struck. His hands began flashing out in a rapid series of blows as Prudence called the time. No magic was allowed in these sessions, as Arbor used this time to hone his fighting skills. 
 
    “Five,” Prudence called, and Arbor performed the series of strikes the number represented. 
 
    His hands, held in loose fists, flashed out in quick succession. They struck the pads with dull thumps as Prudence quickly moved them to block the areas he was targeting. Combination five aimed at disabling an opponent without actually striking at the face. 
 
    It began with a soft blow to the opponent’s solar plexus. Nothing hard, just a light rap to open their guard. Strikes two and three were aimed at the liver and kidney, while strike four aimed for the solar plexus again. 
 
    Prudence leaned forward, doubling over, to mimic how an opponent might react, and the fifth strike came down. Arbor’s hand, extended into a blade, slammed down at the base of Prudence’s neck – blocked by a pad she’d raised. 
 
    This last blow could either be a knockout or killing blow, depending on how hard he hit. With Arbor’s magic, he could shear a head clean off. 
 
    “Ten,” Prudence said, resetting her stance. 
 
    Arbor’s hands flashed out once more. Nose, ear, jaw, throat, collar, liver, kidney, chin. The blows landed swiftly, smacking into the targets once after the next. 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    Arbor struck again.  
 
    They trained like this for nearly two hours, at which point they changed from practice to actual sparring, where Prudence would hit back. Although they wrapped their knuckles and wore light pads on their shins and chests, this training almost always left bruises, and even with Arbor’s vast improvements, Prudence was still the better pure fighter by far. 
 
    However, by the time he left the training ground at half-past ten in the morning, bruised and battered, Arbor felt better than he had in days. He’d managed to get a few good shots in as well, so he wasn’t the only one sporting bruises. His proudest shot showed itself as a splotchy red welt on Prudence’s ribs, right below her chest from a perfect center-mass strike that had broken her stance and nearly knocked her from her feet. 
 
    Of course, her retaliatory blow had left an equally nasty bruise on his left shoulder and knocked him to the ground, as Prudence had thrown one of her legs in the way as she punched. 
 
    “Will I ever be as good as you?” Arbor asked as she wiped the sand and grit off his back in one of the small gazebos surrounding the training grounds. 
 
    “My level of skill was acquired over the course of a lifetime,” Prudence said. “I started training in the martial arts when I was just a child, no older than five. One day, you may surpass me in skill, though I’m sure you can take comfort in knowing that in pure strength, you have me outmatched many times over.” 
 
    “So that’s a no then,” Arbor said, wincing as the damp cloth swiped over a nasty scrape. 
 
    “Let us just say that mastering a martial art takes years of dedicated study and training, and seeing as you’re constantly busy with more important things, you do not have the time. Additionally, things learned in childhood tend to vastly improve performance, as your muscles and reflexes grow and develop in a different way. So, in short, you may very well surpass me one day, though it is highly unlikely that you will manage to do so within the next decade.” 
 
    “Guess I can’t be the best at everything,” Arbor said, wincing again as she scrubbed over a patch of scraped skin. 
 
    “None of us can,” Prudence replied. “Just give it your best, and before long, you’ll be as proficient in the martial arts as you are with your weapon.”
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    “Grak?” Arbor asked, seeing the gremlin woman standing there as he exited the gazebo. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “My job,” Grak replied, raising a clipboard and looking down at the parchment there. “Since I was gone, your butler was forced to take on the responsibility of your aide. Now that I’m back, I can take at least one thing off her plate.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be resting?” he asked, looking her over critically. 
 
    While she did look a bit better with her dark blue hair neat and combed and her skin scrubbed clean of all the dirt and grime of the road and her imprisonment, she still looked woefully undernourished. It was like she would fall over with just the slightest push. 
 
    “I got a good night of sleep and have a full breakfast in me,” Grak said. “Hord is already working on repairing your damaged armor and is practically drooling over all the Mythicallium we collected from the Magma-Tiger. I refuse to laze around just because you’ll let me.” 
 
    She received an approving nod from Prudence, though Arbor himself wasn’t so sure. He reached out, placing a hand on her cheek and really looked at her. She didn’t resist as he pushed his Perception magic into her body, but what he found was quite shocking. There was absolutely nothing wrong with her. 
 
    There wasn’t so much as a single strained muscle or even any inflammation around her feet from all the walking she’d done. 
 
    “How?” Arbor asked, retracing his magic. 
 
    “I told you last night,” Grak said with a half-smile. “Palmine is the best healer I’ve ever met.” 
 
    “I just thought you were exaggerating to be nice,” Arbor said, rubbing his chin. 
 
    If Palmine really was that good, then perhaps he would go have another talk with her to see what she could do.  
 
    “If you’re sure you’re okay to get back to work, I won’t complain. I’ve missed having you around,” he said, cracking a smile. 
 
    “More like your lazy ass couldn’t get anything done without me here to kick it,” Grak said, returning the grin. 
 
    Arbor’s smile only widened at that. He’d been worried that the trauma from the time she’d spent locked up would have changed her. But she was the same Grak he remembered, snarky, honest, and lighthearted to a fault. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” he said. “I really missed you.” 
 
    “Stop,” Grak said, swatting his arm. “You’re making me blush, and that’s not at all professional.” 
 
    “You, professional?” Arbor asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I can be professional,” Grak shot back. “Watch.” 
 
    She cleared her throat, straightened her back and stared ahead. 
 
    “I have your schedule for the day, my Viscount-guy. Today, you will be nobleing all over the place. You’re also going to meet some people about stuff. Then you’re going to eat supper and go to your noble bed.  
 
    “There, how was that?” 
 
    Arbor snorted out a laugh, earning him a glare from Grak. 
 
    “What?” she asked, sounding indignant. 
 
    “Just keep doing what you did before,” Arbor said. “I don’t think you’re very good at being proper.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right,” Grak said, allowing the fake glower to melt from her face. “Guess I’m just not as noble as you are.” 
 
    “Alright, just give me my schedule,” Arbor said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Well, firstly, and probably most importantly,” Grak said as they started heading for the manor entrance, “we finally heard back from the Duke’s messenger.” 
 
    “That was faster than expected,” Arbor said. “I was sure we’d be waiting six weeks before we heard anything.” 
 
    “Guess you’re just lucky,” Grak replied. “Anyway, the Duke’s daughter is already on her way. She should be here within the week.” 
 
    “So soon?” Arbor asked, feeling his heart skip a beat. 
 
    He wasn’t ready for this. It was one thing to talk about meeting someone he didn’t know with the understanding that they were going to be married. It was quite another to hear that he would be meeting them sooner than expected. 
 
    “Yes,” Grak said. “Apparently, she’s quite eager to meet you. Her father wanted to wait a few more weeks, but she wanted to come right away. Hammond says you should feel honored.” 
 
    “Honored, my ass,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” Prudence said, cutting in. “That sort of language is hardly befitting one of your station, especially in public.” 
 
    Grak rolled her eyes and Arbor suppressed a smile, but she went on. 
 
    “We’ll have to start preparing for her arrival, but Sebastian will take care of all of that. She’ll be staying for an indeterminate amount of time, and due to her status, one of the royal suites is being prepared on the fourth floor for her.” 
 
    That one piece of the manor, the second half of the fourth floor, was reserved for the royal family and nobility who commanded equal respect. As the daughter of a Duke, putting her up in anything less would be an insult. Still, Arbor found it odd how he had to dedicate half a floor to people who may never visit. Though, now that someone of that rank was visiting, he realized that it would be far easier for his household staff to prepare. 
 
    “Great. So, all we know so far is that she’s coming sometime this week – which could literally mean today – and we also don’t know how long she’s staying. Is there anything we do know?” 
 
    Grak rifled through the sheaf of papers on her clipboard. “She likes pie.” 
 
    Arbor sighed. 
 
    “What’s on the agenda today?” 
 
    “A meeting with Kya, Akkard, Ramona, Frunk, and Shukle to plan out their infiltration of the Jagged Peaks.” 
 
    “What time?” Arbor asked, walking through a door Prudence held for him and entering into the first floor’s main living room. 
 
    They headed to a small dining nook where he liked to eat breakfast when he couldn’t be in his own private living suite. 
 
    “Afternoon,” Grak said, checking the schedule. “Apparently, they want to gather supplies for the trip before the meeting, so we’re looking at a time between three and four.” 
 
    “Anything else?” he asked, sitting down. 
 
    A plate of steaming pastries was immediately set before him, and Grak plucked the top one – a flaky, golden brown confection dusted with sugar and practically oozing with cream – and took a very loud bite. 
 
    “Nothing else,” she said, spraying crumbs all over the table. 
 
    “Didn’t you say you already ate?” Arbor asked, watching her eyes roll back in pleasure. 
 
    “I haven’t eaten a proper meal in nearly three months,” Grak said, taking another bite. “Besides, you always get better food than the rest of us, and since you’re such a good friend, you won’t mind me poaching a few of the better ones.” 
 
    “Sure,” Arbor deadpanned as she snagged another of his favorites. “Help yourself.” 
 
    “And that’s why I love you,” Grak said, taking another bite. 
 
    Arbor froze, his hand halfway to the plate as he looked to the gremlin woman. She just continued chewing, making little happy noises as she polished off the steaming cinnamon bun with astonishing speed. Had that just slipped out unintentionally, or had she meant something else by it? 
 
    Was he reading too much into it, and she’d merely said it in terms of affection as his friend? Arbor had no idea and honestly didn’t want to go down that rabbit hole, at least not now. He and Grak had once been romantically involved, but he’d been pretty sure they were just friends now. 
 
    “Are you gonna eat those? Because if you won’t, I wouldn’t mind taking that plate.” 
 
    “Keep your grubby mitts off my food,” Arbor said, slapping her hand away as she reached for the plate. 
 
    Grak pulled her hand away, but not before she’d managed to pluck yet another of his favorites – a drenched honey cake – from the top of the plate. 
 
    Arbor nudged Prudence and the butler leaned down. 
 
    “Next time, stack them from least to most favorite,” Arbor said whispered. 
 
    Prudence gave him a sharp nod, then straightened, back in position by the time Grak finally looked up from destroying the soaked bun. 
 
    “I think I’ll be joining you every day if the cakes are this good,” Grak said, licking her sticky fingers. 
 
    “Will you schedule some time for a meeting with you and Hord today?” Arbor said, trying to hide his annoyance at having his favorite treats pilfered. 
 
    “Sure,” Grak said, “just let me get my fingers clean first. Wouldn’t want to get the pen all sticky.” 
 
    Arbor pulled a plain pastry dusted only with sugar and bit into it sourly. He didn’t have anything against Grak wanting to eat and regain her strength, but did she have to steal all of his favorites? 
 
    “Can you bring me another plate?” Arbor asked. “This time without all of the junk?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, my lord,” Prudence said. “You normally take breakfast at eight, and since you’ve been clear about food waste, the bakers have only been making enough to fill you up.” 
 
    “Curse you, past me,” Arbor grumbled, taking another bite of the pastry. 
 
    It was good, still hot, flaky, and sweet, but nowhere nearly as good as the rest would have been. 
 
    “Okay,” Grak said, lifting her pen. “I can slot the meeting in for noon. What exactly do you want to talk about anyway?” 
 
    “I want to tell you what happened to me in my time away,” Arbor said. “I’d also like a more detailed account of your story. I want to hear everything, down to what the weather was like during your trip. I need to know more about my sister and this insidious magic twisting her mind.” 
 
    Arbor placed his hand on his chest, feeling the pendant hidden beneath his shirt. This time, he moved his fingers over a bit to where the silver lily necklace still hung. He’d bought this for Karria when she’d turned fourteen and had picked it up on the night when their world had been turned upside down. 
 
    This was the only piece of her he had at the moment, and he would keep it safe until the day she came back to him. 
 
    “Of course,” Grak said, sensing his somber mood. “And, if you need to talk, you know I’m always here for you.” 
 
    “The same goes for you,” Arbor said, giving her a sad smile. 
 
    So much had changed since they’d first met. It had been nearly two years, even by the standards of time passing in Laedrin. It was hard to see the current Grak as the same terrified woman who he’d saved from a group of city guards back in Grend. 
 
    Grak returned the smile, her hand flashing out and snagging the last cream-filled pastry that had been peeking out from beneath the depleted pile. But, when she bit into it, removing Arbor’s last hope of getting to it, he only felt a little annoyed.
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    Kya sat astride her chosen mount – a beautiful tan mare with small white spots flecking her flanks. Growing up in the Goldenleaf Forest and as the ward of the king and queen, she’d had plenty of opportunities to practice riding. However, she hadn’t exactly practiced for something like this. They’d been riding for two and a half days at a breakneck pace, and her poor behind was really starting to feel it. 
 
    Still, she didn’t complain, knowing that the sooner they reached the Jagged Peaks, the sooner she could bring her friend back to her senses. She well-remembered how bad Karria had gotten the last time she’d used her Bestowal magic, and judging by what Kya heard from the others, things were much worse this time around. 
 
    The constant, bouncing motion of the saddle beneath her was enough to keep her from dwelling too much on anything, and the need to rescue her friend kept her mind focused. 
 
    She didn’t want to think about her poor parents, nor the horrible way in which they’d been killed — hung before all to see, betrayed by their own son, and in Alvine’s case, his own brother as well. 
 
    Sylvester’s face flashed in her mind, and Kya felt a visceral hatred rise within her. No matter what life had thrown at her, no matter how she’d been excluded, teased, or ridiculed, she had never hated anyone. She’d been too kind-hearted, and her Connection magic forced her to see how those who hated her were feeling. She couldn’t hate someone who was jealous of her looks or wished to capture someone’s affections but was unable to because of her. 
 
    Even Eletha, the girl responsible for all her troubles, the girl who’d kidnapped and tortured her, hadn’t elicited such a reaction from her. Sure, she’d been angry and afraid, but never had she hated the girl. Sylvester, on the other hand, she hated. 
 
    She hated him with every fiber of her being. For what he’d done to their parents, the people who’d raised them when their families had been lost, Kya would have his head! 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Kya started as someone called to her. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked, quickly looking up to see Ramona riding next to her. 
 
    “Because you were staring ahead and glowering like that tree had just stolen your favorite sweet and eaten it right in front of you.” 
 
    “I’m not a little girl,” Kya said. “I’m a woman.” 
 
    “And women aren’t allowed to be angry when someone steals their sweets?” Ramona asked. 
 
    “That’s not what I…I see what you’re doing,” Kya said, getting a read on the woman’s emotions and surface thoughts. 
 
    “What am I doing?” Ramona asked, the innocent look on her face not fooling Kya for an instant. 
 
    “You’re trying to keep me distracted from thinking about my bastard brother,” Kya said. “It’s not necessary. I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Ramona said, dropping the pretense. “A cuddle with Arbor and some crying isn’t enough to get over what happened to you. You need to deal with it, not keep it bottled up inside.” 
 
    “Who said I cuddled with Arbor?” Kya said, her face going red. 
 
    “You did, just now,” Ramona replied. 
 
    “No, I didn’t!” Kya said, the flush creeping up from her neck and up her hairline. 
 
    “And yet your face says otherwise,” Ramona said. 
 
    “My face is just reacting at the very notion that I would do something so inappropriate,” Kya said. 
 
    “Cuddling is inappropriate?” Ramona asked. 
 
    “No, it’s just that…ugh! Fine! You caught me!” Kya snapped. “I asked him to stay with me after everyone left because I didn’t want to be alone, and he didn’t refuse, so…” 
 
    “So, you used him as a pillow and fell asleep on him,” Ramona said. 
 
    “How can you make such a selfless act on his part sound so lewd and inappropriate?” Kya exclaimed. “You’re a horrible person!” 
 
    “And proud of it,” Ramona said, giving her a toothy grin. “So, how was it, getting to snuggle up to the man you obviously like?” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking about that,” Kya lied. 
 
    “I mean, I get why he’d go for someone like you,” Ramona said. “You’re gorgeous. Young. Exotic…” 
 
    “Stop it!” Kya snapped. 
 
    “But you’re also kind,” Ramona said. “I’ve never met someone I’ve liked as fast as I came to like you. Well, other than Arbor, but that’s a different story. That’s who you are though, isn’t it? A kind, gentlehearted person who constantly puts the needs of others first. It must be hard, being so selfless all the time. It’s probably why you feel guilty now about how you got Arbor to stay with you. You probably feel like you tricked him into it, isn’t that right?” 
 
    Kya did feel like she’d tricked him into it. She had no idea how Ramona had so accurately deduced how she was feeling and what type of person she was. She was also touched by her words of kindness. As someone who could smell lies from a mile away, she could tell genuine feelings from false ones, and what she got from Ramona was as genuine as one could get. 
 
    “You’re wrong about him liking me,” Kya said. “At least, in the romantic sense.” 
 
    “Oh? And what makes you so sure?” Ramona asked. 
 
    Kya just gave her a flat stare until the woman’s cheeks went a little pink. 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said, letting out an embarrassed laugh. “How silly of me to forget.” 
 
    “He sees me as his little sister’s friend. Someone he needs to shelter and protect. He likes me just fine, just not…” 
 
    “Not in the way you want,” Ramona finished. “Don’t I know it too, sister. I tried to get him to notice me back when we first met. Might have won, too, if that gremlin didn’t get in my way. But it doesn’t look like he’s going for her either, so I’m guessing he’s closed for business.” 
 
    “He’s going to be marrying some Duke’s daughter,” Kya said, surprised at the bitterness in her voice. 
 
    At least she wouldn’t have to be there when they met. She didn’t think she’d be able to handle seeing some other woman fawning all over him, not when she’d been so sure the two of them were meant for one another. Even if she didn’t know his mind, she knew his heart. He was still broken on the inside from what had happened to him on the night his world had been torn apart. They both knew the same pain and could comfort each other. 
 
    Instead, she would be forced to the sidelines, having to watch as he went and married someone else. 
 
    “Well, I can say I’m definitely surprised about the Duke thing. I was sure he’d be marrying some other Viscount’s daughter, or maybe even an Earl’s. This, I didn’t expect. Though, under the circumstances and everything he’s managed to accomplish, maybe some duke saw the opportunity to snatch him up. Do you happen to know which Duke it is?” 
 
    Kya shook her head. 
 
    “I didn’t really pay much attention when they spoke of that.” 
 
    “Well, I guess it doesn’t really matter,” Ramona said. “Maybe he won’t like her, and the marriage just won’t go through. Then, you’ll have time to prove how grown-up you really are and try to woo him with that adult charm you’ve got.” 
 
    Kya snorted out a laugh at that, one that was distinctly unladylike. 
 
    “I was unaware that there were any ‘adult’ charms.” 
 
    “Really?” Ramona asked with a raised eyebrow. “With the power to peek into other people’s heads, you know nothing about adult charms?” 
 
    As soon as Kya realized what she was referring to, she promptly turned red again, flushing a crimson so deep, that had someone come upon their group, they might have thought her just another gremlin. 
 
    “You’re horrible!” Kya exclaimed, feeling the urge to cover up, despite the fact that she was dressed the same as always. 
 
    “No, just practical,” Ramona said. “You’ve got the goods, why not use them? You said you were an adult, right? That means you’re ready to do adult things.” 
 
    Kya slammed her mind shut, retracting her Connection magic from the world around her. Ramona was purposefully filling her mind with all kinds of perverse imagery, the kinds of things she didn’t want to see. 
 
    “I would never stoop so low,” she said, still flushing red. “I want our love to be real, not built on something so shallow as…” 
 
    “S.E.X?” Ramona asked, spelling the word out and grinning all the while. 
 
    “Yes!” Kya snapped, wanting to burrow down and hide from all of the embarrassment assaulting her. 
 
    Kya didn’t know why she was acting this way. She’d thought herself stronger than this, hardened to the ideas by years of getting emotions and the past few months of hearing thoughts. When it came to Arbor, though, things seemed to be different. 
 
    “Aww, you’re so sweet,” Ramona cooed. 
 
    When Kya glared at her, Ramona held up her hands, somehow managing to remain perfectly balanced on the back of the galloping horse and making it look easy. 
 
    “Alright, alright, no more teasing. But seriously, if you feel a certain way about someone, don’t wait to tell them. Don’t allow life to simply pass you by, just because you’re afraid of the answer.” 
 
    “But what if I already know the answer?” Kya asked, feeling at the glittering necklace around her throat. 
 
    “Sometimes men don’t know what they want. Not until it's placed right in front of them. You say that he sees you like a little girl? Then show him otherwise. When we finish with this mission and bring his sister back, you march right up to him and tell him how you feel. Then make him see why you are the only one he should be marrying. Not some girl he’s never met before.” 
 
    “Do you really think that would work?” Kya asked, hopeful. 
 
    “No idea,” Ramona shrugged, making the girl’s hopes plummet. “But what I can tell you is that you will definitely not end up with him if you say nothing. It takes courage to admit something like that, especially to someone you like, and from what I’ve seen, you’re one of the strongest around.” 
 
    With that said, Ramona kicked her horse’s flanks and pulled away, leaving Kya to her own thoughts and uncomfortable bouncing. 
 
    She’d given Kya a lot to think about, and if she were going to do something as brash as admitting to Arbor how she felt, she needed to start formulating a plan now. This way, when she did, she could throw it out and try to find a better one. 
 
      
 
    Ramona watched the young elven girl, now distracted with thoughts of love and how to win Arbor’s affections. She had no idea whether it would work or if it was a doomed cause. But Kya had advocated for her without a moment of hesitation, allowing her the chance to run free and avenge the fallen. 
 
    If she could help this suffering girl feel just a little better, then she was happy to do so. And who knew? Maybe Arbor would feel the same way about her.
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    “It seems like it’s been ages since we’ve all gathered to plan an attack of this scale,” Arbor said, staring at the map of the Flatlands spread across the table before him. 
 
    “Indeed it has,” Frunk said, adjusting his spectacles. 
 
    “At least we’re not meeting in a tent with rain pounding away outside while we shiver around a tiny heater,” Grab said. 
 
    “I can agree with that sentiment wholeheartedly,” Arbor said, remembering well how badly their forces had done when moving from the Flatlands into the frigid Endless Wood. 
 
    “So, what do we know about the Goldenleaf Forest so far?” Arbor asked, looking to the section of map outlined in gold. 
 
    “Honestly?” Frunk asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” Frunk admitted. 
 
    “Did you speak with Palmine?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “I didn’t think that would be a good idea,” Frunk said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because we need accurate information with well-placed landmarks and no room for any margin of error. At least, if we want to succeed with minimal casualties.” 
 
    Arbor raised an eyebrow, but when Frunk didn’t have any further explanation, he just let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “In other words, you didn’t want to,” Arbor said. 
 
    “She scares me,” Frunk admitted sheepishly. “I don’t know exactly what it is about her that makes me leery of approaching her, but every time I try, I just get this bad feeling.” 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said. “Let’s skip the plan for now. The Elementals should be sending their first report soon. Once we have that, you can begin working on a plan of attack.” 
 
    “I appreciate your understanding, sir,” Frunk said. 
 
    “What’s our current status then?” Arbor asked. “Troop numbers, readiness to fight, Mages, and so on?” 
 
    Frunk nodded, standing up straighter and clasping his hands behind his back. 
 
    “By our current count, we have a total of fifty-seven thousand troops ready for battle, between our gremlin and human fighters. Of those, I would feel safe taking a maximum of forty thousand, as we will need to leave a strong enough force to discourage anyone from trying anything while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Do you really think someone would be stupid enough to attack us once our affiliation with Duke Gregmar becomes known?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t. However, you have yet to meet this Lady, and therefore, I must assume that with our long absence, the chances of an attack are not impossible.” 
 
    “How long do you think this campaign will take?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Just the march to the Goldenleaf Forest alone will take around two months for a force of our size,” Frunk said. 
 
    “What if they’re mounted?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Too expensive,” Frunk replied. “Besides, we’d need to get all of the soldiers trained to ride in just eight weeks. There’s no way we can do that and train them up for combat at the same time.” 
 
    “Alright then. Break our troops down by type,” Arbor said. 
 
    “We have ten thousand swords, eight thousand spears and pikes, fifteen thousand crossbows and longbows, five thousand heavy shields, and two thousand mounted calvary.” 
 
    “Mages?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Seven,” Frunk replied. 
 
    “Not counting any of the Mages I already know will be coming?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Frunk nodded. 
 
    “We have a few that have joined our ranks since you last left.” 
 
    “Still, seven seems awfully low. What estimates do we have for the elves?” 
 
    “Nothing yet, I’m afraid,” Frunk replied. “But, judging by the elves’ propensity for magic, we can assume that their Mages will outnumber ours.” 
 
    Arbor let out another sigh. They still knew so little about the enemy. 
 
    “If I may, sir,” Frunk said. 
 
    Arbor motioned for him to go on. 
 
    “I suggest we request the help of the Elementals in this battle. Having them along will surely turn the campaign in our favor.” 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said. “You can ask them. Don’t mention that I have anything to do with this, and if they ask if I requested they join, tell them no. I don’t want them coming along out of some misguided sense of loyalty.” 
 
    Even as he said this, Arbor felt a small twinge of guilt. The Pendant of Control felt heavy sitting on his chest, hidden beneath his shirt. 
 
    There was a light rapping on the door. It swung open to reveal a human guard. His face was sweat-streaked, and he was breathing so hard that Arbor wondered if he’d run all the way from the manor. 
 
    “Carriage just arrived,” the man wheezed. “Sebastian sent me.” 
 
    “Well, this is a particularly bad time for the Duke’s daughter to arrive,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    He looked to Prudence, who’d been standing silently in the far corner of the room. 
 
    “I can have a new set of clothes brought here so that you look more presentable,” his butler said. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said, thinking. “Bring me my armor. I’m not some foppish noble who dresses in finery, sips wine, and lounges around all day. If I’m going to make a good first impression, I want her to know the type of man I am.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that would be advisable, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    “I’m making an executive decision,” Arbor replied. “Hord should be done with the new pieces. Tell Grak to get her ass over here. I won’t go meeting my possible future wife without my aide.” 
 
    Prudence bowed at the waist, then turned and ran from the room. 
 
    “Is it really necessary for Grak to be with you for this meeting, sir?” Frunk asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor replied. “You’re coming too. I won’t meet a potentially deadly enemy without some solid backup.” 
 
    “Is that the real reason you’re wearing the armor then?” Frunk asked. 
 
    Arbor shrugged unapologetically. 
 
    “Better safe than sorry. I really wish Kya were still here. She’d be able to sniff out all their secrets. Damn. How much time do you think we have until we need to make an appearance and not seem rude?” 
 
    “Seeing as there was no specified time of arrival, you may take as much as an hour to greet your guests. Prudence, however, dictates we meet them as soon as possible, and with all due haste.” 
 
    “Prudence as in the word or my butler?” Arbor asked, attempting the feeble joke as a way to break the tension. 
 
    “Both, sir,” Frunk said, smoothing the front of his shirt. 
 
    “How do you manage to stay so neat and clean?” Arbor asked, looking down to his own shirt, which was discolored in several places from sweat. 
 
    “I sit behind a desk all day,” Frunk said with a shrug. “I may have a military bearing, but when it comes to fighting, I’m pretty much hopeless.” 
 
    “And yet I’d rather have you than a thousand brutes,” Arbor said, going over to peer out the window. 
 
    “Would now be a bad time to start talking about the cost of this campaign?” Frunk asked. 
 
    Arbor turned and glared before going back to staring out the window. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes then,” Frunk said. “If I may, sir. You can’t even see the manor from here, so staring out the window will do you no good. Our lines of sight are blocked on pretty much every side.” 
 
    Arbor glared again, and the gremlin raised his hands in surrender. 
 
    “By all means, keep staring.” 
 
    Arbor did just that. 
 
      
 
    “How long has she been waiting? Did you see her? What does she look like? How many came along with her? Does she seem hostile?” 
 
    Arbor bombarded Grak with questions the moment she entered the room, huffing and puffing from her run over here. Prudence entered right behind her, clutching a large misshapen bundle. 
 
    “Twenty minutes. No. I don’t know. I don’t know, and I don’t know,” Grak said, answering his questions in the order they were given. 
 
    “Damn,” Arbor muttered again. 
 
    He didn’t know why he felt so nervous. He never got this nervous when meeting people, so why was he getting nervous now? 
 
    “Breathe, my lord,” Prudence said. “The Duke’s daughter is being shown to her suite by Sebastian. We have forty minutes to present ourselves, but I’d say that, realistically, we’ll want to be there to greet her when she comes back down to her carriage.” 
 
    “Why would she come back down?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because it’s traditional for the Lord of a manor or castle to greet important guests in the courtyard,” Prudence replied, placing the bundle on the table and beginning to unwrap it. 
 
    “I never greeted Sindra in the courtyard,” Arbor said. 
 
    “You should have,” Prudence said. “But luckily for you, Marquess Sindra seems to like you and has forgiven your lack of decorum due to your ignorance. In the future, you would be best served to follow propriety.” 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for?” Grak snapped as he kept worrying. “Strip!” 
 
    Arbor stared at her for a few long seconds, not quite comprehending what she wanted him to do. 
 
    “Please, my lord,” Prudence said, holding out a light linen shirt and pants. “Go change into these. Your armor will be all set out by the time you return. That is, unless you need my help?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Arbor said, turning and striding into the back room, already tearing at the shirt, which was suddenly feeling extremely tight. 
 
    Breathe, he told himself as he quickly shed his clothes. You’re just meeting another noble. Nothing new here. 
 
    Except, this wasn’t just some normal noble. This was the daughter of a Duke, and he was meeting her with the expectation that they would be married. 
 
    Arbor began to hyperventilate, only to realize he wasn’t becoming faint or even remotely lightheaded. His brows furrowed in confusion before he realized that he’d subconsciously reached for his Perception magic, bolstering himself against panic. 
 
    “Huh,” Arbor muttered, feeling his racing heart begin to calm down. 
 
    This was new. He hadn’t had the ability to calm himself like this in the past. Then again, he hadn’t faced a situation like this since returning from Somerset. His 11th Tier Perception magic may have unlocked a new aspect that balanced the chemicals in his body, keeping them optimized. He could see how this would be useful in battle, keeping him focused, even in the midst of all that chaos. 
 
    By the time Arbor emerged, wearing the light undergarments, he was feeling considerably calmer. 
 
    “Alright,” he said, addressing the room at large. “Let’s get me into my armor.”
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    “Well, someone seems to have put on their big-boy pants,” Grak said as Arbor entered the main room. 
 
    “And someone else might want to consider brushing their hair,” Arbor commented. 
 
    Grak started, then felt at her hair as though only just noticing how frizzy and sweaty she appeared due to her run over here. 
 
    “I blame you for this,” she said, moving quickly to the back room to straighten up. 
 
    “Well, now that she’s out of the way,” Arbor said, reaching for the breastplate, only to have Prudence slap his hand away. 
 
    “What?” Arbor asked. “You’re not going to let me touch my own armor?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Prudence said, pulling a small, gleaming ring from her pocket. “Hord said that adding in the Mythicallium from the Magma-Tiger not only added new effects, but it now has a new built-in security system.” 
 
    “Really,” Arbor asked as Prudence held out the ring. 
 
    “Only the possessor of this ring may safely touch the armor while it is not being worn,” Prudence said.  
 
    “And what if anyone else touches it?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “The armor will attack them, cutting their arms to pieces.” 
 
    “What if someone were to use a long pole and carry it away like that?” Frunk asked. 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and try?” Prudence suggested. 
 
    Frunk looked about, then retrieved a broom from one of the closets. He extended the handle, hooking it into the metal of the breastplate. As soon as he tried moving it, the part of the stick touching the armor exploded violently, showering them all in splinters. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Frunk said, examining the broomstick. “Will this work against metal or other Mythicallium?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” Prudence said as Arbor slipped the ring onto his right thumb, which was the only finger the ring would fit on. 
 
    “Does it attack indiscriminately?” Arbor asked. “It seems a bit unsafe.” 
 
    “Hord said he believes it has more to do with intent, but he didn’t want to risk touching it to find out.” 
 
    Arbor sighed, reaching out to place his hand on the polished surface of the green Mythicallium. He could see that Hord had repaired almost all the damage to the breastplate, but a set of four lighter lines remained where Nilegard had scored the armor. 
 
    He must have left it on purpose, Arbor decided, likely as a commemoration that he’d survived a battle with a Demon. Arbor didn’t really see any of the new changes until he lifted the breastplate to reveal that the leather straps that had previously held it together had been replaced by gleaming red-orange metal. 
 
    Small, inward-facing ridges lined the metal straps, and he could see how they would hook into the slots on the opposite side, where he could tighten them by just pushing. There was a small switch for the release, making the donning and removal of the armor much faster, and got rid of one of its greatest weaknesses. 
 
    Arbor grinned as he tightened the breastplate, hearing a satisfying number of clicks as the armor tightened. He reached for the bracers next, pulling the right on and noting that small cuffs of lighter orange metal flared out near the wrists, where the blue metal had previously tucked under. 
 
    He didn’t know what this would add but was excited to find out. He pulled the armor up, the shining blue metal sliding over his forearm and up to his shoulder, where another pair of orange metal straps attached across his shoulder. 
 
    Arbor found this piece of armor the most impressive, as it cloaked his entire arm from the wrist to shoulder. It moved, flexed, and bent without any resistance, all with the ability to take extreme punishment. 
 
    He reached for the left bracer, noting that the area where it had been dented by Nilegard’s attack was completely gone. Arbor kind of wished there had at least been a small mark to show where the Demon had chopped off a limb. 
 
    He strapped the orange metal, forming the cross of the straps across his chest. Arbor stared down, noting that the jaguar emblem had been blocked as a result of the new straps. However, even as he was about to comment on this, the metal glowed, shining a brilliant orange, and a moment later, the metal molded around the emblem, the shining green of the jaguar head now appearing on top of the straps. 
 
    “Okay, now I’m impressed,” Arbor said, flexing his arms and watching how the straps moved and the emblem remained fixed in place. 
 
    “Hord said you would be,” Grak said, emerging from the back room. 
 
    Her hair now hung in a shining blue curtain around her face, falling neatly down to the center of her back. All signs of her earlier sweat were gone. In other words, she looked as good as ever. 
 
    “There’s still the last piece,” Prudence said. “And if you will, please do hurry. We don’t have too much longer, unless you’d like to run all the way back to the manor.” 
 
    Arbor grabbed a chair, taking a seat and reaching for the first of the new armor pieces. Hord had incorporated the Magma-Tiger’s Mythicallium in both his breastplate and bracers, but these pieces were made entirely of the shining red-orange metal. 
 
    They were greaves, but much in the same way as the bracers were regular bracers. Arbor slid his leg inside, feeling the smooth metal through the cloth of his pants as he pulled them all the way up to the top of his thigh. The outside even flared up, covering his hip and protecting the previous weak spot. A small pair of hooks attached to a similar pair extending from the bottom of his breastplate. 
 
    “He really has thought of everything,” Arbor said, moving quickly to attach the hooks. “He’s even designed them so that they sit flush inside the lip,” he noted. 
 
    This meant there would be no uncomfortable poking as he moved about. Additionally, there was no way they would unhook in the middle of a battle. However, just like the bracers, these did not cover his feet. Arbor slid the other greave on, hooking it into place and standing up, despite the gleaming armor cloaking his legs from the ankle to his waist. 
 
    “Now all I’m missing are boots, gloves, and a helmet,” Arbor said, looking down at himself. 
 
    “And a codpiece,” Grak said with a snicker. 
 
    Looking a little closer, Arbor could see that he was indeed missing a codpiece. 
 
    “Great,” he muttered. “Guess I’ll have to wear some type of armorer skirt then.” 
 
    “We can always have Hord make more armor,” Grak said. 
 
    “No,” Arbor replied. “I took my share. We need the rest. If I kill another Mythic Cat, I’ll make more armor.” 
 
    “It’s hilarious how you say that so casually.” Grak made her voice deeper, then said, “Yeah, I’ll just kill some legendary, civilization-ending beast, no biggie.” 
 
    “Oh, ha, ha,” Arbor said. 
 
    “My lord, we really don’t have time for this,” Prudence said. 
 
    “Do you have boots for me?” Arbor asked. 
 
    His butler crouched, producing a pair of navy-blue boots designed to match the bracers and offset the shining red-orange. 
 
    “I have an appropriate piece of waist armor as well,” she said as she pulled the boots on, lacing them quickly with a few deft tugs. 
 
    “So, what can this armor do?” Arbor asked, looking down to the greaves. 
 
    The breastplate gave him two minutes of pain-free magic once every twelve hours, and the bracers repelled all magic for the same amount of time.  
 
    “Firstly, Hord says that the cooldown on the enchantments have all dropped to eight hours, thanks to the addition of so many pieces,” Grak said as Arbor rose to allow Prudence to attach the piece of ordinary, black armor around his waist. 
 
    “That’s good,” Arbor said. 
 
    It increased his usage by one within a twenty-four-hour period and he could now use it four times in a single day. 
 
    “The greaves give you full physical immunity for thirty seconds,” Grak said. 
 
    “Full?” Arbor asked. “As in, no damage for half a minute?” 
 
    “Yup,” Grak said with a wide grin. “No damage for half a minute.” 
 
    Arbor let out a whoop, pumping his fist in the air. Sure, it wasn’t the same two minutes as the others, but in battle, he was far more likely to come up against opponents using physical attacks than magical ones, and this covered all bases. 
 
    “What about the glaive?” Arbor asked as Prudence finished strapping the armor on. 
 
    “With all due respect, my lord, we can speak while we’re walking. We have five minutes until the Duke’s daughter descends to the courtyard, and if we make her wait, we will be deemed as rude.” 
 
    “I don’t get all these stupid rules,” Arbor said, following her out the door with Grak and Frunk trailing him. “If we have an hour, why do we only have forty minutes?” 
 
    “It’s more of an unspoken rule,” Prudence replied, speeding up her walk and forcing him to do the same. “One does not make the high nobility wait for them.” 
 
    “Will these rules apply if we do get married?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “I actually don’t know,” Prudence admitted. “Marriages like this aren’t exactly common, so you’ll most likely have to play it by ear. But for now, I’d say making a good first impression is the most important. Although I was opposed to the armor at first, you do cut quite the striking figure. A stunning way to greet someone of her status.” 
 
    Arbor rolled his eyes, but when Prudence turned, he quickly looked away, pretending to be extremely interested in a pile of lumber sitting nearby. 
 
    They entered the manor gates just in the nick of time. The manor doors swung open, and Arbor could see several bannermen holding flags aloft and lining the stairs. 
 
    Wasn’t this supposed to be the other way around? This was his house, after all. 
 
    Arbor sincerely hoped that he wouldn’t need to memorize even more stupid rules in the future. However, his mental lamentations were interrupted as Hammond, the Duke’s messenger, stepped to the front of the small crowd and began speaking in a voice that was far too loud. 
 
    “May I present the Lady of House Gregmar, daughter to the Duke Carve Gregmar, heir to the region of Vergara and seventh in line to the throne, Lady Silvia Gregmar!” 
 
    The doors swung wide then and Arbor felt his breath catch in his throat. In the entrance to his manor stood a ghost of his past, somehow reincarnated to walk among the living again. It was impossible. Yet, there she stood, dressed in a flowing green gown and adorned with silver chains that hung from her long black hair. 
 
     A small smile played around the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Florren,” Arbor whispered, taking a half-step forward, only to be grabbed by Grak. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” she hissed in an undertone as the ghost of Florren began descending the staircase. 
 
    “That woman…” Arbor said, feeling the backs of his eyes beginning to prickle. “She looks exactly like my late fiancée, Florren.” 
 
    Grak’s eyes went wide as she looked between the woman he was set to marry and the clearly confused and distraught Arbor. 
 
    “Well, shit,” she muttered. 
 
    This was a fine mess they’d found themselves in. She only prayed Arbor would be able to hold it together and not piss off the daughter of one of the most powerful men in all of Laedrin.
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    Arbor watched the woman who could have been Florren’s twin sister walk gracefully down the stairs. He could feel his mind going blank as she approached and was at a complete loss for what to say. It was only once the woman stood before him and extended a hand that he felt Grak prod him sharply in the side. 
 
    He didn’t know how she’d managed to find the one chink in his armor, but she was special that way. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you, my lady,” Arbor said, somehow managing to get through the words without stuttering. 
 
    “The honor is all mine, Lord Emerald,” the woman said as he took her hand and carefully kissed it. 
 
    It was only when she spoke that Arbor finally found a difference. Her voice was smoother, richer, more refined. It didn’t contain a hint of the accent that Florren’s voice carried, nor did it contain any of her light, airy tones. After that, it was easy to spot the differences. This woman’s hair was black and her eyes were hazel, whereas Florren had been a brunette with green eyes. 
 
    The way she carried herself also gave off a distinctly noble bearing, and although she wore a flowing gown, Arbor’s Perception Field did a pretty good job of picking up the shape of her figure beneath the garment. This woman was built differently than Florren. She was lither, her bust smaller and her hips a bit wider. 
 
    In other words, it spoke to a life of athleticism the likes of which no normal human could attain. Sure enough, when he switched to Mage Sight, Arbor immediately saw the gleaming silvery Origin sitting in her stomach. This was not Florren, no matter how much she looked like her. 
 
    “Is something the matter, Lord Emerald?” Silvia asked. 
 
    “No, why do you ask?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because you’ve been holding my hand an awfully long time.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Arbor said, jerking his hand away and trying to hide his embarrassment. 
 
    “No need to apologize,” Silvia said, a playful smile tugging at the corners of her lips – which Arbor could now see were much fuller than Florren’s had been. “I never said I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “My…Lady?” Arbor asked, confused. 
 
    “Oh, please stop with all the formality,” Silvia said, rolling her eyes. “I can’t stand it. My father and Hammond always insist on standing on ceremony, but I much prefer a more relaxed approach. Yes, I’m a Duke’s daughter, but trust me when I say that I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to be.” 
 
    Arbor blinked again, trying to give his mind some time to catch up. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” Arbor asked, looking to Grak for help. 
 
    “How about lunch? I haven’t had a decent meal in nearly a week.” 
 
    “Yes. Lunch. That sounds nice.” 
 
    Arbor began walking past her, when he caught Prudence miming out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “M’lady,” Arbor said, holding out his arm. 
 
    “Please, just call me Seven,” the woman said, though she took the proffered arm. 
 
    “Seven?” Arbor asked. “That’s an interesting name.” 
 
    “You can say it,” Seven said. “It’s weird, I know.” 
 
    “Where did it come from?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “My mother, actually,” Seven replied as they walked slowly up the stairs. “She always wanted to have a lot of children. Seven, to be exact. But she died when I was very young. I don’t even remember when I started asking people to call me Seven, but it just stuck after a while.” 
 
    “Is that why there was so much secrecy surrounding you?” Arbor asked. “Not to be rude or anything, but up until a few months ago, no one even knew you existed.” 
 
    Seven gave him a sad smile at that, and her large, deep eyes seemed to shine with an inner light. 
 
    “After losing my mother, he didn’t want to risk me as well. He covered up my birth and hid my existence. The household staff knew, of course, but to everyone else, I pretty much didn’t exist. I…” She sniffed once, quickly swiping at her eye. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Arbor said quickly. “I didn’t mean to start off by upsetting you.” 
 
    “No, it’s alright,” Seven said. “It’s just going to take a bit of an adjustment. I’m not very good with people, you see, as I didn’t meet very many of them locked up in my father’s castle.” 
 
    “Why don’t we talk about something else then?” Arbor asked, finding himself warming to this mysterious, strangely named woman. 
 
    “How about you?” Seven asked. “Tell me about yourself. I would assume your story is a fascinating one. I understand you were a commoner with powerful magic who appeared out of nowhere to win the noble competition. There are rumors floating all over Laedrin, and I have to find out which ones are true.” 
 
    Arbor started talking of his early life before the tragedy that had robbed him of everything he’d held dear. As he spoke, they continued walking, striding slowly up the stairs until they reached the fourth floor. 
 
    They walked onto the main landing area, where Sebastian was waiting for them with a dozen servants. A small table had been brought in and placed before one of the large windows overlooking the gardens. A rich carpet had been spread on the floor under the table, and several vases of flowers had been brought in as well. 
 
    “I think we’ve been escorted far enough, don’t you?” Seven asked, looking meaningfully back to the group of people following them. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    Grak gave him a look for confirmation, and Arbor nodded, giving her the go-ahead to leave. 
 
    “Please, my lady, I must insist that I remain with you and leave at least a few guards—” Hammond began, before Seven cut him off. 
 
    “Do you think so little of Viscount Emerald that you need to leave guards with me?” she asked, her voice growing a bit icy. 
 
    “It would hardly be proper to leave the two of you alone—” Hammond tried again, only to be cut off once more. 
 
    “Elana is here with me, as is Viscount Emerald’s staff. I think we’re fine.” 
 
    “But what of the assassins plaguing the area?” Hammond attempted. “From what I understand, there have been several attempts on Viscount Emerald’s life.” 
 
    “And as you can see, he’s still very much alive,” Seven said with a dismissive wave. “Besides, if I can’t protect myself from a few errant assassins, then my father should just disown me now.” 
 
    “My lady,” Hammond tried. 
 
    “Leave us, Hammond,” Seven said. “And that is not a request.” 
 
    The man looked as though he wanted to protest, but after Seven’s eyes narrowed even further, he quickly bowed and left without a word. 
 
    “Sorry about that, Viscount Emerald,” Seven said. “It’s sometimes hard to remind servants of their place when they become too familiar.” 
 
    This was the first thing she’d said that Arbor would expect to hear from a noble. The way she’d been acting so far was far different than he’d imagined. When he’d pictured this woman, all he’d seen was a spoiled, pampered, and self-important noblewoman. Instead, she seemed so normal. 
 
    Well, as normal as the daughter of a Duke could be. 
 
    “Arbor,” he said, leading her over to the table. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow in question at that. 
 
    “You asked me to call you Seven. It seems a bit strange for you to be calling me by my title, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” Seven said, finally releasing his arm and moving to her side of the table. 
 
    A pair of servants pulled the chairs out for them, and they sat. Now that he was no longer walking next to her, Arbor found himself staring at the woman sitting across from him. She looked just like Florren again. It was uncanny. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Seven asked. 
 
    “What?” Arbor asked, realizing that he’d been caught staring once again. 
 
    “You keep looking at me as though you’ve seen a ghost,” she replied, her tone implying a joke. 
 
    Arbor swallowed nervously, wondering if it would be a good idea to say anything. Then, he decided that since they were meeting to get married, it would only be right of him to tell her. 
 
    “You look like someone I used to know,” Arbor said, his tone somber. 
 
    “What happened?” Seven asked, the smile slipping from her lips. 
 
    “She died,” Arbor said, finding himself unable to look at her. “We were engaged to be married, but she never made it to the wedding.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Seven said. “It seems that I’m not the only one who lost someone important.” 
 
    “I’m sorry as well,” Arbor said. “I didn’t want to be so glum, but I only felt it right to tell you since. Well, you know…” 
 
    “Because we’re supposed to be getting married?” Seven said, not skirting the fact. 
 
    “Yeah,” Arbor replied. 
 
    She pursed her lips for a moment, then sat up a bit straighter in her seat. 
 
    “I’m not the type of person who would force someone into a marriage they don’t want,” she said frankly. “How about this? We spend time getting to know one another, as intended. If, by the end of the month, we both see that it won’t work out, I’ll head back home and tell my father I’ve lost interest.” 
 
    “Won’t your father insist?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “And force his darling daughter into an unhappy marriage?” Seven asked. “I know my father has a reputation, but he isn’t a monster.” 
 
    Arbor thought about it for a moment, trying to detect any sort of lie in her words. With his Perception magic, he could pick up any one of the numerous tells — increased heartbeat, quicker breathing, even the way someone smelled would change when they told a lie. Either this woman was the greatest liar of all time or, the more likely scenario, she was telling the truth. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor agreed. “I think that sounds fair.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Seven said, flashing him a bright smile. 
 
    This smile was very unlike the previous ones. It was not small and reserved, not teasing and playful, but a full unabashed show of joy. And, even more surprising was how Arbor found himself reacting to the woman. He smiled back, feeling a small kernel of longing, something he hadn’t truly felt since Florren had been killed on their wedding night. 
 
    Seven raised her glass to him, and Arbor did the same. 
 
     Perhaps, thought Arbor, this won’t be so bad after all.
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    Over the next couple of weeks, Arbor spent nearly every spare moment with Seven, getting to know her better. He learned everything about her childhood, family, upbringing. He wanted to know everything there was to know about her, and it was the same on her end. Arbor found himself enjoying his time with her more and more, and found that he started making excuses for them to meet more often and for longer periods. 
 
    At first, he’d felt guilty, his conscience telling him that he was only spending time with her because of her looks and similarities to Florren. But by the time the month was coming to an end, Arbor had to give up on those silly notions. Seven may have looked like Florren, but she was very different. 
 
    There wasn’t a single thing that tied them together, other than the way they looked. Seven was a noblewoman and acted like one at times, casually ordering servants around with an air of command that said she expected complete obedience. Of course, he’d never once seen her mistreat or belittle anyone. Well, anyone other than Hammond, who seemed to be there with the express intentions of ensuring they never had a quiet moment together. 
 
    But the two of them found ways to sneak off, whether it be with quiet walks in the gardens at night, meals by the small fountain surrounded by flowers, or a carriage ride through the countryside. 
 
    As the end of the month drew nearer, Arbor began to realize something. He was falling for her, and hard. Seven had her faults, just like every person. But she was kind, understanding, and seemed to have a way of making him feel better, just by being in her presence. 
 
    It was the last night, the one before they said they’d decide, and the two of them were having a quiet candlelit dinner. They chatted amiably about nothing of importance, both avoiding the more serious conversation that would come at the end of their meal. Arbor looked for every excuse to keep it going, having more food brought in and extending conversations far longer than they should have been. 
 
    Finally, when they both lapsed into silence, Arbor knew it was the right time. 
 
    “So,” Arbor said, fidgeting with his napkin beneath the table. 
 
    “So,” Seven said back. 
 
     She seemed almost as nervous as he did. 
 
    “It’s the end of the month.” 
 
    “So it is,” she replied. 
 
    Arbor’s eyes flicked around the room. Only two people were in here with them, Prudence and Seven’s handmaid. But the two of them were so quiet that it was almost as though they weren’t there. This was as private as things would be unless they got married. 
 
    “I…um,” Arbor began. 
 
    “Yes?” Seven asked, leaning forward a bit. 
 
    Arbor could see the longing hope in her eyes. They looked beautiful, reflecting the dancing light of the flickering candles. The light gave her skin a warm glow and made her glossy black hair shine. 
 
    He let out a slow breath, then dove right into it. 
 
    “These past couple of weeks have been some of the best of my life,” Arbor said. “After I lost, I never thought I could love again. I know this was originally supposed to be an arranged marriage, but I want to marry you. Want to spend the rest of my life with you. I love you, Seven, weird name and all.” 
 
    There. He’d said it. It was all out in the open now, and there was no taking it back. Arbor waited, feeling his heart race as he waited for his answer. 
 
    “I feel the same way,” Seven finally replied. “Initially, I wanted to meet you because I was curious. You were handsome, but it was the mystery of it all. Now that I’ve gotten to know you, I can definitely say that I love you too, Arbor. I want to marry you as well.” 
 
    A massive weight came off Arbor’s shoulders then, and a wide, stupid smile appeared on his face. Seven smiled as well then, her grin’s intensity matching his own. 
 
    “So, what happens now?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “I send word back to my father that we want to be married,” Seven replied. “We will have to go meet him in Vergara, where we will sign the contract. He’ll likely throw a big party and invite lots of important people, but that’s just par for the course with nobility.” 
 
    “How much longer will you stay?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’ll take a week for the message to arrive and another to come back to us, so we still have some time together here. Additionally, it’ll take about a week to get there, and I’m sure we can manage to sit in the same coach as we travel.” 
 
    “How much time will we be spending in Vergara?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Seven replied. “You’ll make it back in plenty of time to go off on your little war.” 
 
    “It’s a war to free an oppressed race and make strong allies in the east,” Arbor said. “It’s important.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Seven said with a sigh. “But it means that our wedding will have to be delayed by at least half a year.” 
 
    Arbor felt a small twinge at that. He was going to miss her dearly, as she wasn’t going to be able to join him on his campaign. Going to war just wasn’t something a Duke’s unmarried daughter would do. When they were married, she could travel with him, but until then, they would need to be apart. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Arbor said, reaching across the table and taking her hands in his. “It’ll give you plenty of time to plan.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Seven said. “I do wish my father would let me go along, but I already know what he’ll say, so I’ll save myself the disappointment of his answer.” 
 
    “Think of it this way,” Arbor said. “We have at least three more weeks together, and after I come back, we’ll have the rest of our lives to spend with one another.” 
 
    Seven gave him a shy smile at that and looked away. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet your sister,” she said. “I’ve always wanted a sister, and yours sounds lovely.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Arbor said, feeling a small twinge of worry. “Karria is amazing. Though I’m sure she’ll hate you at first.” 
 
    Seven chuckled at that. 
 
    “Siblings can be protective of one another, but I’m sure she’ll come to like me eventually.” 
 
    Arbor smiled and they lapsed into silence once again. They made a little more small talk, but finally, they realized it was time for bed and rose from their seats. Arbor hesitated for a moment, not really sure what to do. Normally, she’d offer him her hand to kiss, but this time, she stepped a little closer. 
 
    “You may kiss me on the cheek this time,” she said, her cheeks going a little pink. “I think our chaperones will allow it.” 
 
    Arbor felt his heart rate increase and his mouth felt suddenly very dry. Seven didn’t turn or look away as he leaned in, only closing her eyes when he pressed his lips to her cheek. She smelled wonderful this close up and Arbor lingered for just a moment before pulling away. 
 
    Seven gave him another shy smile. Her cheeks were now a rosy pink, making her appear even more beautiful than she already was. 
 
    “Good night, Arbor,” Seven said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Good night,” Arbor said, watching her go. 
 
    “That was a bit inappropriate, my lord,” Prudence said as the doors swung shut behind her. Then, she gave him a small smile. “But I think I’ll look the other way this time.” 
 
    Arbor gave her a grateful smile, then headed out the door as well. Seven was gone, having disappeared into her own suites and leaving the corridors quite empty. 
 
    “Will she be coming with you to your dinner?” Prudence asked as they headed into his personal living quarters. 
 
    “I guess I should probably ask,” Arbor said. 
 
    His dinner with the Barons under him was just a couple of days away, and he’d been pushing off asking until he was sure if they would be going forward with the engagement or not. Sindra would be there with his wife and would be bringing a friend. Arbor had no idea who that would be, and he had to admit he was curious. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Arbor turned as they passed Grak’s open room, seeing both her and Hord sitting there. It appeared they’d been waiting up for him. Arbor’s big, goofy smile gave them both the answer they’d been waiting for. 
 
    Grak let out an excited squeal, while Hord grinned and gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    “You’re going to be getting married!” Grak exclaimed. “Oh, I’m so happy for you!” 
 
    “Congrats, lad,” Hord said. “Marriage is a pain in the ass, but I don’t think I’d be the man I am today without my wife.” 
 
    “Speaking of your wife,” Arbor said. “Where the hell is she? Are you ever going to introduce us?” 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to be getting married, then I won’t really have much choice but to come,” Hord said. “You’ll probably be meeting her then, I suppose.” 
 
    “Ooh! I have to pick a dress!” Grak said excitedly. “And find someone who can do up my hair all fancy! Oh, and…” 
 
    “It’s nice to hear how excited you are for me,” Arbor deadpanned. 
 
    Grak stuck her tongue out at him, and Hord snorted out a laugh. 
 
    “We’ll be leaving for Vergara in about two weeks to meet the Duke,” Arbor said. “It’s up to you if you want to come along, Hord. Grak, you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    The gremlin shrugged. 
 
    “If there’s going to be some type of fancy party, then I’ll be more than happy to spend your money on a dress for the occasion.” 
 
    “Aren’t you getting a stipend?” Arbor asked. “Why do you need to spend my money?” 
 
    “Because you’re making me come along,” Grak said. “I have to assume I’ll be working, so you’re going to have to buy me a dress.” 
 
    “Great,” Arbor muttered. “More money.” 
 
    This war was already costing them in the hundreds of thousands of gold, and seeing as he’d already invested well over five million into the infrastructure of his lands and the new settlement, his coffers were starting to look emptier. 
 
    “Your first taxes should be coming in soon,” Grak said, waving a dismissive hand. 
 
    “Which, according to Frunk, should only be about eighty thousand for us,” Arbor replied. “All the rest will be going to the king.” 
 
    “Yeah, but think about it this way,” Grak said. “Next moon you’ll be getting more than three times that, and the one after, you should be getting close to a quarter-million.” 
 
    “And you’re forgetting that those taxes will likely all have to go into the upkeep of this manor and the new town we’re building, as well as the salaries of my soldiers. We don’t exactly have tons of money to be throwing around.” 
 
    “Guess you’d better go kill a few more Mythic Cats then,” Grak joked. 
 
    “You’re worrying too much,” Hord said, waving a dismissive hand. “Yes, you’re a little tight on money now, but within the next five years, your investments into your land should be returning between four and six million a year. And, if you continue to expand and build your infrastructure, you can easily make that twelve to fifteen.” 
 
    “How did a conversation about my engagement turn into talks on investing and infrastructure?” Arbor asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Because you’re a cheapskate,” Grak said. 
 
    “I’m frugal,” Arbor said. 
 
    “You’re forgetting what else this expensive war will be getting you,” Hord said. “You’ll be gaining a powerful ally with the elves. Elves who may very well agree to send Mages here or even send people to settle here. They’ve always wanted to move out of the Goldenleaf Forest, and there are plenty of adventurous types who would come join you.” 
 
    Arbor let out a long sigh, rubbing the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I’m going to bed,” he finally said, waving his hand and turning away. 
 
    “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning,” Grak called cheerily. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Arbor asked. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because I’ll need your opinion on dresses,” Grak said with a wide grin. 
 
    “Why am I the one who you chose for this? Oh, never mind,” he muttered, turning his back once more and heading to his room.
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    Arbor stood at the top of the stairs, waiting for Seven to emerge from her suite. He’d just come from greeting Marquess Sindra, his wife Esther, and his friend, Earl Gray. Arbor didn’t know exactly why he wanted them to meet, though he suspected it had something to do with the Equality faction within the nobility. 
 
    “How do I look?” Arbor asked for about the tenth time since they’d arrived there. 
 
    “Very handsome, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    “You’re not just saying that because I pay you, right?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Never, my lord,” Prudence replied. 
 
    Arbor let out a long breath. He wasn’t so much nervous about seeing Seven as he was about introducing her to all the nobility waiting downstairs. After today, the rumor would become fact, and before the engagement was even announced, the entire kingdom was likely to know about this. 
 
    The door on the other end of the hall finally opened to reveal Elana, Seven’s handmaid. She stood aside, holding the door open and allowing Seven to step out. She looked breathtaking in a flowing gown of silver stitched with black lace. Her hair was done up, and a heavy necklace of diamonds hung from her neck. 
 
    “Why, don’t you look dashing?” she said, giving him a playful smile. 
 
    “And you look more beautiful than ever,” Arbor said, offering her his arm. 
 
    The two of them strode down the stairs to the third floor where the main ballroom had been set up for the occasion. There was another, larger ballroom on the first floor, but the one on the third was more exclusive. If Arbor was going to be introducing a Duke’s daughter, he had to make it as upscale as possible, which also meant spending a lot of money. 
 
    Arbor had nearly cried when Sebastian had presented him with the bill, amounting to a staggering twenty-eight thousand gold. For reference, the average person made perhaps ten or twelve gold coins a month. He had just blown the equivalent of a small city’s entire budget on dinner. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Arbor asked as they approached the open doors of the ballroom. 
 
    “Quite sure,” Seven replied. “Oh, just a little reminder. Call me Silvia when we’re in public. Can’t go letting my quirky nickname get out.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, took a deep breath, then strolled into the room. There were five Barons standing around and chatting, their wives or dates intermingling. Arbor could see Victoria, the runner-up in the noble competition, with a tall, tan man who appeared to be in his early thirties. Arbor didn’t know who this was, but judging by the deference the others were showing, he must have been important. 
 
    On the other side of the room sat Marquess Sindra, his wife, Esther, and the Earl and his wife. However, when Arbor and Seven entered, all eyes turned on them. Of course, it was at that point when Hammond came strolling in to announce her, making the corner of Arbor’s eye twitch. 
 
    “Introducing…!” Hammond said, launching into his grandiose announcement. 
 
    As the Lord of the manor, Arbor’s head butler should have introduced them. He could tell by the slight tightening of Seven’s hand in the crook of his arm that she knew this and that she knew he’d done it on purpose. Hammond hadn’t liked him since they’d first met, and now, it seemed he was trying to slight Arbor at every turn. 
 
    “…Lady Silvia Gregmar!” Hammond finished, flourishing his arms impressively. 
 
    Arbor rather thought he looked like a colorful rooster, prancing about and thinking himself the king of the world. 
 
    Sebastian stepped forward then, ever so dignified, and introduced Arbor. However, Hammond’s little performance had had its intended effect. No one was paying attention to Arbor now. All eyes were fixed squarely on Seven, the shocked silence so loud, it was near-deafening. 
 
    “Shall we?” Arbor finally asked, and Seven nodded, completely ignoring the gathered Barons as though they were beneath her. 
 
    Arbor figured they probably were. 
 
    “Come now, dinner will be served shortly,” Sebastian said, clapping his hands once and getting the attention of all gathered there. 
 
    As though a spell had been broken, the other nobles began moving toward the main table, talking quietly amongst themselves. Arbor had the pleasure of pulling Seven’s chair out for her this time, though Sebastian moved to push it in before he got the chance. 
 
    “So, Arbor, are you going to introduce us?” Sindra asked. 
 
    “This is Silvia,” Arbor said, leaning back a bit so that Sindra could take her hand. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” he said, leaning down to brush his lips across the back of it. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine, Marquess Sindra,” Seven said with a polite smile. 
 
    “So, what do you think of young Viscount Emerald here?” Sindra asked, straightening back up. 
 
    “He is quite the charmer,” Seven said. “When we met, we…” 
 
    Arbor began to tune out the conversation, looking around the room and taking everything in. The others were whispering between themselves, throwing furtive glances their way. He was sure they were all talking about and wondering the same thing. Why would a Duke’s daughter be seen in the company of a lowly Viscount, especially seeing as he had once been a commoner? 
 
    He was sure the rumors would begin circulating soon, and by the time the night was out, everyone would know what their relationship status was. 
 
    A flock of waitstaff walked in then, carrying platters of food. Arbor noticed the doors closed behind them but didn’t think much of it as he was pulled back into the conversation. 
 
    “What have the two of you been doing to pass the time?” Sindra asked. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve been going for walks through the gardens, carriage rides through the countryside, and so on. It really is nice in this part of the region. We don’t have nearly this much scenery back in Vergara.” 
 
    “Will you be leaving the manor soon?” Sindra asked. 
 
    Arbor was about to answer, but Seven waved her hand. 
 
    “Oh, Marquess, that’s hardly a question for polite company,” she said with an airy laugh. 
 
    It sounded nothing like her usual rich and full-bellied one, which told Arbor that it was most likely faked. 
 
    “But of course,” Sindra said. “I do apologize.” 
 
    It was only after that Arbor realized what Sindra had been trying to do. He’d been digging for information on their engagement. Arbor had said it might happen, but there was no confirmation just yet. Had Arbor told him he was likely to leave the manor in a bit under two weeks, everyone here would know that an engagement was certain and when it would be happening. 
 
    “You know Arbor, you really should—” 
 
    Arbor snatched his plate and hurled it violently to his left, scattering food everywhere and shocking several of his guests. There was a loud thunk and crash as the plate shattered, seemingly in midair. 
 
    “This is a bad move on your parts,” Arbor said, rising to his feet. “You do realize how many important human nobles are here, right? Try anything, and you won’t only have me to deal with, but the entire kingdom of Laedrin.” 
 
    Everyone was staring at Arbor as though he’d gone mad. They couldn’t see what he could. Fourteen assassins had made their way into the room and were all hidden in various parts of it. His Inter Sight showed them all, the closest of which was lying on the ground just a couple of feet behind Sindra’s chair. 
 
    The elf was still conscious but dazed, which was why he hadn’t appeared just yet. 
 
    “Leave now, or you will all be destroyed,” Arbor said, striding over to where the elf lay. 
 
    He grabbed the intruder by the neck and hoisted him into the air. Several nobles gasped as a loud crunch sounded, the body of a dead elf clad all in black appearing from nowhere and dangling in his grip. 
 
    Arbor watched the others, waiting for their answer. He sincerely hoped they would be smart enough to leave. The Goldenleaf Forest would survive a war with him. They would not survive a war with the entire kingdom of Laedrin. 
 
    He was also hoping they’d leave because there was no way there would be no casualties among the nobles, and he was really looking to avoid that. Several of the nobles had risen by now, their Origins flaring with power as they looked around, trying to spot the assassins that only he could see. 
 
    “Last chance,” Arbor said, still holding the dangling body of the elf and reaching for a knife sitting on the table beside Sindra. 
 
    There was a single, tense moment where the elves didn’t react. Then, as one, they all streamed for the door. It burst open, and several of his guests jumped in alarm, whirling in that direction and preparing for an attack. 
 
    “They really are brazen about it, aren’t they?” Sindra muttered as Arbor dropped the corpse and relaxed. 
 
    “At least they had the sense not to start a war they couldn’t win,” he replied, motioning two of the guards lining the walls to dispose of the body. 
 
    “Can you please explain what in the hell that was?!” 
 
    Arbor turned to see Victoria’s plus one. Her date? Husband? Whoever he was, he was staring at the corpse in horror. 
 
    “I’ve made some enemies,” Arbor said with a shrug. “They don’t like me.” 
 
    “No,” the man said. “Enemies declare war. These are elven assassins!” 
 
    “They really don’t like me,” Arbor said. “Now, the assassins are gone, so let’s not let this food go to waste.” 
 
    With that said, he went and sat down next to Seven, acting as though nothing had happened. The stares of disbelief only grew more numerous, at least among those who didn’t actually know him. Victoria, after a few more tense moments, sat back down as well. 
 
    Arbor lifted his fork and knife and began cutting into his meat, waiting for the noise to pick back up again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Seven asked, squeezing his hand beneath the table. “How many of them were there?” 
 
    Seven knew a little about Arbor’s magic. Just enough to know that he could enhance himself to the point where he could sense his enemies’ presence. Of course, that wasn’t really how it worked, and while he might have felt guilty about keeping it from her, he didn’t really understand much about her magic either. She hadn’t explained much, but he had gotten a bit of a feel for it whenever they were in physical contact. 
 
    “Fourteen, counting the dead one,” Arbor said. “And yes, I think I’ll be fine. That was a close one, though. Far closer than I’d have liked.” 
 
    “They’re going to talk, you know,” she said, relaxing now that he was out of danger. 
 
    “They were already going to talk,” Arbor said. “Now they’ll just have more to talk about.” 
 
    “Well, if my father had any doubts about your ability to protect me, he most definitely won’t now.” 
 
    “I very much doubt you were in any real danger,” Arbor said. 
 
    “But they carry daggers covered in Magekiller poison,” Seven said. 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me,” Arbor said, though he did smile. “You would have been fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably,” she replied, lifting her own fork and knife. “But a girl can get used to having someone else do the rescuing. I quite enjoyed watching how you handled the situation. It makes me think that you’ll be a wonderful father.” 
 
    Arbor almost choked on the bite of meat he’d taken, which was – he realized – exactly what she’d been aiming for. 
 
      
 
    Despite all the extravagance and pomp, the dinner didn’t last long after the attack. Victoria was the first to excuse herself and wish him a good night, and the others quickly followed. 
 
    “Will you escort us out, Arbor?” Sindra asked as he rose to his feet and offered his wife his arm. 
 
    “Not going to stay the night?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “No, I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” Sindra said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Have a pleasant evening, Marquess Sindra,” Seven said, remaining seated. 
 
    “You as well, my lady,” Sindra said. 
 
    Arbor walked alongside the Marquess, with Earl Gray following at a distance. 
 
    “I take it things are going well with the Duke’s daughter,” Sindra said once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “You can say that,” Arbor said, feeling a big smile coming to his face unbidden. 
 
    “Ah, there’s nothing like young love,” Sindra said, patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    They continued making small talk until they reached Sindra’s coach, at which point the Marquess gave him a firm handshake, then moved in close. 
 
    “Be wary around that girl,” he muttered. “No matter how she acts, do not forget her family name nor the man who sired her.” 
 
    He stood back then, the smile still present and his serious demeanor completely gone. 
 
    “Have a wonderful evening, Viscount Emerald, and I do hope we see each other again soon.” 
 
    Arbor watched the coach as it sped away, suddenly feeling a small, nagging worry at the back of his mind. Was he being too rash in pursuing an engagement to Seven? Was Sindra right? Worse, was this all an act on her part? 
 
    He didn’t like these questions, as they threatened to undo everything he’d regained in meeting this wonderful woman. Still, it paid to be careful. Arbor decided that his best course of action was to try and dig up some information on her, just in case. He didn’t expect he’d find anything, but Sindra’s warning was not to be taken lightly. 
 
    “Sir?” Frunk asked as Arbor walked back into the manor. 
 
    Frunk had been present, only to assure that things ran smoothly that night, which, in retrospect, hadn’t worked in the slightest, as the elves had made it past him. 
 
    “I want you to look into Silvia and see what you can find,” Arbor said, feeling an immense amount of guilt at giving him that order. “Report back with anything unusual.” 
 
    “You do realize I’m busy planning a war and running pretty much all aspects of your manor other than hospitality, right?” Frunk asked. 
 
    “You’ll manage,” Arbor said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Good night, sir,” came Frunk’s slightly exasperated voice. 
 
    Arbor would probably have to start paying the gremlin more soon if he kept loading him up with all this new work. Either that or find someone else to share the workload. Too bad he couldn’t just take Frunk’s magic and… 
 
    Arbor blew out a long breath. He’d need to talk to the gremlin about his magic soon, especially if what he was thinking were to become a reality. 
 
    For now, he had to get back to Seven and hope that the guilt of what he was doing wouldn’t cause him to act out of the ordinary.
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    “There it is,” Akkard said, crouching low in the shrubbery outside the secret entrance they’d used to sneak into the throne room just months prior. 
 
    “Do you really think this is a good idea, though?” Kya asked. “After all, wouldn’t Karria be keeping a close eye on this place or maybe even set traps to catch anyone trying to come in?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Akkard said, “But I don’t think it’s likely.” 
 
    “Please explain it to me, then,” Kya said. “Because if you’re trying to outthink her, it won’t work.” 
 
    “Because of me,” Ramona said, sliding up to join them. “If she expects any sort of sneak attack, which she probably does, she’ll be expecting to see it coming. With my magic, I can hide us all and easily slip past any guards she may have placed there.” 
 
    “You don’t know Karria like I do,” Kya said, biting her lower lip. “She’s a literal genius right now. Able to see so far ahead into the future that she could probably tell you what a random guard will eat for breakfast a month from now!” 
 
    “And that genius creates a whole crapton of arrogance,” Ramona replied. “She thinks she knows everything, so she’ll be careless.” 
 
    “She doesn’t think she knows everything. She does,” Kya retorted. 
 
    “We won’t get anywhere by sitting around and arguing about it,” Akkard said. “The longer we hang around here, the greater the chance we’ll be discovered and caught. We have the element of surprise and an unexpected card to play. I say we go for it.” 
 
    Kya opened her mouth to argue when Shukle moved up to join them. 
 
    “I agree with the other two,” the gremlin said, having clearly been listening to the conversation. “And since I’m the one in command here, ultimate authority of these matters falls to me.” 
 
    Kya wanted to argue, to tell them they were all making a horrible mistake by underestimating Karria and that she was far smarter than they realized. Yes, they had Ramona, but Karria was sure to have come up with some scenario in which an enemy tried to infiltrate her ranks by cloaking their presence with magic. 
 
    However, at the same time, what choice did they really have? Karria wasn’t just going to waltz out on her own free will, so they either had to take this chance or leave her to continue spiraling deeper and deeper into her magic-induced apathy. 
 
    They began to move, dashing across the open path between them and the entrance and entering the long tunnel. Kya, who’d been expecting to get into a fight immediately, was surprised when nothing horrible happened the moment they stepped in. Instead, they were greeted by complete silence. No blaring alarm, no traps or mines. No guards. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” she muttered as they began walking down the tunnel. 
 
    There were forty of them in all, including the soldiers Shukle had brought along. The dwarves had a sizable army, but not all of them were going to be able to fit into the throne room. That was why they were taking this entrance instead of using the front tunnel into Heart. Yes, it would probably be safer, but it would take much longer to arrive. And, once they did, they’d have to contend with the guards by the doors. 
 
    Kya walked in tense silence, expecting at any moment to be beset by soldiers or Karria herself. The longer they went without bumping into anyone, the more worried she became. Her muscles were tense, her eyes flicking across the walls and ceiling, looking for any signs of a trap. 
 
    Finally, she spotted something up ahead, and Akkard halted for a moment as they did. A cage stood against one side of the tunnel. It was large enough to hold several people, though judging by how narrow it was, it wouldn’t be a comfortable confinement. 
 
    “Is this where you and the others were kept?” Ramona asked in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Akkard said, his voice grim. “And it’ll be where we’re all kept if we don’t succeed. Well, at least those of us who are allowed to live, that is.” 
 
    “Just how dangerous is this girl?” Ramona asked. “I know she’s Arbor’s sister, but she’s only what, fifteen?” 
 
    “Dangerous enough to overthrow an entire nation without them even realizing it,” Akkard said as he kept walking. 
 
    Kya, who’d been worrying that the others weren’t taking Karria seriously enough, started to relax. They knew who they were dealing with. Akkard realized that more than anyone. She still wished they’d have taken a different way in, as she was sure Karria had something planned. There was no way she would leave such an obvious way in and not post a single guard. 
 
    Still, as they reached the end of the tunnel, revealing a short flight of stairs placed against a trapdoor, no attackers showed themselves. 
 
    “We blast the doors open, then rush in, just as planned,” Akkard to Shukle. “We peel off, half to block the doors and the others to engage the enemy soldiers. Non-lethal strikes, if you can manage it, and let anyone who wants to surrender do so. We’re here to liberate my people, not butcher them.” 
 
    Shukle nodded his head, motioning his soldiers forward to set small charges around the door. These were dwarven inventions, supplied by Hord for the mission. Small, shining metal spheres were stuck to the underside of the doors with a special resin that would hold them in place. Once they were set, the group backed down the tunnel a bit and waited for them to go off. 
 
    “How long can you keep us from being seen again?” Akkard asked Ramona as they waited. 
 
    “Depends on how many there are,” Ramona said. “I can keep us all invisible for at least half a minute. After that, I’ll need to start directly affecting the minds of the soldiers present to keep them from seeing us. Otherwise, we’ll become visible.” 
 
    Akkard nodded, then went back to staring at the charges as they began to glow an ominous red. 
 
    “Ten seconds,” he said, his muscles tensing. 
 
    Kya counted down in her head, plugging her ears as she reached three. The explosion wasn’t nearly as loud or destructive as she’d thought it would be. Sure, the doors were blown inward, revealing a small rectangle of light, but there was little actual sound. 
 
    “Charge,” Shukle said, his voice raised just enough so that everyone present could hear. 
 
    Swept up in the motion, Kya was dragged along with the group as they made for the stairs. She could feel her heart pounding as they neared and a cold sweat breaking out on her lower back. She hated fighting and had never really become accustomed to entering battle, no matter how many times she’d been forced to. 
 
    The fact that she was doing this for a friend swept her onward, straight up the stairs and into the throne room beyond. The second she left the tunnel, the trap she’d been expecting became immediately apparent. The bars of a cage stood before her, the gremlin forces already pushed right up to them by the wave from behind. 
 
    “Back, back!” Akkard was yelling, but it was too late. 
 
    As the last gremlin charged up the stairs, packing the cage even more, there was a loud crack as a piece of metal shot from the side of the staircase, sealing it off and trapping them within. 
 
    Kya groaned as she was squeezed between several gremlins, their hardened leather breastplates digging into her ribs, back, and chest. There was barely any room to move, let alone fight. They had walked right into this one, just as she’d feared they would, and now, they were sitting ducks. 
 
    “Well, look who’s come back to join us. I didn’t expect you so soon, Akkard, but your return warms my heart.” 
 
    Kya immediately recognized the voice of her best friend, though the tone was so cold that it chilled her down to her very soul. 
 
    She craned her neck around, getting a good view of their surroundings. They were in the back corner of the throne room, which was not where the tunnel should have let them out. Some fifty guards lined the walls, only one of which had the dark gray skin described by Grak and the others. The doors were sealed tight, a massive steel beam sitting squarely across them. 
 
    The layout of the room had also been changed since she’d last been there. A tall dais had been raised, upon which sat the dwarven throne. It looked different, having been lined with soft cushions and fitted to the size of the girl who now lounged back against the tall headrest. 
 
    She looked different than Kya remembered. Older, somehow. Her brown hair fell in waves down her back, her normally sparkling green eyes cold and calculating. She wore armor instead of her usual garb, a steel breastplate encasing her upper body and gleaming bracers and greaves cloaking her arms and legs. 
 
    Karria smirked down at them, the cruel twist to her lips and the cold look in her eyes, telling Kya that little of her friend remained. The monster that now inhabited her body was as far from human as could be. 
 
    Kya wondered how it was possible that Karria could see them. Wouldn’t Ramona’s magic stop that? It was then that she noticed the woman was pressed up against the bars, a look of pain on her face. Kya also noticed that while she could hear the minds and feel the emotions of all those inside, she couldn’t get a hint of anything from the outside. 
 
    “Reflum bars,” Akkard said, staring up at the smirking girl. 
 
    “What else would it be?” Karria asked, grinning wider. “Do you really think I’d be stupid enough to leave such an obvious way in without some sort of contingency?” 
 
    “You even moved the tunnels around a bit,” Akkard noted. “And shifted them so subtly that even a dwarf wouldn’t notice.” 
 
    Kya sucked in half a breath, wincing at the pain of the gremlins who were crushing her from all sides. It was hard to concentrate with their panic and fear bombarding her. Despite the fact that these were hardened soldiers, the inability to even move was a truly terrifying prospect, especially when they realized how truly screwed they all were. 
 
    The enemy dwarves could just walk right up to the cage and begin slaughtering them. They wouldn’t even be able to fight back. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” Karria gloated. “But I think I managed it alright.” 
 
    “Karria, you need to stop this!” Kya yelled, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    “Ah, the little elf,” Karria said, turning her gaze to her once best friend. “I suppose you came along to try and get inside my head. Well, as you can see, that won’t be happening. I like being this strong. The old Karria was weak, too weak to do what needed to be done. She was dull, slow-witted, and didn’t have nearly enough strength to succeed in her goals.” 
 
    “And what are your goals?!” Kya yelled. “To bring Arbor back?” 
 
    Karria’s smile faded a bit, and a look of anger flashed in her eyes. 
 
    “Because he is back!” Kya yelled. “Arbor has been back for weeks already! Why do you think he sent us all here? He misses you and wants you to come home! Come home with us, Karria. Come back!” 
 
    Karria recoiled as though she’d been struck, and just for a moment, Kya saw her old friend shine through. She still couldn’t feel anything due to the interference of the Reflum bars, but she could see it in her eyes, her posture, the way the cruelty slipped from her bearing and the slight quivering of her lips. 
 
    Then, she composed herself, and her friend vanished once more, buried by the monster. 
 
    “That was a nice try, thinking you could fool me into believing my brother was back,” Karria said. “But I know better. If Arbor had returned, he’d have come for me himself, not sent you here in his place.” 
 
    “But…” Kya tried, only to be cut off by Akkard. 
 
    “Oh well, guess you’ve figured us out. You’re smarter than we could ever hope to be. So, what’s your plan now that you’ve managed to trap us so thoroughly?” 
 
    “I think I’ll get rid of the excess,” Karria said, motioning her soldiers forward. “Then I’ll get that lovely cage ready again. Of course, I’ll have to discipline you for running away. Bad pets need to be punished when they misbehave.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured as much,” Akkard said, then threw himself at the cage bars, doing exactly nothing to them. 
 
    Karria let out a cold laugh as her soldiers approached. However, the laugh cut off when several of the bars to Akkard’s left snapped, clanging to the ground and allowing the soldiers to spill out, drawing weapons and roaring battle cries.
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    Kya was extremely confused as to how Akkard had managed to break metal bars with seemingly no effort at all. Reflum was completely resistant to magic, and brute force could hardly break them, so how had he done it? 
 
    “Oh, you sneaky bastard,” Karria said, motioning her soldiers to stop and spread out, surrounding the cage in a semi-circle. 
 
    “What, did you think you were the only one who could come prepared to a fight?” Akkard asked, stepping free of the cage. 
 
    Kya still didn’t get what was happening, but she joined the wave as they exited, keeping near the back. The soldiers spread out, facing the dwarves and leveling weapons, threatening any who stepped too close. 
 
    “So, you managed to free yourselves,” Karria said, composing herself. “Still, you’re in a precarious position right now. I have the advantage in numbers and power, and a little corrosive acid won’t break me as easily as those bars.” 
 
    “That’s what you think,” Akkard said, flashing her a wide, shit-eating grin. 
 
    Then, Karria’s eyes widened ever so slightly, and her soldiers seemed suddenly confused. Kya didn’t know why though, as she couldn’t really see that anything had changed. Then, she noticed Ramona was no longer touching the cage bars, and it all became clear. 
 
    “Nice trick,” Karria said, her eyes flicking around the room. “You’ve all completely vanished. I can’t even hear or smell you. But no matter, you’re all still trapped against the wall.” 
 
    Then, to her soldiers, she said, “Don’t let them fool you, they’re all still there. Step forward and thrust with your weapons. You’re bound to hit something with them all packed together as they are.” 
 
    “Alright, men, just like we practiced,” Shukle said as the dwarves stepped forward to attack. 
 
    The gremlins bunched up, pulling together into a tight group and those with shields moving to the outside. The dwarves struck, many missing but several hitting the group. However, their formation, coupled with the fact that no one could see them, resulted in no one being hurt. 
 
    “Forward!” Shukle said, and the gremlins changed position again, forming quickly into a wedge and driving through the dwarven force. 
 
    Akkard, Shukle, Ramona, and Kya remained on the inside of the formation, in the most protected spots as they pushed through the enemy. 
 
    “Circle!” Shukle said, and the group split in two, circling outward and moving to flank the dwarves. 
 
    The group of dwarves was still thrusting at thin air, some lying on the ground in a confused daze, while others simply stood there, their heads whipping from side to side as they tried to spot the enemy. 
 
    “I’m dropping our veil now,” Ramona said, Kya finally understanding their plan as she did. 
 
    The dwarves let out a collective cry of surprise as they were finally able to see the enemy, now poised to strike from a position of power. Many of the dwarves were still facing the wrong way, with weapons pointed at the backs of their necks. 
 
    “Now,” Akkard said, stepping forward. “Drop your weapons and bow to your King, and you will be allowed to live.” 
 
    Kya’s heart was pounding in her ears, and she could feel her breath coming faster and faster as the dwarves hesitated. They still had the advantage in numbers, and she could feel how afraid they were of Karria. She decided to give them a little nudge. 
 
    Reaching out with her connection magic, she seized onto one of the threads that represented the conscious mind of one of the dwarves. Then, she imposed her will over that thread and gave it a command. 
 
    There was a loud clattering sound as the wooden haft of the spear struck the stone. The dwarf then raised his hands and lowered himself to his knees, bowing his head to Akkard, and he did it all without even knowing why. 
 
    As she’d suspected, that little nudge was all the dwarves had needed, and three out of four dropped their weapons as well, falling to their knees and surrendering. However, several remained standing, including the gray-skinned dwarf whose mind seemed strangely clouded. Kya could still get vague sensations from the dwarf, but nothing definite or concrete. It was as though she were trying to stare through a foggy sheet of glass, and she didn’t like how it felt. 
 
    “Take their weapons,” Shukle ordered as Akkard turned to face Karria. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve been outplayed,” the dwarf said. “It appears that loyalty to one’s king overrules fear every time.” 
 
    Karria smirked, seeming not at all worried by this turn of events. 
 
    “Do you really think you could have succeeded in disarming my men without me allowing it?” Karria asked. “I only allowed this to happen to see who was truly loyal and who would turn on me at the first opportunity. Now that I have my answer, I can eliminate the traitors.” 
 
    Kya had been having an extremely difficult time getting anything from the girl on the throne. Knowing her abilities gave Karria an advantage, especially with a mind as fortified as hers. Even as she interacted with them and planned, she kept a steady stream of surface thoughts flowing through her mind, making it impossible for Kya to gauge what she was really thinking. 
 
    She caught the murderous intent a split second before she acted, and even as she opened her mouth to shout a warning, she knew it was too late. 
 
    Karria’s hand flashed up, rainbow-colored light flaring around her. Until now, she hadn’t used a speck of her Mythic magic, but now, she showed just how much stronger she’d grown in their time apart. 
 
    Shining silvery needles appeared from nowhere, flashing through the air in glittering streaks. There were cries of pain as they struck, slamming into the dwarves with unerring accuracy. The kneeling dwarves fell, clutching at their necks where the long needles protruded. However, it wasn’t the needles themselves that dealt the fatal blow but rather what Karria had put inside them. 
 
    The dwarves who’d been struck began thrashing, their eyes bulging wide as foam frothed at the corners of their mouths. Their faces began to grow red, some clawing bloody furrows into their own flesh as they tried to breathe. 
 
    “Nasty stuff, isn’t it?” Karria said, watching the dwarves struggle and kick. “Although it would have been more efficient to kill them right away, I decided that punishment was in order. They will choke, their bodies feeling as though they’re burning from the inside out. Normally, they would lose consciousness from such a horrific poison, but mine is special. 
 
    They will remain awake and conscious for the full five minutes it will take for them to die. They can try doing whatever they like. Rip the needles out, cut off their limbs, pull the poison from the entry wound. None of it will matter. They will die, and horribly so. You, however, will not be so lucky.” 
 
    She held up a hand, halting the gray-skinned dwarf as he took a step forward. 
 
    “All of my loyal minions may stand in place and watch as I dismantle this pathetic force just in case you are doubting my supreme power. Allow me to demonstrate why I will one day be the supreme overlord of these lands!” 
 
    Kya took a step back as Karria rose from her throne, stepping smoothly down the steps. She could now feel the intent to kill practically oozing off her. This monster would kill everyone here. She wouldn’t enjoy it. She derived no pleasure from it. She would do it because it was necessary, because she viewed them all as bugs that needed to be stepped on. 
 
    “We need to leave,” Kya said, taking an unconscious step back. “We can’t win.” 
 
    “Form up!” Akkard yelled. “Get that illusion up now!” 
 
    “Please,” Karria said as Ramona used her magic. “You may be able to fool lesser minds with that sad parlor trick, but you can’t fool me.” 
 
    Karria flicked a hand, and a gleaming red dagger flashed across the distance between them. Ramona dodged right into the path of the dagger. She screamed as it sank into her left thigh, passing straight through the gap in her armor presented by the movement and slicing into her femoral artery. 
 
    She collapsed to the ground, clutching at the wound and trying to stanch the bleeding. 
 
    “Stay together, men!” Akkard yelled, gritting his teeth. “Take that bitch down!” 
 
    Kya rushed over to Ramona as the gremlins and Akkard charged Karria. They couldn’t win, and she knew it. This mission had been doomed to failure from the start, and Karria’s last attack had proven why. She wasn’t just smart or think ten steps ahead. She had the power to act on her desires, and she had more of it than any of them. 
 
    “My magic!” Ramona screamed as Kya sank down next to her. “I can’t feel my magic!” 
 
    More than the pain, Kya could feel the overwhelming terror pouring off her, the sheer empty feeling of nothingness coming from within. This wasn’t like being shackled with Reflum. You could still feel your magic but were unable to access it. Now though, when Ramona felt for her magic, she felt nothing. 
 
    “Hold still,” Kya said, grabbing hold of the handle. “This is going to hurt.” 
 
    Ramona wasn’t even listening, her eyes wide in terror. By the feel of the dagger alone, Kya knew it was a forged construct, which told her that Karria had grown far stronger in their time apart. Of course, she’d already known that, but if she could forge constructs that could sever magic, then they could be in real trouble. 
 
    The dagger came free with a wet squelching sound, and blood immediately began gushing from the wound. Kya had prepared for this and bound the woman’s upper thigh tightly, cutting off her circulation. 
 
    “I can feel it again,” Ramona said, the panic leaving her eyes. 
 
    She turned to look at Kya, her sweat-streaked face pale from blood loss and pain. 
 
    “I don’t know what that was, but we need to get out of here. If I can’t hide us from her, then we don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “I know,” Kya said, grabbing the taller woman’s arm and heaving her up. 
 
    She wasn’t physically strong, so it was difficult to even hold her upright, but with Ramona’s injury, there was no way she’d be able to walk on her own. 
 
    Kya turned to the others who were engaging in battle with Karria and knew that leaving was their only option. Soldiers were falling quickly as Karria continuously maintained a distance between them. She moved lithely and perfectly, placing her feet and weapons exactly where they needed to be in order to hit her marks and avoid taking any blows. 
 
    To anyone watching, it would appear that the dwarves were simply walking into her attacks, which, for all intents and purposes, was exactly what they were doing. 
 
    Kya continued hobbling over to the Reflum cage, eyeing the steel sheet that had slammed across their exit. That was their only way out. She just hoped they would have enough time to get the sheet open. 
 
    The dwarves who’d been hit by the needles were still spasming, and although Kya felt extremely guilty for doing so, she needed their help. Using her magic, she forced two of them to their feet and sent them running ahead to get the stairway open. They moved jerkily, their hands still clutching their necks and foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “Come on, I thought you were going to win this fight,” Karria taunted, sidestepping a sweeping spear and tossing a dagger to her left without looking. 
 
    She stepped back, throwing two more daggers, then did a perfect backbend, avoiding a mace. She twirled back, her legs whipping up into the air just before a mace smashed into the ground. Her hand flashed up as she performed this acrobatic maneuver, and another dagger was forged and launched. 
 
    All of the gremlins she hit went down. Not all were dead, but her attacks were precisely aimed to either kill or incapacitate. Not a single target had more than one dagger lodged in them, and anyone who was hit was effectively out of the fight. 
 
    The gremlins began to grow more and more erratic as they tried to be unpredictable, breaking up their formation. Several, thinking themselves clever, tried double, triple, or quadruple-bluffing, turning one way, then the other, pulling attacks and changing angles at the last second to try and defeat Karria’s counters. 
 
    Of course, none of them succeeded, and they continued walking right into her daggers. A couple of the gremlins even ended up taking each other out, both trying to avoid being hit and catching one another with their spears. 
 
    In less than half a minute, Karria had reduced their force by over two-thirds, leaving less than eight fighters still on their feet. 
 
    “Stand still and fight like a man!” Akkard yelled, swinging his mace with all his might and missing her by a mile. 
 
    “But I’m not a man,” Karria said, throwing a dagger to her left, the blade taking a gremlin in the eye and killing him instantly. 
 
    Akkard roared, charging and swinging again. Then, he hurled his mace, trying to catch her off-guard. But, as always, it was impossible. A shield appeared, stopping the mace in its tracks less than a foot from Akkard’s body. It rebounded, the mace head swinging around and catching Akkard in his left shoulder, breaking the bone and knocking the dwarf to the ground. 
 
    The remaining gremlins tried to reach her, but Karria took them out with ease, either killing or crippling them badly enough so they couldn’t stand. 
 
    “Well,” Karria said as Shukle went down with a dagger in his ankle. “I think that was a wonderful bit of exercise, don’t you?” 
 
    The groans of pain from gremlins and dwarves bleeding all over the place were her only replies. 
 
    Kya had watched the entire battle unfold as she crouched next to the steel plate, watching with bated breath as the strangled and dying dwarves poured some of the remaining acid on one edge of the steel plate. She was terrified that they wouldn’t make it in time, but as Akkard was going down, the plate shifted, and the dwarves pulled it aside for her. 
 
    “Thank you for your help,” Kya said, “Now sleep.” 
 
    The dwarves immediately fell into unconsciousness. It was the best mercy she could give, allowing them a reprieve from the pain and suffering until their bodies perished. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, dragging Ramona down with her. “We need to get out of here and back to Arbor. He’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “I don’t know if anyone can help that girl,” Ramona groaned as Kya dragged her down the stairs. “She’s a monster, a creature without a shred of remorse or decency.” 
 
    “I know what she is now,” Kya said, biting her bottom lip. “But I also know the person whose mind is trapped in that body. She is kind, sweet, and one of the greatest people you will ever meet. We just need the right person to bring her out.” 
 
    Ramona’s body slumped then, and Kya felt her slip into unconsciousness. She was pretty confident that she’d be able to get away, even if she had to drag Ramona along with her. The reason for that was simple; Karria didn’t view her as a threat, so she wouldn’t waste resources going after her. 
 
    She had the king of the dwarves, the only man who might be able to challenge her rule. In coming here, they had given her exactly what she needed.
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    Karria sat back in her throne, watching her minions clear away the bodies of both the living and dead. They would be tossing them all into the same cage, a reminder of what happened to those who opposed her. It had been nearly two months since Akkard’s escape – she had been away at the time – and she was glad he’d been stupid enough to come back. 
 
    What troubled her was that Kya had been there. Logic dictated that if she were back, Arbor should have returned as well, but despite the elf’s claims that he was, she couldn’t bring herself to believe her. 
 
    Had Arbor returned, he would have come for her in person. The only logical conclusion was that there had been a way back, but her darling brother, selfless as always, had pushed Kya back to Laedrin while he remained trapped within the Lower Realms. 
 
    “My lady,” the gray dwarf said, bowing to her. 
 
    “Are the prisoners comfortable?” Karria asked. 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” the gray dwarf said. 
 
    “Good,” Karria replied. “I want them all questioned. I trust you can handle that?” 
 
    The gray dwarf nodded, and Karria waved a hand to dismiss him. 
 
    “You,” she said, directing her words at one of the few dwarves who’d remained steadfast in his loyalty. “Go fetch Jek. I want an update.” 
 
    The dwarf gave her a smart salute, then quickly made for one of the hidden passageways she’d had made. There was a reason Jek wasn’t here, and it was the same reason why two gray-dwarves were never in the same space. If those she imbued with power came within fifty yards of one another, they would expire violently. 
 
    It was an odd effect, one she had yet to figure out. Regardless, they were still extremely useful, especially seeing as dwarves normally never had any magic. It was only thanks to her Bestowal magic that they had power at all, and it was for that reason that they were absolutely loyal to her. 
 
    Karria’s eyes flicked around the room, noting that the steel door over the stairway was corroded and slightly ajar. Of course, she knew that Kya and that human/elf woman with the ability to turn others invisible had run. But, seeing as Kya couldn’t control her mind and the other woman couldn’t fool her with her pathetic magic, she wasn’t going to bother going after them. 
 
    They were both terrified of her and wouldn’t be returning anytime soon. Though she really wanted to know how Kya had gotten back, she could probably find that out by interrogating Akkard and Shukle. Those two would be in the know, and she was confident her methods would yield results. 
 
    A small door in one of the walls slid aside then, and Jek trundled in. He looked the same as he had since the day she’d imbued him with power. Corded muscle ran over his short frame, his eyes glowing an odd yellow color, and his skin, a dark blue-gray. His hair and short beard were a stark white, standing out against his darker skin. 
 
    “How is it coming along?” Karria asked, lounging back on her throne. 
 
    “The engineers are confident they can get it up and working within the next few months,” Jek said, falling to his hands and knees and pressing his forehead to the ground. 
 
    “Why is it taking so long?” Karria asked, feeling a flash of annoyance. “I told them exactly what to do nearly three months ago.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my lady,” Jek said. “Though you have given the engineers exact instructions, a genius such as yourself cannot expect those of lesser intelligence to perform adequately.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Karria said. “A brilliant chef can tell a peasant how to cook his dishes, but that doesn’t mean they will know how to replicate it. I expected this. But my calculations put this project in its end phase a month ago. What is the holdup?” 
 
    Although Karria had only been in charge of the Jagged Peaks for a bit over three months, it felt as though it had been a lot longer. In her time here, she’d started on several projects, the most important of which was a portal designed to break through the dimensional barrier so she could pull Arbor back to Laedrin. 
 
    Once he was back, the two of them could set out on a campaign together. First, to crush the elves who’d sent him there in the first place, then against the humans and gremlins. With their combined strength, the two of them could crush all who stood in their way and rule Laedrin together. 
 
    It wouldn’t be difficult to convince him to join her side once she brought him back. She was his darling sister, after all, and he would do anything for her. When she told him of all the horrible things she’d been through after escaping Ramson’s clutches, he would happily help her crush everyone who stood in her way. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lady,” Jek said, keeping his head pressed to the floor. “The engineers are a bit…wary of me and don’t tell me everything they should. My appearance is off-putting, so they don’t trust me despite the fact that I am their rightful king.” 
 
    Karria felt another flare of annoyance. This farce was seriously starting to impact her plans. Ruling these pathetic creatures from the shadows was so tedious. If she could only go down in person, she was confident she could encourage those dwarves to work faster. 
 
    “I need an exact date,” Karria said, crossing one leg over the other and interlacing her fingers. “If Arbor isn’t back by then, tell them that they will all be dying horrible deaths.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that, my lady,” Jek said. “It would be out of character.” 
 
    “For every second my brother languishes in the Lower Realms, I will kill another of your pathetic kind. I’m done playing nice. Tell them that. The longer they drag their stubby little feet, the more of their kinsmen I will slay. 
 
    “If you need proof, drag a few of the corpses from the new cage I’ve set up for our latest batch of visitors.” 
 
    Jek pressed his forehead to the ground once again, then rushed off to follow her orders. 
 
    “All of you, get out,” Karria said, snapping at the dwarves who were busy scrubbing the floors clean of blood. 
 
    They obeyed without question, rushing out and leaving her alone for the first time in days. Karria let out a long breath, steadying herself. She needed to think more clearly, and to do that, she needed to move up another Tier. 
 
    Currently, she was at Tier 5, two Tiers higher than she had been upon entering the Jagged Peaks. She was on the cusp of something great; she could feel it. Her power had grown by leaps and bounds, but another Tier would sharpen her mind further and give her access to even more of her astonishing power. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Karria concentrated on the myriad of tiny, rainbow-colored lights flashing through her nervous system. She could see her two Origins in her mind’s eye, the rainbow-colored Mythic Origin at the back of her skull and the brilliant, orange-colored Bestowal Origin sitting right in the center of her brain. 
 
    She could see the small tendrils extending from that Origin, reaching into several parts of her mind and lighting them up. There was still so much more to explore, and Karria knew that if she continued to push, she would only grow smarter. 
 
    She used her considerable mind and interposed a scene over the throne room, reaching into her Mythic Origin and pushing her magic outward, allowing millions of tiny lights to stream from all over her body. She could feel the strain it placed on her mind, even though her Bestowal magic compensated, removing a great deal of it and easing her aching head. 
 
    When her eyes flicked open, she was sitting in a familiar forest clearing. Flowers bloomed all around, and the scent of spring was in the air. Trees grew small buds, some containing flowers themselves, while others were tipped with green. She could see her house, feel the inviting warmth as it called to her. 
 
    Karria knew what she would find inside. Nothing. Her power did not afford her the strength to forge human constructs. Not that she hadn’t tried. She’d tried forging her mother first, picturing the woman in perfect detail and attempting to force her likeness out into the world. But as soon as she’d tried, she’d run up across a wall. 
 
    In other words, it was possible to forge human constructs, but not at her level. She estimated that her strength needed to be somewhere in the high 20s to low 30s for her power to be sufficient. 
 
    Karria looked around, feeling absolutely nothing at all. She didn’t forge this place out of a sense of nostalgia. Feelings and emotions were for the weak. No, she’d simply forged this place because it was the most familiar to her. She’d hoped that forging a scene like this would be more strenuous, but it appeared that without the moving bits and pieces, it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    She reached deeper, imagining the swallows and hummingbirds, constructing them in her mind and pushing them out into the world around her. 
 
    Dozens of birds formed over the next thirty seconds, this time placing significant strain on both of her Origins. She gritted her teeth, feeling the telltale release of heat as her head began to steam. She was entering dangerous territory, but as she watched the birds flitting about, landing in trees and moving to drink the floral nectar, Karria could feel the breakthrough coming. 
 
    She pushed just a little harder, adding to her scene. Red squirrels appeared next, only four of them, their bodies constructing themselves in the branches of trees. Skeletons appeared first, muscle and tissue flowing over their frames next, followed by the nerves and internal organs, and finally, skin and fur. 
 
    She shuddered as she breathed life into them, sagging in her throne as the squirrels began to move about. Her body felt as though it were burning up, and her vision was beginning to grow hazy. Yet, even as she felt on the verge of collapse, her magic threatening to recoil and cause severe damage to both her body and mind, the next Tier opened to her. 
 
    Karria felt a rush of pleasure as another dam broke, power flooding into her and soothing all of her aches and pains. Maintaining the forest was now only moderately difficult, even with all the moving parts. She felt her lips quirk up as she examined her handiwork, feeling that there was now something far grander that could be created. 
 
    She now had both the capacity and mental fortitude to do so and the power to carry it out. Each and every successive Tier she surpassed gave her access to more of her incredible power. Even though her brilliance continued to grow, she could see no way for her to access all of that power without going through the meticulous process of breaking through each Tier. 
 
    It was annoying, to say the least, yet Karria found it strangely exhilarating, knowing how powerful she already was and that when she reached her final Tier and her body granted her full access to her power, that no one would be able to stand up to her. Not even creatures of other realms!
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    Arbor stared out the coach window, watching the people rushing to get out of their way as they rode through the streets of Vergara. He’d been on the road with Seven for just under a week, and though he’d hoped the soldiers he’d sent out to retrieve Karria would have returned before he had to leave, no one had. 
 
    Everything was ready to go upon his return, or so Frunk had assured him. Their armies were trained, and the supplies were being gathered. They were preparing for a war against the elves of the Goldenleaf Forest, and yet, here he was, heading to meet Seven’s father, the Duke of Vergara and his future father-in-law. 
 
    Frunk had done some digging on Seven as he’d asked, but despite the gremlin’s thorough investigation, he’d been unable to find anything incriminating or damning. The woman was just as she’d appeared. A bit pompous and self-important, but a lovely and wonderful person, just as he’d thought. 
 
    “You seem distracted.” 
 
    Arbor started, looking to Seven, who was sitting across from him with her hands folded in her lap. They were alone. Well, as alone as one could be in a moving coach. Their butlers both sat on the other side of the separating glass, fully capable of seeing in and preventing any ‘funny business’ between the two of them. 
 
    “I’m worried,” Arbor said. 
 
    “About meeting my father?” Seven asked. 
 
    “Well, that too,” Arbor admitted. “But mostly about my sister and friends. They still hadn’t returned by the time we left, and I can’t help but think that something horrible happened to them.” 
 
    Seven reached out a hand, carefully placing it over one of his. 
 
    “We probably only missed them by a couple of days,” she replied. “Just watch. They’ll probably be waiting for you upon your return.” 
 
    Arbor sighed. He still couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad had happened, but Seven’s assuring smile did make him feel a bit better. She looked so beautiful when she smiled that way. 
 
    The two of them had only grown closer over the intervening weeks as they waited for the Duke’s answer, and they had set off as soon as he’d agreed to the meeting. Arbor had wanted to wait, but both Sebastian and Frunk had told him it would be a bad idea to keep him waiting, and his two best friends had backed them up. 
 
    Both Grak and Hord had come along on this trip and were traveling in Arbor’s coach behind them. He and Seven were currently in her coach, which explained the much more feminine design. The colors were lighter, with more hues of purple, red, and pink. Red was Seven’s favorite color, though she saved gowns and dresses of that color for special occasions. 
 
    She’d informed him that when her father signed the contract and blessed their engagement, she would have a red gown made for the party. Honestly, she seemed to be more excited about the clothes she would wear than the actual event itself, which she and Grak seemed to have in common. 
 
    “Arbor, you’re doing it again,” Seven said, concern lacing her voice. 
 
    “Sorry,” Arbor said, coming back to himself. “And you don’t have to worry about me. I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Seven, who was still holding his hand, squeezed it a bit tighter. 
 
    “If all goes according to plan, I’m going to be your wife. That means that it’s going to be my job to worry about you.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what guards are for?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know what I mean,” she said, swatting his arm. 
 
    The two of them smiled at one another then, Arbor feeling a rush of warmth as she squeezed his hand again. He wanted so badly to lean in and kiss her. Those shining hazel eyes, standing out even more due to the shadow dusted on her lids, the sheen of her long lashes, her lips painted a light pink and slightly parted. 
 
    He could feel her heartbeat through their touch, the quickening of her pulse as the moment stretched on. 
 
    “Arbor,” she said, her voice coming out low and breathless. 
 
    He could feel it from her as well, her longing, her desire, the wish to act on her impulses, despite the impropriety. Had that moment been allowed to stretch any further, Arbor didn’t know what could have happened, but thankfully, the coach ground to a halt, breaking the strange spell the two of them had been under. 
 
    They quickly leaned back, breaking contact. Seven’s cheeks were flushed red, and Arbor himself felt a bit hot under the collar. He could feel people moving about on the outside and see figures rushing around through the windows. 
 
    A mass of gray stone took up the rest of the view, the corner of a tall spire visible against a small sliver of blue sky. 
 
    “It looks like we’re here,” Seven said, just before the door opened to reveal a man Arbor had yet to meet. 
 
    “My lady,” the man said, going into a sweeping bow. “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “Mudsworth,” Seven said. “Is my father home?” 
 
    “Indeed, he is, my lady,” Mudsworth said, extending a hand to help her out. “He has been eagerly awaiting your arrival and is excited to meet your Viscount Emerald.” 
 
    Arbor noted that the man didn’t even look at him, helping Seven from the coach and turning his back. He hated politics. 
 
    “Do you need assistance exiting the coach?” Prudence asked, appearing at the door. 
 
    “I think I can manage on my own, thanks,” Arbor said, getting out of the carriage and stepping onto solid ground. 
 
    Prudence immediately began fussing over him, straightening his clothes and smoothing his hair. 
 
    Grak and Hord exited his coach, the gremlin woman arching her back and groaning while the dwarf examined the towering castle before them. 
 
    “Well, he has a big house,” Hord noted as he walked over. 
 
    “He is a Duke,” Arbor said with a shrug. “What else did you expect?” 
 
    “Stop moving,” Prudence said as she brushed his clothes off. “You’re making this difficult.” 
 
    “I look fine,” Arbor said, itching to go catch up with Seven, who was being ushered through the massive front doors. 
 
    “Not to meet the Duke,” Prudence said, pulling a small squeeze bottle from her suit and aiming it at him. 
 
    “Nope,” Arbor said, snatching the bottle from her and handing it to Hord. “I’m not some pompous asshole who’s so full of himself that he needs to be doused in perfume.” 
 
    “To be fair,” Grak said, running a brush through her hair. “You are a bit full of yourself. You do like staring into the mirror an awful lot.” 
 
    “That’s not the same,” Arbor defended himself. “Mirrors just offer an opportunity to make sure I look neat.” 
 
    “You literally have someone who follows you around all day to make sure of that. So, either Prudence isn’t doing a good job, or you’re full of yourself,” Grak said, tucking the brush away. “Seeing as all those ladies are staring and blushing, I’m guessing it’s the latter.” 
 
    Arbor started, then turned, seeing that there was indeed a flock of maids – likely sent to tend to the needs of the guests – all staring at him at him, red-faced. They quickly looked away as soon as he turned, their blushes deepening. 
 
    “Is it just me,” Hord said as the three of them began walking toward the palace doors. “Or are all of the maids here young and pretty?” 
 
    “No, it’s not just you,” Grak said, looking around, then lowered her voice and gave Arbor a suggestive grin. “Maybe the Duke’s some kind of pervert and likes to—” 
 
    “Okay!” Arbor said, cutting her off there. “No more talking for you.” 
 
    Grak giggled to herself but didn’t say anything else, hiding behind a smirk. Every time Arbor looked back, she would wiggle her eyebrows at him. He had no idea why she was acting like a child now of all times, but oddly enough found that her behavior was making him relax. 
 
    “Why are they ignoring us?” Arbor asked Prudence as they continued following Seven’s procession down the sweeping corridor. 
 
    They were about twenty paces behind, but Prudence’s hand on his shoulder stopped him from trying to catch up. 
 
    “For appearances, my lord,” Prudence said. “This is the household of a Duke and you are just a Viscount. Most here aren’t privy to what is happening, though there are some circulating rumors. However, until it is official, you will be treated only with the respect due to your station.” 
 
    “I’d have thought a Viscount would receive more respect from household staff,” Arbor muttered. “Or does the fact that they serve a Duke make them think they’re better than me?” 
 
    “How very petty of you,” Grak said. “You sound almost like a noble.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Arbor muttered, shooting her a glare. “Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?” 
 
    “Yes,” Grak said. “Although your thinking seems to be all wrong.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, and why is that?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “The servants aren’t ignoring you because they work for a Duke,” Grak said. “They’re just too busy hiding behind doors and blushing to offer any assistance.” 
 
    The corridors were some fifteen feet wide, so Arbor’s Perception Field should have been able to pick that up. As he switched over to his Inter Sight, he could see dozens of figures all hiding inside doors, though they were all cracked open just enough for them to peek through. 
 
    Since he could literally see their insides, he could see that their heart rates were elevated, indicating either fear or excitement. Grak was a pretty good judge of character, which told him it was likely the latter. 
 
    “I’m never gonna hear the end of this, am I?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Grak replied, her grin wide and promising no end for future teasing. 
 
    “Maybe the Duke is a pervert,” Arbor muttered, noting again how young and female all the staff seemed to be. 
 
    In fact, the only male employees were the house guards, and even some of them were female. He judged their ages to range from twenty to twenty-five at the very oldest, while the male guards seemed to vary a bit more. Of the female staff, not a single one appeared over the age of twenty, further cementing the fact that the Duke was a total deviant. How he didn’t have more children with all these young women serving him was a complete mystery. 
 
    “Wait,” Prudence said, snagging his arm again and halting him as Seven’s group stopped before a closed door. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go now?” Arbor asked. “I assume the Duke is waiting in there for you.” 
 
    “Probably,” Prudence replied. “But custom dictates that she meets with her father on her own first. We will only be invited over once they have entered, and then, we will patiently wait to be called in.” 
 
    Arbor sighed but did as he was told. The door swung open and Seven entered. She turned her head ever so slightly before she did, and their eyes met for an instant. Arbor caught a flash of something as she entered, though it was so quick that he was sure he had to have imagined it. 
 
    The door closed and four guards stepped forward, blocking the corridor. They didn’t draw their weapons, but it was clear by the way they were standing that they were here to ensure none of them approached the door, leaving a gap of some twenty-five feet between their group and the door, effectively blocking Arbor’s Perception Field from telling him what was going on inside. 
 
    Sharpening his hearing to try and listen in would do him no good, as he still didn’t have fine enough control to block out ambient sound and would likely be deafened the first time anyone said or did anything. 
 
    His Mage Sight could show him the flow of magic within the room, but that wouldn’t really give him an idea as to what was happening in there. His Inter Sight might help, but with walls in the way, it wouldn’t do him much good. It had only worked earlier because the servants had been peeking out at him. 
 
    He was stuck waiting, not knowing what was going on inside that room between Seven and her father. Arbor hoped the Duke didn’t have any reservations about the two of them getting married. After all, although this had been arranged at first, he wanted this to work out more than anything. 
 
    He loved this woman, and she loved him. Additionally, their children would be safe and the sole inheritors of a powerful family. His little sister would be well cared for, and all those he held close would be that much safer. 
 
    “Cookie?” Prudence asked, holding out a small silver tray. 
 
    Arbor had no idea where his butler had pulled that tray from. The smell was tantalizing, but he was too nervous to eat, so he just waved her off. 
 
    “Well, if you’re not going to eat it,” Grak said, reaching for the cookie, only for Arbor to slap her hand away. 
 
    “You’ve stolen enough of my pastries, witch!” Arbor snapped, grabbing the cookie and biting into it. 
 
    “Now that’s just plain rude,” Grak said with a pout while rubbing her hand. 
 
    “Says the woman who’s been stealing my breakfast every day,” Arbor said through a mouthful of cookie. 
 
    Any signs of weight loss from her incarceration were long since gone, thanks to Grak coming to steal his food after his morning training sessions. 
 
    “Not to worry,” Prudence said, pulling another tray from seemingly nowhere. “I packed extra.” 
 
    Grak reached for it eagerly, only to have Arbor snatch that one as well. 
 
    “Hey!” Grak complained as Arbor bit into her cookie. 
 
    “No cookies for you!” Arbor said, stuffing it into his mouth. 
 
    “Now, lad,” Hord tried to intercede, but Arbor just snatched the next cookie that Prudence produced. 
 
    “Don’t ‘lad’ me,” Arbor said, spraying the dwarf with cookie crumbs. “She’s been stealing my food for weeks now. This is the least she can do to repay me.” 
 
    With that said, and ignoring Grak’s glaring, Arbor proceeded to eat all of the cookies, getting his revenge on the pastry-stealing monster who came after his favorite treats on a daily basis.
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    While Arbor and Grak were squabbling over cookies in the hallway, Carve was busy grilling his daughter on everything she’d discovered over her stay at the manor. 
 
    “But, Daddy, I don’t care about all this boring stuff!” Seven complained. 
 
    Her veil had slipped almost before she’d entered his office, and only a quick yank on her sleeve by Mudsworth had prevented her true personality from being shown to her future husband. 
 
    “But I do,” Carve said, his tone calm. “Now tell me again about your seventh date.” 
 
    “Ugh!” Seven complained, throwing her arms in the air. “I already told you. We had a super-romantic candlelit dinner. He gave me a really hot kiss and he smelled so good.” 
 
    Carve just stared at her flatly. 
 
    “Oh, calm down,” she said, waving a hand. “It was still all ‘proper,’” she said, making finger quotes in the air. “He kissed me on the cheek, and there was no exciting, clothes ripping ravishing on the table. Even though I wanted to so badly.” 
 
    “Focus,” Carve said, not wanting to hear the details of his insane daughter’s inner monologuing while on her date. “I want to know about the Pendant. Did you see it?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw the stupid pendant,” Seven said. “I got a look down his shirt when he was leaning in to kiss me. Oh, you should have seen him! His muscles were so hard, and…” 
 
    Carve tuned his insane daughter’s prattling out, feeling a thrill of excitement. He hadn’t been entirely sure that Arbor did indeed have the Pendant. He’d suspected as much, based on the fact that the gremlins had been flocking to him, but he hadn’t actually known for sure. Now, for the first time since he’d heard the rumor and sent his daughter to investigate, he knew. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” he said, interrupting Seven’s rambling about Arbor’s biceps and how she’d talked him into allowing her to feel them. 
 
    “I am telling you about it,” Seven said, looking confused. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    “Not about him,” Carve said, feeling his patience slipping. “About the Pendant!” 
 
    “Again, with the stupid pendant,” Seven said. “No one cares about that stupid thing. Arbor is the one who matters here.” 
 
    “I care about that stupid thing,” Carve said. “And if you don’t tell me, I’m not going to let you marry him.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” Seven said, aghast at the very notion. 
 
    “I would,” Carve said. “The only reason I agreed to this marriage in the first place is because of that pendant, so without it, there is no marriage.” 
 
    “I thought you said yes because we were going to make perfect babies,” Seven said. “He’s, like, super hot and dreamy. He makes cows look weak, and ugly people would probably melt if they saw him. And not to pat myself on the ass or anything, but I have an incredible body too. I mean, have you seen me? Oh, who am I kidding? Of course you have,” she said with an insane giggle. 
 
    “Our little kiddies would be so attractive and strong too. I bet they wouldn’t threaten their mommy. Not like you do, Daddy. Always threatening to take my things away. Not to mention how you sent Ram Son to kill my darling sweetie and made me leave. I love him, and this time no one will stop us from getting married, not even you, Daddy!” 
 
    Carve resisted the urge to scream. When she’d first come in, her mask had begun slipping, but as their conversation went on, she continued to slip deeper and deeper into her previous role of insane and unhinged daughter. Except now, instead of acting like a petulant child, she was acting like a sexually frustrated teenager who wanted to jump the boy she liked. 
 
    The biggest difference between the two was that no teenager in their right mind would go telling their parents about it. Seven, on the other hand, had zero qualms about voicing her opinion, and getting her to focus on anything other than what she wanted to talk about was becoming more difficult. 
 
    Additionally, just like any teenager, she was being rebellious and going so far as to make badly veiled threats. She wanted to marry Arbor, and he was using that very same tactic against her to get what he wanted. But he knew how to control his daughter, so he just changed his method. 
 
    “Oh, if you want to marry him, I won’t stop you. But I also won’t stop the people who want to tell Arbor who you really are.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t!” Seven said, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “Oh, I think you know I would,” Carve replied. “Now, you are going to behave. Stop threatening your father, who loves you, and tell me about the pendant.” 
 
    Seven glared at him for a few more moments before letting out another explosive sigh. 
 
    “Fi-i-ine!” she yelled, “I’ll tell you about the stupid pendant, but you better invite my darling in here when I’m done and sign that stupid piece of paper.” 
 
    Carve nodded, then listened as his daughter described the pendant in vivid detail, from the gleaming red coloration, like that of blood, to the gemstones set on its surface, to the roaring lion and oak tree on its two sides. 
 
    “So, are you happy now?” Seven asked. 
 
    “Very,” Carve replied. 
 
    “Good,” she said, rising to her feet. 
 
    “Sit back down,” Carve said. 
 
    “Why?” Seven complained. “I wanna bring Arbor in!” 
 
    “Because we still haven’t discussed the terms of your contract, nor have we talked about how you’re going to manage to stay normal for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Daddy, you’re such a boring poophead! I bet all the other noble daddies treat their daughters way better than you treat me!” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Carve said. “But none of them need to constantly remind their daughters about how to behave in public. Now sit.” 
 
    Seven glared at him again and Carve wondered why he was even fighting with her over this. Once they were engaged and married, she would be out of his hair for the most part. They would still need to meet to discuss details on the pendant and he’d need to start bending Arbor to his side, but that wouldn’t be too hard. 
 
    Finally, after nearly half a minute of silence, she went back and plopped into her chair, crossing her arms petulantly and pouting like a child. 
 
    “Now, tell me how you handled him,” Carve said. 
 
    “I acted exactly the way I said I would,” Seven replied. “Sympathetic, a little haughty, but mostly like someone who cared.” 
 
    “And does he suspect anything?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Seven said with a snort. “I have him wrapped around my big toe.” 
 
    Contrary to what one might believe, Carve perfectly understood what she wanted to say and didn’t bother correcting her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes,” Seven said, rolling her eyes. “Arbor is in love with me, just like I said he would be.” 
 
    “And are you in love with him?” Carve asked. 
 
    “How can you even ask me something like that, Daddy?” Seven exclaimed. “Of course I love him! He’s my favoritest person in the whole world and treats me so nice. Unlike some people I know.” 
 
    “People you go around insulting and attacking aren’t going to like you,” Carve said, knowing full well that she wasn’t talking about him. 
 
    “But why not?” she asked, her voice sounding whiney. “Chainey and I always do our best to be nice. So why don’t any of the bruties like us?” 
 
    “Likely because they’re all dead,” Carve replied. “Now, back to the conversation at hand. You claim that he loves you, correct?” 
 
    “Of course he does,” Seven said with a snort. 
 
    “Good, then I hope you won’t mind if I test him.” 
 
    “What kind of test?” Seven asked, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. 
 
    “I’ve replaced all of my staff with young women,” Carve said. “If he makes a pass at any of them, they’ll report it to me and then you’ll know.” 
 
    “If any of them touch my darling, I’ll kill them!” Seven screamed, shooting to her feet so forcefully that her chair slammed into the far wall and shattered, leaving a visible dent in its place. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” Carve said, remaining calm. “It would hardly be a test if it weren’t difficult. I’ve instructed the women to flirt and tease, but if he rejects them, they’ve been ordered to back off.” 
 
    “No!” Seven said, stomping her foot. “You leave my Arbor alone! No stupid tests and no dumb bitchies near my darling!” 
 
    Carve opened his mouth to retort, but the entire office began to vibrate as Seven’s face morphed into something out of a nightmare. 
 
    “I said no, Daddy,” she said, in an oddly calm voice. “If I catch anyone making a pass or even talking to my Arbor, I’ll rip them open and scatter their insides all over the palace. If Arbor sees that, he won’t like me anymore and then you won’t get your stupid pendant. So, you’re going to fire all of those tramps and get your regular staff back here.” 
 
    Carve stared his daughter down for a few moments, wondering if he should try putting his foot down on this. He knew she was perfectly willing and very capable of carrying out this threat. She was also the type to do it, damn the consequences. She might be obsessed with Arbor, but when she didn’t get her way, the insanity tended to take over and do the thinking for her. 
 
    “Fine,” Carve said after a few long moments of silence. “I think we’ve seen all we have to anyway. I’ll have Mudsworth replace the staff.” 
 
    “Yay!” Seven said, jumping up and down and clapping. “Bring my darling in here so he can sign the stupid paper and become my husband! I want to be his wifey and have his gorgeous babies. Oh, and there better be pie at the wedding. Because you promised!” 
 
    Carve held in the urge to sigh, then motioned her to the door with a wave of his hand. Seven let out an excited squeal, then skipped over to the door. Carve panicked for an instant when he thought she was just going to wrench it open and call for Arbor to come in, but thankfully, she composed herself just seconds before she did. 
 
    If there was one aspect of her condition that was truly terrifying, it was how quickly her personality could change. It was a wonder she hadn’t blown her cover wide open already. But, seeing as Arbor hadn’t gone running for the hills, perhaps his daughter was right. 
 
    Maybe she did have him wrapped around her big toe.
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    Arbor had just finished the last cookie, having to then bear Prudence’s primping and preening as she brushed him down, dabbed at his face, and once again, tried to fix his hair. Grak was a bit sulky that she hadn’t gotten one, and Hord was fiddling with something he’d pulled from a pocket. However, they all stopped what they were doing and looked forward, as the door where Seven had entered opened once again, and the woman in question stepped out. 
 
    “You can let them pass now,” she called, giving Arbor a small smile. 
 
    Once again, Arbor saw something different in her eyes. A momentary flash of something, but again, it was gone so quickly that he thought he’d might have imagined it. Either that or perhaps it was just a trick of the light in the doorway to the office. 
 
    The guards stepped aside when ordered, though moved to block the others as Arbor walked past. 
 
    “Sorry,” Seven said, looking apologetic. “My father wants to meet Arbor alone first. But don’t worry, you’ll be allowed in for the signing of the contract.” 
 
    Arbor raised a questioning eyebrow and Seven’s smile widened just a touch. He felt his heart skip a beat then, as he realized that her father must have agreed to the marriage proposal. With his heart feeling lighter than it had in days, Arbor walked down the corridor, now feeling much better about his meeting with the Duke. 
 
    Seven snagged his arm right before he reached the door, pulling herself just a little closer than normal before they entered. 
 
    “Viscount Emerald,” the Duke said as they entered. “How nice it is to finally meet you in person.” 
 
    Arbor took the Duke in as he walked into his office. The man shared a few of Seven’s traits, though it was clear that most of her looks came from her mother. Carve appeared to be in his middle years, his face containing fine lines, but his eyes still sharp and focused. He wore a neat suit, so perfectly crisp it would have made Sebastian cry. 
 
    He sat behind an ornate desk and didn’t rise as Arbor entered, instead holding out a hand across its surface, forcing Arbor to walk over and shake it. 
 
    “It is an honor to finally meet you as well, Duke Gregmar,” Arbor said, shaking the man’s hand. 
 
    His Perception Field gave him a pretty good idea as to the man’s overall health and strength, as well as the location of his Origin. Surprisingly, it was in the hand he was shaking, though Arbor couldn’t sense any flare of magic as they did. Several weapons were concealed on his person, tucked into folds and hidden seams in his shirt, collar, pant legs, and even shoes. The Duke seemed prepared for an attack at any second. 
 
    And why shouldn’t he be? Arbor thought as he released the man’s hand. 
 
    He himself had been attacked on multiple occasions. Perhaps he would ask Hord to craft him some smaller weapons as well. Then again, no ordinary steel would really hold up once he got going, so perhaps he wouldn’t. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” Carve said, motioning to the chairs set across him. 
 
    Arbor noted that the floor around one looked a bit scuffed and that the marks looked fresh. Turning to look at the opposite wall, he could see some damage to that as well, as though something had impacted with great force. However, seeing as he hadn’t heard a thing, he had to assume it had happened before they’d show up. 
 
    Seven sat primly, perched on the edge of her seat, her back straight and hands folded neatly in her lap. Arbor was a lot less graceful, more slumping into his chair and having to visibly work to keep his posture straight and rigid. 
 
    “So,” Carve said. “You want to marry my daughter.” 
 
    He was so blunt that Arbor was a bit taken off guard. He’d expected there to be some runaround or long, drawn-out conversations, hedging and questioning. 
 
    “Um, yes,” Arbor said unintelligently. 
 
    “And she wants to marry you,” Carve said, his eyes flicking to Seven. 
 
    “I do, very much so,” Seven said. 
 
    “She’s had nothing but good things to say about you,” Carve said, turning his gaze back on Arbor. “In all honesty, the only reason I humored her wishes to go speak with you was because I’d heard reports of your accomplishments in the tournament. I expected she was just excited after hearing about you but that her interest would wane quickly. 
 
    “The very last thing I expected was for her to actually like you enough to request the marriage go through. A Viscount marrying into a family like ours isn’t something that’s done all that often, especially when said Viscount was formerly a commoner. However, I have never seen my daughter this happy, not since before her mother passed. 
 
    “As members of the high nobility, it is our duty to try and marry as best we can to ensure the future of our house. You do not really have much in the way of wealth or lands to offer, nor do you have a lineage of which to speak. However, your strength is undeniable and your ability to lead and be calm under stress is quite admirable. 
 
    “I heard how you singlehandedly chased off a group of elven assassins when they invaded a dinner attended by the nobility. And my daughter has informed me that you intend to set off on a campaign against them as soon as the engagement is set. 
 
    “Due to all of this, I am willing to overlook your lack of noble heritage and wealth. As a father, my daughter’s happiness is the most important thing when looking for a husband. But as a Duke, it is my duty to assure she marries someone who will be able to produce powerful heirs. Seeing as you meet both of those criteria, I would be honored to give this marriage my blessing.” 
 
    Arbor had still been a bit nervous when he’d come in here. He’d felt his heart soar and sink several times as the Duke pointed out his faults, lack of noble heritage and apparently, wealth – it seemed that he was poor by a Duke’s standards. But as Carve pushed the contract of marriage across the desk to him, Arbor knew this was real. 
 
    “I’m honored,” Arbor said, lifting the contract and looking to Seven with a mix of giddy excitement and nervousness. 
 
    “Take your time and read it over. I can wait,” Carve said, pulling a sheaf of parchment from his desk and lifting a quill, apparently going right back to work. 
 
    Arbor looked to Seven again, who gestured to the contract with a massive grin. It seemed she had been nervous as well, despite assurances on her part that everything would be fine. 
 
    Lifting the contract, Arbor began to read it over, looking for everything Frunk had told him to watch out for. The distribution of wealth. Seven’s dowery. What titles he himself would retain and what his children would inherit. 
 
    Everything appeared to be as Seven had said and as his advisors had told him. After carefully reading the contract over twice, Arbor set it down, lifted the quill, and signed his name at the bottom. Then, he poured a small bit of wax in the circle beside it and pressed his signet ring into it, leaving the imprint of the roaring Roc-Jaguar staring back at him. 
 
    Arbor looked to Seven when he’d finished, not really sure what he should do next. She gestured for the contract, so he handed it over. She did the same then, signing on the bottom, then pressing her seal to the bottom, right next to his. 
 
    “Is it done?” Carve asked as she handed it back. 
 
    “Yes,” Seven said, giving him a rosy-cheeked smile. 
 
    “Then congratulations,” Carve said. “You’re officially engaged to be married.” 
 
    Arbor wasn’t really sure how to feel, as the Duke went straight back to work as soon as he made the announcement. He looked to Seven, wondering what was supposed to happen next, and found her beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    “We’re getting married!” she yelled excitedly, her normally reserved nature completely gone. 
 
    Arbor found himself grinning as well, though he was more reserved, still unsure as to what the hell he was supposed to do now. 
 
    “You can go,” the Duke said, still writing. “Invitations will go out within the hour and your party will be held in two days’ time.” 
 
    “Okay,” Arbor said, getting quickly to his feet. 
 
    Seven rose along with him, and together, the two of them left, heading back into the corridor and closing the door behind them. 
 
    “Well?” Grak asked, peeking past the guards. 
 
    “We’re engaged,” Arbor said, the moment feeling oddly surreal. 
 
    I’m engaged. 
 
    “Congratulations!” Grak exclaimed as the two of them walked back toward them. 
 
    “Happy for you, lad!” Hord said, beaming widely. 
 
    “Congratulations, my lady, my lord,” Prudence said, bowing to each of them in turn. 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Seven said, waving a hand before her face. 
 
    It was only then that Arbor realized he’d completely forgotten one of the most important aspects of an engagement — the ring. Prudence must have seen the panic on his face and was quick to assure him that everything was fine. 
 
    “The nobility typically present the ring at the engagement celebration,” she said, calming him down. “And not to worry, that should give us plenty of time to find a ring suitable for the daughter of a Duke.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t care about some silly rock,” Seven said, her cheeks flushed with pleasure and her smile wide as ever. “I’m just so happy my father agreed to let us get married.” 
 
    “I’ll get you a nice ring,” Arbor said quickly. “I can’t have my future wife having anything less than the best.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Seven said. “I don’t need any big or fancy ring. You’re all that I need.” 
 
    Arbor felt a warm flush of pleasure at that and squeezed her hand just a bit tighter. He knew he would be getting her a ring, regardless of what she said. 
 
    “As much as I would love to keep hanging around in this beautiful hallway, can we please go somewhere to settle down?” Grak said. “This hardly seems like the place to be celebrating.” 
 
    “But the celebrations aren’t for another two days,” Seven said. 
 
    “Oh no,” Hord said with a wide grin. “We’re going to have our own celebration now. Booze, meat, and a whole lot of bad decisions!” 
 
    “I don’t know about the poor decisions,” Prudence said. “But a small celebration is definitely in order.” 
 
    Despite Arbor’s protesting, he and his bride-to-be were dragged down the corridor by an excited and hungry pair who probably just wanted to get drunk and were using him as their excuse to do so.
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    “Stop fidgeting. You look fine,” Grak said, slapping his hand away as Arbor tugged at his collar. 
 
    “I know I look fine,” Arbor growled. “But it feels like this shirt is trying to kill me. I can hardly get married if I’m dead.” 
 
    The two of them stood right outside the massive ballroom that had been prepared for the event. They were coming in through a separate entrance, most of the other guests having already arrived. 
 
    Seven had just entered to loud music and cheering from the crowd within, and Arbor would soon be following. The customs of the nobility were odd, to be sure, as his last engagement party had consisted of a few friends and family coming over to get drunk, much as Grak and Hord had done for him a couple of nights ago. 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic,” Grak said, slapping his hand away again as he reached for his collar once more. 
 
    “I have no idea how you can wear that thing,” Arbor said, looking down at her. 
 
    “Why?” Grak asked. “What’s wrong with my outfit?” 
 
    She was dressed in a long blue gown, which worked quite well with her dark blue hair and lighter eyes. It also stood out quite well against her red skin tone. The dress fell from one shoulder, leaving her left collar visible, but a pair of billowy sleeves were attached to her upper arms, right beneath the shoulders and flowing down to her wrists. 
 
    Arbor understood absolutely nothing about fashion, which was why he just didn’t get the point of the weird getup. Grak looked good in it, but why detach the sleeves? It made no sense. He opened his mouth to say as much but then saw the worry in her eyes and realized it would be a bad idea. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “You look lovely.” 
 
    “You think so?” Grak asked, her cheeks darkening. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu. “You’ll have the men in there stumbling over one another to get your attention.” 
 
    “I really hope not,” Grak said. “No offense to you, but humans aren’t really my thing.” 
 
    Before Arbor could ask her what she meant by that, he heard the announcement he’d been waiting for and the doors began to swing open. The volume markedly increased as the ballroom within became visible, bombarding his senses with a mix of color and bright lights. 
 
    “I present Viscount Arbor Emerald of Ryevine!” announced the emcee. 
 
    There was markedly less cheering than there had been for Seven, but Arbor didn’t care, walking into the room with Grak trailing right behind. The place was completely packed, but Arbor’s eyes immediately locked onto Seven, who was standing on the opposite side of the ballroom. 
 
    She looked stunning, her long black hair falling in waves down her back. A sparkling diamond tiara sat over her left ear and a piece of jewelry graced her neck. It was so large that Arbor had to wonder how she was keeping her head upright. 
 
    As soon as their eyes met, she broke into a wide smile and walked away from the man who was trying to speak with her. Arbor noticed, with a flash of petty pleasure, the look of annoyance the man shot him as she walked away. It seemed that not everyone was so accepting of this engagement. 
 
    He didn’t know the man personally, but seeing as he was young and dressed like a particularly colorful clown, he had to assume he believed himself important enough to draw Seven out of her engagement to him and into his loving and frill-covered arms. 
 
    The room became oddly hushed as the two of them met at the center of the ballroom and the lights seemed to dim. 
 
    “You look nice,” Seven said. 
 
    “So do you,” Arbor replied, reaching into his pocket and removing a small, black box. 
 
    Prudence had drilled this part into him over and over again, so when he went down on one knee, still holding her hand, it was smooth and practiced. 
 
    “May I?” Arbor asked, flipping the box open with his thumb and revealing the diamond within. 
 
    An audible gasp went up from the crowd, though in Arbor’s opinion, it was a bit dramatic. The diamond had been ridiculously expensive, but it was just a stupid rock. He knew nothing about jewelry, but those around him who did had assured him this would be appropriate for someone of Seven’s station. 
 
    Seven raised one hand to her mouth while simultaneously splaying the fingers of the hand he held and nodding quickly. Arbor wasn’t sure if this was part of some show, but he didn’t really care. Sliding that ring onto her finger was one of the best feelings in the world, and when he rose and she held her hand up to display the ring with a massive grin on her face, he felt like the luckiest man in the world. 
 
    The celebration was a bit of a blur after that. Arbor walked around with his fiancée, getting introduced to one important noble after the next. He knew that Prudence would force him to memorize all their names, but right now, it was in one ear and out the other. One moment did stand out, though, and that was when the King of Laedrin made an appearance. 
 
    Apparently, as a direct relative, the engagement of Carve’s daughter was an important enough event for him to come in person. How he’d made it all the way here from the capital of Galmir in just two days was beyond Arbor, but a meeting with the king was something he had not been expecting. 
 
    “Thank you for gracing us with your presence, Your Majesty,” Carve said, bowing at the waist and kissing the king’s signet ring. 
 
    “Your only daughter’s engagement is an important event, Carve,” the king said as Arbor and Seven were ushered over. 
 
    “You honor us, Your Majesty,” Seven said, dipping into a curtsey and leaning in to kiss his signet ring, just as her father had. 
 
    “It’s an honor,” Arbor said, following her example, bowing and kissing his ring. 
 
    Meeting this man made him feel distinctly uneasy. The King was a powerfully built man, appearing in his early thirties. He had dark brown hair, bright violet eyes, and a hard face. It was not the face of a man who was happy to be here. However, it wasn’t his appearance that bothered Arbor, but rather, the history he now knew was behind the throne. 
 
    That, and the fact that this man’s magic appeared very much like the one that had been described as Karria’s, a glowing orange sphere sitting right at the center of his brain. If this man had the same magic as she did, the type that had warped her personality and made her act like a monster, then this man was even more dangerous than his appearance might suggest. 
 
    Now, more than ever, Arbor wished that Silver were here. He needed desperately to talk to the man who’d passed the Origin on to him. But he’d seen neither hide nor hair of the man since he’d passed on the other half of the Origin in Grimm and given the history behind it. 
 
    Was the man standing before him the son of the king who’d singlehandedly shaped so much of Laedrin’s history? Or was this a distant descendant, as the current histories said he was? 
 
    “I trust that you will conduct yourself in a manner befitting one who is marrying into such high nobility,” the King said, looking Arbor over appraisingly. 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” Arbor said, being as polite and respectful as he possibly could. 
 
    No one had warned him about this. No one. As such, Arbor was completely unprepared to talk with this man. 
 
    “Good,” the king said. “You may leave us now. I expect I will see you again at the wedding. If you make it that long.” 
 
    Arbor felt a small chill run down his spine, wondering what the king could possibly have meant by that. Did he know that Arbor had been part of the Defiants? Was he holding a grudge that the gremlins were flocking to him and leaving the king’s service? Was he going to send assassins after him to try and prevent the wedding of a previous commoner to the daughter of a duke? 
 
    He knew he would have to discuss this all in detail with Frunk once he returned, so they could try and make sense of all of this. For now, though, he was forced to leave Seven and the Duke and go back to mingle in the crowd full of people he didn’t know. Suffice it to say that the rest of the celebration was far less pleasant, even after the King left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to miss you,” Seven said as Arbor’s servants finished packing his luggage into the racks in his coach. 
 
    “Me too,” Arbor said, finding it hard to have to say goodbye, even if it was only temporary. 
 
    “Can you promise me you’ll come back?” she asked, taking both of his hands in hers and squeezing lightly. 
 
    “Of course I’ll come back.” 
 
    “But can you promise?” she asked again. “You are going to war, after all, and war is dangerous.” 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said solemnly. “I promise to come back to you.” 
 
    “Good,” Seven said, giving him a small smile. 
 
    Arbor leaned in then and pressed a kiss to her cheek, knowing that this was going to be the last time in a while before he got to see her again. When he returned, they would be married, and in the meantime, she was going to remain here with her father. 
 
    “Have a safe journey,” the Duke said, striding out to say his goodbyes as well. “And do watch yourself,” he said in a lowered voice. “You’re not married to my daughter yet, and some of the other nobility may try and take advantage of that fact.” 
 
    “You’re saying that I now have a massive target on my back,” Arbor said. “What else is new?” 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re definitely in life-threatening danger,” Carve said. “But if you aren’t attacked at least once, I’d be shocked.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful then,” Arbor said, shaking the man’s hand. “Besides, if I couldn’t survive an ambush or two, I would hardly be worthy of marrying your daughter.” 
 
    Seven gave him a smile at that. Taking one last good look at her, Arbor headed into his coach. Grak and Hord were already waiting there as he sat, and Prudence moved to close the door. The last he saw of her, Seven looked to be on the verge of tears. It was hard for him to control his own emotions, but he reminded himself that it wouldn’t be forever. 
 
    Besides, he was heading home, and hopefully, his little sister would already be there waiting for him. That thought alone made leaving Seven just a bit easier, though Arbor sincerely looked forward to the day when he would no longer need to constantly leave his loved ones behind.
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    Arbor yawned, sitting back in the comfortable coach seat and stretching his arms high over his head. It was early morning, and despite there not really being much to do, he couldn’t just keep sleeping. They’d been on the road for a few days now and were getting close to entering his own lands. 
 
    The days had passed fairly quickly, with him, Grak, and Hord spending time talking about the war and planning travel routes through the Flatlands. There wasn’t really anything new to discuss, only reiterating what Frunk had already laid out before they’d left. Still, Arbor found that it was always good to go over a plan, so that when things inevitably went wrong, they could fall back on a good contingency. 
 
    The coach jarred as they went over a bump, tossing Hord from where he was precariously slumped at the edge of his seat and sending him tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “What?” Hord yelled, coming violently awake and thrashing about for several moments before he realized where he was. 
 
    “Quiet,” Grak groaned, pulling her blanket up over her head and trying to block out the light. 
 
    “May as well get up,” Arbor said, staring out his window and seeing trees flashing by. 
 
    The summer moon had risen for the first time last night, the orange orb marking the beginning of the warmest season of the year. The trees were now in full bloom, the leafy green canopy full and luscious overhead, though Arbor couldn’t actually see it, with him being inside the coach and all. 
 
    “I don’t wanna,” Grak groaned, trying to hit him but missing by a mile. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Arbor said. “There’s no need to…” 
 
    Something slammed into the coach from the side, knocking the wagon clean off the ground and sending it tumbling end over end. Arbor was slammed into the ceiling, his body colliding with Hord’s as the coach turned. His head smashed into the window, shattering the glass, and several of his heavy trunks hit him, bruising his body. 
 
    Arbor reacted even as the coach turned over again, reaching for the blue core at his center and pulling at it, flooding his body with power. He instantly felt more alert, the world around him seeming to slow as his perception sped up. Grak sailed slowly past him, her eyes opened wide. There was a long cut oozing black blood on her upper right arm and a small dent over her left eye where something had hit her pretty hard. 
 
    He snagged her as she passed, tossing her through the shattered window as the coach turned again. He reached for Hord next, grabbing the dwarf by the seat of his pants and leaping from the spinning wagon. He landed on solid ground, dropping Hord and taking quick stock of their situation. 
 
    There was a massive boulder in the road and some of the ground had very obviously been torn up. His Mage Sight flared, and Arbor spotted the culprit, hiding with his back to a tree just a few feet off the road. That wasn’t the only Mage he saw, as he quickly spotted seven more in various hiding spots in the forest around them. 
 
    “My lord, are you hurt?” 
 
    Arbor’s eyes flicked in the direction of the coach to see Prudence running up to him. She seemed uninjured, though the coach itself was completely totaled, lying in a twisted, mangled mess, alongside the team of his four white horses. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Arbor said, switching to his Inter Sight. 
 
    Hundreds of figures appeared then, spread out in a wide net. This had been carefully planned in a way that would catch him while he was off guard. He’d believed himself to be safe now that he was near his territory in Ryevine, and that had been his mistake. 
 
    “Casualties?” Arbor asked, casting his eyes down the road in both directions. 
 
    “The coachman is dead,” Prudence said. 
 
    “So are our soldiers,” Arbor said grimly, spotting the corpses of his twenty gremlin guards. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Grak asked, staggering to her feet and clutching at her head. 
 
    “Ambush,” Arbor replied, his eyes flicking around the forest and trying to get an accurate count of their enemies. 
 
    “Elves?” she asked, trying to spot the ambushers. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said as the first of the Mages showed themselves. “Humans.” 
 
    “Damn, you’re still alive,” said one of the Mages, a squat man with an eyepatch. “Guess you’re as tough as they say. Not to worry, we brought plenty of help.” 
 
    “You going to tell me why you’re attacking a Viscount and the future son-in-law of a Duke?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “My employer would rather you not live to see that wedding,” the Mage said with a shrug. “It’s nothing personal, just business.” 
 
    “Well then,” Arbor said, flexing his fingers. “Guess I’ll kill you first then.” 
 
    His body flooded with Perception magic and he dashed forward, crossing the distance between him and the enemy Mage in under a second. The Mage tried to react, the ground beneath Arbor’s feet turning to quicksand, but he was far too slow. Arbor’s hand flashed out, slamming into the man’s nose. Arbor expelled a burst of Origin magic as his attack struck, blowing the man’s head to bloody pieces. 
 
    “Back to the coach!” Arbor yelled, leaping back as the ground beneath his feet exploded, a pair of tree roots trying to snag his ankles. 
 
    This was not the ideal spot to put up a defense. They were badly outnumbered, and even if they could fight all these soldiers off, there was no way he would be able to keep his friends from being injured or killed without getting into a defensible position. Additionally, all of their weapons were back by the coach, and as good as he was getting at hand to hand, Arbor was much better off with a weapon. 
 
    Thankfully, his friends didn’t argue, all turning to retreat back to where the coach was tangled up in a tree.  
 
    Soldiers came pouring from the forest then, yelling and brandishing weapons, threatening to cut them off from their weapons. Arbor dove out in front of the group, reaching for the Origin and spiraling up a mix of black and white magic. He slammed his foot into the ground, creating a small crater and splitting the earth in a jagged, cracked pattern that spread over a hundred yards in all directions. 
 
    The soldiers yelled in fear as vines shot up from the cracks, wrapping around their ankles and locking them in place. 
 
    “When the hell did you learn to do that?” Grak exclaimed as the vines continued moving, wrapping tighter and tighter around their victims. 
 
    “The Origin isn’t all about destruction,” Arbor said as they finally made it to the coach. “During my training, I learned a lot about the creation aspect as well.” 
 
    Unfortunately, though, this attack wasn’t one that would kill. None of the creation attacks would. But it would give them enough time to find their weapons amid the wreckage, or at least, it would have, had there not been other Mages present. 
 
    Arbor cursed as one of the trees leaned down, its branches whipping out at them. He struck, pulling on his Origin magic and punching out. There was an explosion of white light, and the tree was obliterated, turned to dust by the power of his destruction-aspected magic. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off!” Grak said, stepping out in front and spreading her arms wide. 
 
    Icy blue light began wafting off her skin, and the grass beneath her feet began to freeze over. 
 
    “I’ll keep any close-combat types off her,” Prudence said, stepping up to join the gremlin woman. 
 
    Arbor’s gaze flicked to the soldiers, who were already tearing their way through the vines. They would be free in just a few moments, and he needed to get to his weapon before they arrived. His Mage Sight flashed, and he spotted his glaive, which was trapped beneath his horse’s body. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” Arbor said as he kicked the horse, sending its corpse sailing off it. 
 
    His glaive gleamed as the morning sun reflected off its spiked end, which was now intertwined with orange filament, courtesy of the Magma-Tiger. He breathed out as he rose back to his full height, tapping into the Origin and allowing the white magic to flow up into his blade. 
 
    He kept the black of creation at bay for now, knowing that he needed to kill them quickly. His body thrummed with power as he pumped his Perception magic through himself, heightening his senses, reflexes, speed, and strength to levels that would once have killed him. The world once again slowed around him as he got a good grip on his weapon and took off at a sprint. 
 
    He flashed across the open ground, his glaive striking like a snake. The soldiers were too slow to react to his lightning-fast attacks, moving so slowly they appeared to be almost standing still. The vines definitely helped with that, and Arbor had no trouble mowing his way through nearly fifty soldiers in as many seconds. 
 
    His Origin magic assured that no blow needed to be fatal for it to kill. No matter where his glaive struck, his magic took care of the rest. The blade was sharp enough to rip through even the steel armor these men wore with ease, and each strike signaled the death of an enemy. 
 
    His glaive glittered and whirled as he spun through a series of attacks, dancing between soldiers and slashing at stomachs, ankles, heads, and chests. Each swing was accompanied by a massive boom as the body he struck was dismantled by the Origin. 
 
    This was different than the simple explosions he’d once used. Now, his attacks were more sophisticated, targeting the physical makeup of the weak soldiers and tearing them apart. When his glaive sliced through a soldier’s knee, he fell to the ground as his body fell apart. 
 
    It was a horrific sight, limbs falling off and blood exploding out of them like overripe fruit. But this was the quickest and most efficient way of killing them and seeing as they were outnumbered by about a hundred to one, Arbor wasn’t going to show any mercy. 
 
    Hord came roaring from the coach, Grak’s rapier tucked beneath one arm and swinging around his oversized hammer with the other. 
 
    Unlike Arbor’s, his attacks held no finesse. They were brutal, crushing and hitting with the force of a falling boulder. Breastplates were caved in, skulls were crushed and splattered, and kneecaps were destroyed. The dwarf quickly turned into a blood-soaked berserker, leaving a line of injured and dead as he fought his way back to Grak. 
 
    Arbor spun, lessening the pull on his Perception magic as he felt his head beginning to throb. Staying in this state for too long was dangerous, as it required him to enhance and overwhelm his brain. A minute was what he’d once had until his brain basically shut down, but now, he had closer to two. But it was better to err on the side of caution. 
 
    He’d retrieved his weapon and took a nice chunk out of the enemy forces. He could already see some of them fleeing, though others continued to pour from their surroundings, now all congregating around Grak and Prudence. 
 
    The former had constructed a wall of ice and was throwing bolts of freezing energy through it at the enemy. Soldiers who were struck by them found themselves speared through, but just like Arbor’s attacks, the real damage was done from the inside. While most of the soldiers continued to charge after being hit, their bodies soon became sluggish and stiff until they fell, their bodies shattering after being frozen from the inside out. 
 
    Prudence was holding the left flank, now a towering seven feet tall and her body covered in shaggy brown fur. Each swing of her powerful arms signaled the death of an enemy, her overlarge claws ripping through flesh and armor as easily as paper. Blood flecked her furred arms, and her teeth were bared in rage. 
 
    Several soldiers came charging at him from the side, screaming and swinging their weapons. Arbor spun his glaive in a half-circle, blocking two sword strikes. His blade glittered as he retaliated, shearing one’s head from his body and bisecting the other. The Mythicallium glaive was so light that he didn’t even feel it, and its enhancement of sharpness assured it could cut through anything. 
 
    That, coupled with the monstrous strength his Perception magic gave him, made killing these ordinary soldiers far from challenging. In fact, they were so weak he didn’t even need to bother using his Origin magic to take them down. 
 
    Four of the group turned and ran, while three more tried to take him down. Destroying them was laughably easy, his weapon striking so quickly that they didn’t even have a chance to try and block. Three holes were punched neatly through their heads, the spiked end of his glaive leaving a clear view through their skulls to the trees on the other side. 
 
    Arbor moved closer to Grak, who now had her rapier poised and was driving back the next wave of soldiers. He cast about for the Mages, finding that only two were still there. He could see the others, their Origins retreating as they also ran. 
 
    It’s nice, Arbor thought, spearing a soldier through the stomach and popping him with a flare of his Origin magic, to be facing normal humans again. The elven assassins didn’t run afraid. They fought down to the last breath. But these people were ordinary, and when they saw a battle was unwinnable, they did the sensible thing and ran away. 
 
    “How are we doing?” Arbor asked, cutting his way over to the ice wall, where all three of his friends were fighting. 
 
    “I’m starting to lose steam,” Grak panted. 
 
    Her skin was starting to take on the distinct blueish tinge that warned she was overdoing it. 
 
    “I’m fine to keep going,” Prudence said, her voice rumbling and deep. 
 
    Her hand flashed out and she grabbed a soldier who was trying to stab her, crushing his head, helmet and all. 
 
    “All good here!” Hord yelled, swinging his hammer around and up into a man’s groin. 
 
    Arbor winced as the man doubled over with a howl and Hord finished him by bashing in his skull. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” someone yelled. 
 
    Arbor scanned the forest behind him but found that there were no soldiers left to face them in that direction. Turning back and looking through the wall, he could see the two Mages organizing their remaining troops. 
 
    There were less than a hundred left by now, nearly a hundred dead by their hands, the rest having fled like the cowards they were. It was easy to attack someone with massive numbers after a surprise attack. It was another thing to come after a man after watching him turn fifty of your friends into puddles of blood, organs, and limbs. 
 
    “Well, that’s not good,” Prudence said, taking a moment to catch her breath. 
 
    Arbor had to agree as the enemy pulled out a weapon they’d been hiding — twelve men in full suits of plate armor that he couldn’t penetrate with his magic. 
 
    “Reflum,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    The men were cloaked from head to toe in armor completely resistant to magic. Worse, their weapons appeared to be made of the same, meaning that any magical defenses would be completely useless. This battle had just gotten a whole lot more dangerous, especially as one of the Mage’s Origins flared and all of the remaining soldiers were cloaked in golden light.
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    “Enhancement magic,” Prudence said as Arbor watched the soldiers gain more mass beneath their armor. 
 
    “Care to elaborate on that?” Arbor asked as the front row of soldiers – the ones dressed in Reflum armor – began to move forward. 
 
    “A type of magic that allows the Mage to temporarily enhance those around them,” Prudence replied. “There are many different types, and judging by how these soldiers are reacting, it’s a strength-based one.” 
 
    “In other words,” Hord said, hoisting his hammer onto his shoulder. “They’re going to hit a lot harder.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. They’ll also feel less pain and be able to take more punishment. The Mage won’t be able to enhance himself though, which is why they’re technically classified as non-combat types. It’s a major weakness, but if you want to get to him…” 
 
    “We’ll need to go through the soldiers first,” Arbor finished. “And seeing as they’re going to be guarded by other soldiers in full Reflum plate armor, this fight is going to be a real pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Couldn’t have said it better myself, my lord,” Prudence replied. 
 
    Arbor slid his glaive behind his back, sheathing the weapon, and reached for the falchion at his belt. If his weapon’s enchantment would be useless, then he may as well use the one that would enhance the brute force of his attacks, as that was their only real defense against the Reflum-plated attackers. 
 
    “If I take all the anti-magic soldiers, can you guys handle the rest?” 
 
    Grak, Hord, and Prudence all shared a resigned look, then nodded solemnly. Grak was already flagging, her magic taking its toll in the form of rapidly reducing her body’s temperature. Prudence looked perfectly fine, but Arbor knew that she would hit her limit eventually and sooner than he might think. Hord was unenhanced by any magic, which meant that fatigue would soon begin to set in, especially when battling a group of magically enhanced soldiers. 
 
    “Guess we just smash until we hit the leader,” Hord said, smacking the head of his bloodied hammer into his palm. 
 
    The dwarf looked oddly excited at the prospect, though he was the only one. 
 
    There was no more time for any banter after that, as the front line of soldiers, covered in Reflum-plate armor, reached them. 
 
    Arbor breathed in, reaching for the blue core of Perception magic in his center and pulling hard. Magic flowed out through the five main streams, flowing and branching into the smaller ones and lighting him up from within. Muscles bulged all along his arms, torso, and legs as his body was strengthened. 
 
    His perception sped up, though just enough to match his reflexes and not nearly at the same level as before. He’d already over enhanced his brain and didn’t want to risk it again so soon. The grip on his cleaver tightened as he activated the gem on the pommel. All along the edge, the cleaver began to glow with a white-hot light, the enchantment Hord had refined taking effect. 
 
    Arbor knew that the magic would fizzle out as soon as it hit the Reflum armor, but he hoped that this might lend just a bit more cutting power. 
 
    He charged, feet pounding the ground and propelling him forward far faster than any human would have been able to manage. He closed with the first soldier and kicked at his knee, his leg driving downward with all the force and momentum of his Perception magic. There was a horrible crunch as the man’s joint bent the wrong way, eliciting a scream of pain as he went down. 
 
    The Reflum armor might have protected them from magical attacks, but it would do absolutely nothing for brute force, which was why he had chosen to use his Perception over his Origin. Arbor twisted, narrowly avoiding the thrust of a spear. His first instinct was to grab it and wrench it free of the man’s grip, but he knew better than to touch the magic-sapping metal. 
 
    Strong he might be, but if the Reflum made contact, it would disrupt the flow of magic in his body, causing him to slow down and thereby giving the enemy a greater chance of success. Instead, he brought the cleaver down, slamming the spine of the blade into the haft of the spear. 
 
    The momentum forced the plate-covered soldier forward, causing him to stagger as he planted his spear into the ground. His chest slammed into the butt a second later, tossing him off-balance as he lost his grip. Arbor’s left leg lashed out, slamming into the breastplate at center-mass and hurling the man off his feet. 
 
    Arbor felt the jarring sensation run up his leg, reverberating through him, and although he didn’t hear anything as the man slammed into the ground, he knew that the concussive force would have been enough to do some serious internal damage. 
 
    There was a scream, and a man, glowing gold, came charging straight at him, wielding a club that seemed dangerously heavy. Arbor spun to face the man then caught a flash of something out of the corner of his eye. He slid quickly to one side but not fast enough to avoid the spear thrust. 
 
    He felt a burning pain along his side as the Reflum spear-blade sliced a groove along one of his ribs, tearing through his shirt and skin with little effort. Arbor stumbled as the flow of magic from his Perception Origin was disrupted, his speed dropping off for an instant. That instant was enough for the enhanced soldier to take a swing at him, and Arbor managed to block with his left arm. 
 
    The loud crack was as audible as the pain that shot up his arm and all the way to his shoulder. Arbor ground his teeth and tried not to scream in pain as the heavy mace shattered the bone in his forearm, tossing him flat on his face. Despite the pain, his instincts forced him to roll to one side, and when two gleaming spears slammed into the ground where he’d been just moments before, he knew he’d done the right thing. 
 
    The soldier came at him again, and despite the pain, Arbor reestablished control over his magic. He spun in place, his legs sweeping out in a scissor movement and knocking the other man off balance. Arbor used his momentum to spring back to his feet, the jarring sensation of his landing causing pain to flare through his broken arm. 
 
    Ignoring the pain, he took a single step forward, planting his leg, then brought his other up high. The impact of his right heel slamming into the cheekbone of the enhanced soldier was quite audible, as was the explosion of gore as the man’s head popped like an overripe piece of fruit. 
 
    Arbor didn’t stop to enjoy his victory, instead twisting on his planted leg and swinging the other – trailing blood and gore – around in an arc, slamming into the faceplate of a Reflum-plated attacker. There was a loud clang as the man’s head was forced back, slamming hard into the ground and taking him out of the fight. 
 
    However, now that the others had had some time, Arbor now found himself surrounded, the other nine Reflum-plated attackers menacing him with their spears and moving in slowly. Arbor’s eyes flicked to the others, where they too were surrounded, fighting against the enhanced soldiers for all they were worth. 
 
    They then flicked to the pair of Mages, both of whom were standing back and watching the battle. Several of the enhanced soldiers remained, guarding them. With his Mage Sight, he could see the magic of the Enhancement Mage twisting through a complicated pattern as it flowed out into the world around him. 
 
    The other Mage’s didn’t seem to be doing anything, which made Arbor nervous. His magic was unknown, adding even more danger to this already impossible fight. 
 
    A spear thrust at him, and Arbor swiped at it with his cleaver, knocking it aside. He then stepped to his left, avoiding another, and nearly walked into a third. He only managed to avoid it by contorting his body and putting himself way off balance. It made the next attacker’s job an easy one, as he thrust at Arbor’s chest. 
 
    He dropped to his right hand and the balls of his feet, falling into a push-up position. Then, he pushed up, but when he did so, he flooded both his arm and legs with magic to the point where steam began venting from his body, trying to shed the excess heat his muscles were producing. It was more difficult since one of his arms was broken, but the maneuver worked, tossing him a full ten feet into the air. 
 
    His attackers all looked up as Arbor spun around then kicked at the air. A blast of white magic ejected from his left leg, tossing him back in midair and taking him outside their circle. However, he wasn’t done yet, as he was at a height with just the right angle. White magic blasted from his right leg, twisting him around in mid-air and giving him the momentum he needed. His right arm pulled back, and with steam pouring from his body and pain wracking his frame, Arbor hurled the glowing cleaver straight at the Enhancement Mage. 
 
    Of course, one of his guards managed to get in the way, but that didn’t matter. The cleaver, glowing white-hot, tore right through the man as though he weren’t even there, burying itself in the chest of the Mage and lodging there. The man was tossed from his feet, howling in pain as a horrible sizzling gurgle sounded from his body. 
 
    Arbor landed then swept out at the feet of the nearest Reflum-plated attackers. He fell with a scream, though any actual damage was going to be minimal. Still, it accomplished what Arbor wanted by putting his body between him and the Mages. Arbor whirled then, dashing for the two Mages, one who was screaming in agony and the other trying desperately to pull the weapon from his comrade’s chest as it burned him alive. 
 
    Reaching back, Arbor whipped his glaive from its sheath, then, enhancing his body to dangerous levels, he threw it like a javelin. The soldiers surrounding the two Mages had lost their enhancement, the Mage’s concentration having been shattered by the tremendous pain he was in. The glaive flashed between them, cutting one’s head clean off and taking another’s arm before catching the first Mage in the back of the neck. 
 
    He didn’t know what hit him, his head sailing into the air even as the sword blade sank into the howling Mage’s mouth and through the back of his skull, pinning it to the ground. Just like that, all of the enemy Mages were dead, removing all magical advantage from their side. Arbor continued running, forcing the soldiers to scatter. 
 
    He ripped the cleaver from the dead Mage’s chest, leaving the glaive where it was, and whirled to face the Reflum-plated soldiers. They were charging at him, having gotten past their fallen comrade, but behind them, Arbor could see his friends. The other soldiers were fleeing now that their enhancements were gone. Nearly two dozen lay dead, though Arbor could see they’d left their mark. 
 
    Grak was sitting in the center of the corpses, hugging herself and shivering violently, her skin tinged an unnatural blue as ice crept up her forearms. He knew he needed to get to her quickly, otherwise, her magic would kill her. With the Reflum-plated soldiers being the only thing standing between them, Arbor was more than motivated to take them on. His muscles bunched in preparation, his body screaming at him to release his magic as steam poured out of him. 
 
    Then, a flood of screaming red figures poured from the forest, slamming into the Reflum-plated attackers and sweeping them from their feet. Arbor was momentarily confused until he saw Frunk, running to catch up with the attacking force of gremlins. 
 
    “Sir!” Frunk said, giving him a smart salute. “I’m sorry we’re so late.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Arbor said, relaxing and allowing his Perception magic to retreat. “We were ambushed, and you still made it in time to save our collective behinds.” 
 
    “Still, I apologize. I should have anticipated an attack like this far in advance.” 
 
    “How did you know to come?” Arbor asked, ignoring the pain from his screaming muscles as he hobbled his way over to Grak. 
 
    “Just a hunch,” Frunk replied. 
 
    By ‘hunch,’ he meant ‘magic,’ but Arbor wasn’t going to call him out on it. Not now. He groaned, dropping to one knee next to Grak and placing a hand on her cheek. He ignored the gasp as his Perception magic flooded into her and began forcing the chill back. 
 
    “Have the others returned?” he asked, half-paying attention to what he was doing as he spoke to Frunk. 
 
    “Yes,” Frunk said. “And I’m afraid it’s bad news.” 
 
    Arbor sighed. Sometimes, he wished the gremlin weren’t so blunt. 
 
    “Let’s hear it then,” he replied. “And don’t leave anything out.”
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    Kya sat in front of Arbor, trying to fight back the tears in her eyes. It was difficult, considering how badly they’d failed and how she’d lost both Akkard and one of his commanders. Additionally, she’d found out about the engagement, and it was hitting her particularly hard. An engagement meant that she would never win his affections. The two of them would never be together. 
 
    She really wasn’t sure what hurt more. The fact that she’d failed to rescue her best friend or that Arbor was engaged to some woman she’d never even met. That all of this had happened while she’d been gone hit her even harder. She had missed so much and accomplished nothing in the process. 
 
    “I’m…sorry,” she finally said, finishing her story. 
 
    She didn’t dare look at him for fear of what she would see there. She knew how he felt about his little sister, and the fact that she had failed to bring her back as she’s promised would probably make him very angry. 
 
    Arbor stood, and she cringed as he placed a hand on her shoulder. When he spoke, his words were not harsh. Neither were the emotions flowing from him. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I’m sorry for not going with you and for sending you out to do my job. I was too busy listening to others about the state of my forces and keeping my Viscounty together. When we go back this time, I will be coming along with you.” 
 
    Kya finally looked up, her eyes watering and showing Arbor through the haze of tears. He looked so kind and caring. It both broke her heart and made her feel safe. She wanted to hug him, for him to hold her tight as she cried into his shoulder, but she knew she couldn’t. She would only be prolonging the pain, trying to deny a reality that was all too true. 
 
    Arbor was lost to her. She’d missed her chance. 
 
    Karria, on the other hand, could still be saved, despite her cold and uncaring demeanor. Even with the way she’d acted, Kya could tell that the real Karria was there, trapped beneath the surface. All they needed to do was bring her out, and with Arbor there, it would hopefully be a much easier process. However, getting in would be much harder this time. 
 
    “Did you speak with Ramona yet?” Kya asked, though it was the very last thing she wanted to do. 
 
    But she couldn’t break down. Not here. Not now. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said. “I’ve heard she’s recovering in the infirmary. I’ll be visiting her after I’ve spoken with my commanders and sub-commanders. Karria isn’t the only important person stuck in the Jagged Peaks. We have Hord’s brother and the brother of my two main commanders and friends.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re leaving already?” Kya asked, quickly swiping at her eyes to get rid of the unshed tears. 
 
    “We’ve already delayed too long,” Arbor said. “From what I’ve heard, a couple of the Elementals have reported in, and none have good news. The portal to the Lower Realms is already being tested, and although they believe they won’t succeed anytime in the next few weeks, they are getting closer. 
 
    “Now that I must make a stop at the Jagged Peaks, it might slow our advance even further, though I’m hoping to keep the army moving while we go to infiltrate Heart and get my sister back in control of her body.” 
 
    “But,” Kya said, looking him over. “You’re clearly hurt, and don’t try to lie and tell me you’re fine. I can feel how much pain you’re in.” 
 
    Arbor gave her a smile, his grip tightening on her shoulder briefly before he let go. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” Arbor said. “I have responsibilities. Both as a ruler and a big brother. My people need me now more than ever. We cannot allow Demons to have free reign in Laedrin. They would destroy this world without a second thought, and none of us would be strong enough to stop them.” 
 
    Kya could feel the pain he was in. It was substantial, and he barely remained on his feet. His wounds were healing slower than they should, clearly due to the cut he’d taken from a Reflum weapon. His left arm was bound to his chest, and he walked with a shuffling gait, having torn several muscles and a couple of tendons in his legs. 
 
    “How?” Kya asked as he turned to leave. “How do you keep pushing forward when you’re so hurt?” 
 
    She didn’t feel any physical pain like he did, but the emotional trauma was near-crippling. She didn’t want to get out of her chair. The pain of losing her parents had come back in a flood as soon as she had found out about Arbor’s engagement. Coupled with her failure to save Karria and losing Akkard to the monster controlling her body all combined to make a serious case for climbing into a hole and never coming out. 
 
    “Because I must,” Arbor said, conviction pouring off him in waves. “If I don’t act, who will? Will I allow misfortune to befall the entire world simply because I’m in a bit of pain? Will I allow my little sister to fall deeper and deeper into herself, buried so far down that she’ll never be retrievable? 
 
    “If you can’t fight for yourself, then fight for the sake of others. If I had to do all of this for myself, I very much doubt I’d have the strength to go on. This world is bigger than any single person, and it is from that that I take my strength. It’s not just mine. I never walk alone, and with the help of my friends, I can move forward.” 
 
    Arbor continued shuffling out of the room until Prudence came rushing over, pulling his right arm over her shoulder and supporting him. Unlike with Arbor, Kya could read the butler’s mind like an open book, and it almost made her giggle to hear how badly she wished that Arbor would just let her carry him so she could keep him off his feet. 
 
    She could feel how important he was to her, despite the fact that she’d only been his butler for a couple of months. Yes, she was a servant, but she didn’t feel like one, though that could be said of nearly everyone in Arbor’s employ. 
 
    Kya felt another twinge of anguish even as the familiar warmth flooded her cheeks. Arbor was just too good, too kind and caring. A genuinely good person through and through. How could she be mad at him for picking someone else to marry? He was already going to do it, no matter what, so shouldn’t she be happy that the woman he was marrying was someone he actually liked? 
 
    Despite wanting to feel happy for him, Kya found that she just couldn’t, not when it came to this. She resigned herself to having to deal with that pain. At least that woman wasn’t around now, and she would get to spend time with him without her there to ruin it. Maybe she’d be able to forget, to pretend that she could still be with him, even if it were only temporary. 
 
    After sitting and wallowing for over an hour, Kya finally forced herself to her feet and began heading to the infirmary. She’d been visiting Ramona daily as there hadn’t really been anyone else to talk to. The woman with elven heritage was good company, even if she was much older than her. She didn’t condescend and tell her to leave, and neither did her mind or emotions. 
 
    “Come in,” Ramona said as Kya knocked on the door. 
 
    “There was something I wanted to…Ah!” Kya whirled around, her face going beet red and covering her eyes. 
 
    “What?” Ramona’s voice asked, though Kya could feel the humor in her mind. 
 
    “You knew how I would react, and yet you did it anyway!” Kya said, still covering her eyes. 
 
    The ‘it’ in question was that Ramona had been in the middle of changing when she’d called Kya in, giving her a full view of the woman in all her glory. 
 
    “Yeah, I might have,” Ramona admitted, her voice momentarily muffled as she pulled a shirt over her head. 
 
    “Only you would think something like that was funny,” Kya said. 
 
    “Oh, relax, and stop being such a prude,” Ramona replied, flopping back onto her bed. “We’re both girls. It’s not like you haven’t seen it before.” 
 
    “It’s inappropriate,” Kya insisted. 
 
    “You can turn around, you know,” Ramona deadpanned. “I promise I’m decent.” 
 
    Kya slowly turned around, peeking through her fingers. The woman sat on her bed, now wearing an overlarge shirt that covered her to mid-thigh, though she wore absolutely nothing else. As she watched, Ramona tucked her fingers into the back of her collar and swept her long mane of silver and purple hair out, leaving it to fan out around her face before settling against her back and shoulders. 
 
    “Wouldn’t exactly call it decent,” Kya muttered as Ramona patted the bed next to her. 
 
    It was only then that she noticed how well the woman looked. She’d taken a nasty wound during the attack, and though the gremlin healers had been good, they couldn’t have patched her up this quickly, especially since the injury had been exacerbated by their travel. 
 
    “Did Arbor do that?” she asked, pointing to the spot where she’d been injured. 
 
    “Yup,” Ramona said, patting the bed next to her more insistently and finally getting Kya to come over. “He fixed me up in just a couple of minutes. What I wouldn’t give to be able to do that,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    Kya sank down on the bed next to her, and Ramona immediately snaked an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “You don’t seem to be doing very well, though. Does it have something to do with our handsome Viscount’s engagement?” 
 
    Kya wanted to lie, to deny what Ramona said. But when she opened her mouth, she found herself spilling all of her emotions out to the woman holding her close. 
 
    “Oh, honey, it’s okay,” Ramona said as Kya finally began to cry. “You’re allowed to be upset. Heartbreak is one of the most horrible things to have to go through, especially your first love.” 
 
    Kya wanted to say something, but all she could do was cry. She felt like that was all she was doing lately, but with Ramona’s soothing presence and all that had happened in the past few hours, she just couldn’t stop. 
 
    Ramona didn’t judge, just holding her until she’d cried herself out, and then, when she started drifting off, lay down with her in bed, pulling the blanket up over the both of them and lying with her until the knocking on her door woke her from her fitful slumber.
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    “Those are our final numbers?” Arbor asked, looking over the piece of parchment Frunk had handed him. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he replied, adjusting the rim of his spectacles. 
 
    It was strange for someone as smart and well thought out as the gremlin standing before him to have a nervous tick, but that’s what Arbor decided it was. The frames never slipped, so there was no need to constantly be adjusting them. 
 
    “Forty-thousand, seven-hundred and thirteen,” Arbor said, reading over the list once more. “And how many will we be able to leave behind? We’re now facing a bigger threat than I’d realized, thanks to my engagement to Se- Silvia,” Arbor said. 
 
    When talking about the Duke’s daughter, it was sometimes hard to remember to use her proper name when speaking about her to others. She had such a strange nickname, but it was sweet in what it represented, so he had no qualms at all about using it. 
 
    “More gremlins have been flocking to our lands, and though not all are soldiers, I’m confident we can whip them into shape before long. In just a month, if our numbers continue growing, we should have nearly fifty or sixty thousand trained soldiers.” 
 
    “How many do we have now?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “About eighteen thousand,” Frunk said. 
 
    “Will it be enough? If, for example, the Barons under our command decide that they would rather side with an Earl or Marquess who makes them some promises, can our forces hold out?” 
 
    “By my estimate, the Barons have a combined force of somewhere around thirty-thousand. We haven’t noticed any heavy recruiting or training, nor do we have any news of enemy soldiers breaching our defenses.” 
 
    “It seemed like a pretty big breach when we were attacked on the road,” Arbor said. 
 
    “I meant breaches on the scale that would cause worry,” Frunk replied smoothly. “Besides, it would take time for the Barons to march their armies here, by which time we’ll have raised enough troops to be able to defend ourselves.” 
 
    “And what about the enemy Mages?” Arbor asked. “We’re still woefully short on those who can actually fight, and by my count, the only ones we’re leaving behind are those whose talents lie in architecture and farming.” 
 
    “Hord has helped us with that,” Frunk said, pulling another clipboard from the table and handing it to him. “He’s designed a host of anti-Mage weaponry designed to eliminate any advantage.” 
 
    Arbor took the clipboard and looked it over. There were a whole bunch of items listed there, though he had no idea what any of them would do. 
 
    “I’ll take your word on it then,” he said, handing it back. “Are our troops ready to march?” 
 
    “Yes,” Frunk replied. “Supply wagons are all loaded up, and a new coach has been procured for you so you may ride in comfort while you recover.” 
 
    Arbor sighed, looking down at the spot where his shirt bulged. He knew that if he lifted the shirt, he would see the bandage wrapping the wound inflicted by the Reflum weapon. It wasn’t that he was poisoned, as with the Magekiller, but the wound from the magic-resistant metal wasn’t healing as quickly as it should, and it was preventing his other injuries from doing the same. 
 
    It had been nearly twelve hours since his battle, and by now, he had expected most of the pain to be gone. The small cut in his side should have been healed, his torn muscles itching uncomfortably as they recovered and his arm doing the same. The broken bone would likely have taken a week to ten days to fully heal, but as it was, it was going to take the normal time of six to eight weeks to recover. 
 
    That was unless Frunk’s theory about his body starting to recover faster once the cut in his side fully healed proved to be true. 
 
    “You’ll be staying behind,” Arbor said, looking up to meet the gremlin’s eyes. 
 
    For the first time that night, Arbor saw a flash of defiance in the gremlin’s gaze, his back straightening and muscles tensing. 
 
    “Before you say anything,” Arbor said. “Just know that I need someone capable to stay behind and run Ryevine in my absence. If you can think of anyone more suited to the job than you, just tell me, and I’ll put them in charge instead.” 
 
    Arbor could see the difficulty in the gremlin’s face, the knowledge that he was right warring with the need to go out on this campaign to help free his brother from the demented monster in Karria’s body. 
 
    “I know this is hard,” Arbor said, placing a hand on the gremlin’s shoulder. “I know that more than anyone. Do you remember what you told me when I wanted to go running after Karria the moment I returned from Somerset?” 
 
    Frunk nodded, his lips pressed into a flat line. 
 
    “Then take your own advice,” Arbor said. “You’re needed here. For the good of your people and keeping them free of oppression, you will need to remain behind to ensure this place is still standing by the time I come back.” 
 
    Frunk’s shoulders finally slumped at that, and he nodded, giving Arbor a salute as he released him and stepped back. 
 
    “I trust you will bring my brother back safe, sir,” Frunk said. 
 
    “You have my word,” Arbor said. “Now, moving on. How many Elementals can we count on, if any?” 
 
    “Fifty-eight agreed to go when I asked and made it clear that you weren’t the one asking. The rest want to stay back and just enjoy their freedom.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable,” Arbor said. “Nearly sixty Elementals will definitely make a big difference against their Mages, so I’m happy we even got that many. Is there anything else I need to know before we set out?” 
 
    Frunk gave him a few last-minute details about troop movements, attack patterns for the various squadrons, and how long supplies would last. 
 
    “For the most part, the people I’ve chosen for running supplies, the sub-commanders, and those beneath them should be able to handle most of the fieldwork. It will just be up to you to lead and adjust as any battle progresses.” 
 
    Arbor looked down at yet another clipboard, nodding along as he spoke. 
 
    “Do we have final numbers on the enemy?” he asked, flipping a page on the board. 
 
    “Enemy forces number near two-hundred-thousand,” Frunk said, making Arbor wince. 
 
    “How many are forced conscripts?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “The last report indicates that over half are forced conscripts,” Frunk replied. “Some hundred and twenty thousand.” 
 
    “So, even if they cut and run, the enemy will still outnumber us two to one,” Arbor muttered. “Do we know how many elven civilians there are and how the elven forces are spread? They can’t all be concentrated in one place, after all.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, sir,” Frunk replied. “For those numbers, we’re going to have to wait for the next Elemental’s report, which should be coming in the next few days.” 
 
    “That will leave Shelderoth and one other, is that correct?” Abor asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Frunk replied. 
 
    “Do we know where they’ll be returning to?” Arbor asked thoughtfully. 
 
    He’d been away when the second had come back, so he didn’t know where they’d shown up. 
 
    “Estimates say that they’ll appear within fifteen miles of wherever you are at the time,” Frunk said. “Once you leave, they’ll be reporting straight to you instead of me.” 
 
    Arbor nodded. 
 
    “Very well. That answers all of my questions for now. I think we’ll be setting out right away.” 
 
    “Right as it’s starting to become dark?” Frunk asked as Arbor hobbled toward the door, Prudence already moving to help. 
 
    “What better time?” Arbor asked. “If we have any enemies watching, they won’t be expecting it. Any word of our leaving will take at least an extra twelve hours to reach them.” 
 
    Frunk nodded, seeing the logic in his argument. 
 
    The door swung open to reveal Grak and Hord both standing and waiting for him. Kya and Ramona were nowhere to be seen, so he motioned to a nearby gremlin and told him to fetch them. 
 
    “We’re leaving now,” Arbor said, Prudence half-dragging, half-carrying him toward the waiting coach. 
 
    “So much for a good night’s sleep,” Grak said with a sigh. 
 
    “Please,” Arbor snorted. “That coach looks a good deal larger than the last, and if I’m guessing right, there will definitely be more than two seats that recline into beds.” 
 
    “Indeed, my lord,” Prudence said as she reached to open the door. “Sebastian made sure to acquire only the finest and newest in coach technology and luxury.” 
 
    The door swung open, and Arbor walked into what felt like a lavish dining room. A small fixture hung above a table for four, which was already set with steaming plates, and a row of plush seats ran to either side. Even more shocking was the second door, which opened into a bedroom for one, complete with a full-size plush bed and another, smaller door, which revealed a toilet and small glass booth with a water spout built into the ceiling. 
 
    “I don’t even want to know how much this all cost,” Arbor said as Prudence helped him into one of the plush seats. 
 
    There were eight, not including the chairs around the table, all of which could be pulled from the wall and extended into a comfortable bed. Even with all that pulled out, there was still a good foot-and-a-half of space in which to pass through. Additionally, Prudence showed him a switch that would collapse the table and chairs into a compartment in the floor. 
 
    “Ooh, this looks fancy,” Ramona said, stepping into the coach. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Prudence said, appearing before the woman in a flash. “But no one gave you permission to ride with Lord Arbor.” 
 
    The massive woman towered over Ramona, though she didn’t seem the least bit intimidated. 
 
    “Let her pass,” Arbor said, waving his hand. “Kya too,” he added quickly as he sensed the elf’s approach with his Perception Field. “And Grab as well. I would like the commander of my forces to be allowed in whenever he wants.” 
 
    “But, my lord,” Prudence said as the others piled in. “It won’t be nearly as comfortable with so many crowding your coach.” 
 
    “If there’s room for everyone to sit, I honestly don’t care,” Arbor said, leaning back in his seat with a sigh. “And that includes you, Prudence. I won’t have you sitting in the front with the coachman out of some stupid sense of propriety. I’m not telling you to sleep in my room with me, but having you inside will definitely be helpful.” 
 
    Prudence, who’d already been stepping out, hesitated. Then, she turned and bowed to him. 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.” 
 
    Frunk popped his head in then as the coach was preparing to move off. 
 
    “I hope your campaign is a success, sir,” the gremlin said, giving him a salute. 
 
    “And I hope to find this place still standing when I come back,” Arbor said. 
 
    Though he was joking, Frunk seemed to take it very seriously, saluting again before stepping back and closing the doors. There were a few moments when nothing happened, and then the coach glided forward smoothly. There was no sudden jolt, no being tossed off-balance as with the last one, just a gradual, smooth increase in speed. 
 
    Just like that, they were on their way. The war effort had officially begun. Zir’s days as the ruler of the Goldenleaf Forest were numbered, and the monster living in Karria would soon be slain.
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    Arbor yawned, stretching his arms high overhead and wincing as his still-broken arm smacked into the wall behind him. He wasn’t exactly sure what had woken him, as there was no light leaking into the room. It was nice and cool, despite the fact that they were riding out on the scorching Flatlands, courtesy of the cooling runes scribed into the coach’s base. 
 
    This coach had so many small perks and added things that he wouldn’t have thought of that it made his head spin. Still, after nearly a month of travel, Arbor couldn’t say that he was the least bit uncomfortable. Well, other than the fact that he still had a broken arm and several extremely tender muscles and ligaments. 
 
    The cut in his side was now completely closed, and he could feel his healing noticeably speeding up, but a broken arm was a broken arm, and the damage he’d done to the muscles in his legs was more extensive than he’d originally realized. That, along with the constant travel, hadn’t given him much time to train. 
 
    The ambush by the human army had instilled a new habit in him, one that annoyed Prudence to no end. He insisted on wearing his armor whenever he was awake. It was perfectly comfortable, so it wasn’t like it bothered him at all, but since she couldn’t touch it or help him put it on seemed to aggravate her. 
 
    Additionally, she seemed to think that someone of his station should be wearing other finery, not just his armor. Still, Arbor insisted, and no matter how aggravated she was, she would never refuse him outright. 
 
    A light rapping came at his door, and Arbor, already awake, sat up straighter in bed, propping himself against the soft pillows. 
 
    “Come in,” he called, wondering just what time it was. 
 
    “Did I wake you, my lord?” Prudence asked, peeking her head in. 
 
    She looked a bit disheveled, which told Arbor she’d been sleeping very recently. 
 
    “I was already up,” Arbor said. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing we should worry too much about,” Prudence said, stepping into the room, lighting one of the lanterns on the wall, and closing the door behind her. “I just thought you might like to know that our troops encountered some unusual Gila lizard activity. I wouldn’t have bothered you, but Grak had mentioned that she and the others had run across some similar, odd activity when heading to Heart with your sister.” 
 
    That got Arbor’s attention. On the way to Heart to open the portal on this side, Karria and the others had been hampered by a massive pack of Gila lizards, all clumping up near the borders and stopping anyone from entering. It was the reason Karria had tapped into her Bestowal magic in the first place, to think of a way past them. 
 
    However, once they’d made it through, the truth had become apparent. There had been a pride of Mythic Lions wandering the area, which had been enough to scare even the Gila lizards away. 
 
    “You don’t think the pride of Lions is back, do you?” Arbor asked, moving to get out of bed. 
 
    “It may very well be, my lord,” Prudence said. “Though none of our scouts have reported any sightings.” 
 
    “This is a really bad time for a Mythic Cat to show up,” Arbor muttered, already reaching for his breastplate. “If what Grak said is true, then this is supposed to be the most powerful of them all. If she and I barely managed to take out the Magma-Tiger when we were at our best, I don’t know how I’ll manage a Lion when I’m still in bad shape. 
 
    “It may very well be nothing,” Prudence said, her fingers twitching, a clear sign of wanting to help. 
 
    The ring Arbor currently wore on his thumb would prevent anyone but him from being able to touch the armor, at least while he wasn’t wearing it. Unless Hord made another ring, one would need to steal the one Arbor always wore to be able to take the armor itself. It also meant that Prudence was left to stand there, inwardly fuming at her inability to help, while Arbor donned the armor alone. 
 
    “When were we ever that lucky?” Arbor asked with a dark chuckle. 
 
    “I see your point,” Prudence said as he stood, securing the hooks on his greaves into the loops on the bottom of the breastplate. “Is there anything I can get you?” she asked as Arbor made for the door. 
 
    “Tea?” Arbor asked. “And cold if you can. I’ll be sweating enough out there. Don’t need anything hot making it worse.” 
 
    Prudence bowed him out, closing the door behind him and moving off to the front of the coach where their supplies were stored. 
 
    The others were already up when he entered, Hord already in his full plate armor, while Ramona and Grak still seemed to be getting ready. 
 
    “I’ll never understand how you can just sit there brushing your hair, while we have a potential Mythic Beast attack coming our way,” Arbor said as he watched the two of them. 
 
    “Hey, don’t give me any of that,” Grak said, waggling her hairbrush at him. “When you have to take care of hair this long, I’ll listen. Until then, keep your ignorant comments to yourself.” 
 
    “Kya is ready,” Arbor said, gesturing to the elf girl who was perched primly on the end of her bed. 
 
    She was dressed, hair brushed, and wearing a leather and steel breastplate he’d had made for her. She likely wouldn’t be going into direct battle, but he wanted to keep her as safe as he could. Karria would kill him if he rescued her only to find out her best friend had died in the process due to negligence on his part. 
 
    “That’s because she was up almost thirty minutes before the rest of us,” Grak said, going back to brushing her hair. 
 
    “Besides,” Ramona cut in. “She’s gorgeous. I mean, have you seen her? She could leave her hair bedraggled and wear a sack, and she’d still look better than the two of us combined!” 
 
    “Hey! Speak for yourself,” Grak said, flipping her long mane of dark blue hair back with a flick of her wrist. “I think I’m pretty hot, if I do say so myself, so claiming that Kya is prettier than the both of us combined is a bit much. Maybe prettier than you, but when you add me in, well…” Grak said, trailing off with a smirk. 
 
    Contrary to what Arbor might have thought, Ramona didn’t seem at all upset, laughing as she continued to run the brush through her hair. 
 
    “Love the confidence, hot stuff,” she said. “You are pretty damn hot.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Grak said. “You’re not too bad yourself.” 
 
    Arbor gave Hord a sidelong look, but the dwarf just shrugged as though to say, “Women. What can you do?” 
 
    It took both Grak and Ramona a full five minutes more to finish up with their hair, the two of them shamelessly complimenting each other the entire time and in very specific terms. Arbor might have thought this topic of conversation would make Kya as uncomfortable as he was feeling right now, but oddly enough, the elf seemed to be enjoying herself, laughing along as they spoke in more and more inappropriate terms. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Prudence finally snapped. “This is hardly an appropriate conversation to be having in front of a Lord!” 
 
    “Sorry, mom,” Ramona said with a snort. “I’ll watch my dirty, degenerate mouth from now on.” 
 
    Everyone laughed at that, and even Prudence cracked a small smile, though she still maintained her air of severity as she handed Arbor a frosted glass filled with a dark liquid. A wedge of lemon was perched on the rim, and a sprig of mint floated atop the small cubes of ice clinking against the sides of the glass. 
 
    “No fair,” Grak said as Arbor took a long draft and sighed in contentment. “I want one!” 
 
    She sounded like a petulant child, complaining that their older sibling got something, and they wanted it too. 
 
    “When you become a fancy Lord like I am, you can have your own,” Arbor said, lifting his pinky off the glass and taking another slow sip. “Until then, you’ll just have to drink water like the rest of the peasants.” 
 
    Grak’s hand flashed out, snatching the glass from his grip as he lowered it. Before he could stop her, she’d downed the entire thing. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she said, a contented sigh slipping from her lips. 
 
    “You have a bad habit of stealing my food,” Arbor deadpanned. 
 
    “When you become a sneaky gremlin like me, you can steal food of your own,” Grak said with a sly grin. “Until then, you’ll just have to keep losing all of yours.” 
 
    “Prudence, can you please get me another drink?” Arbor asked, still staring at Grak. 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Prudence said, bowing at the waist. 
 
    Grak pouted as Arbor was handed another glass, his grin spreading from ear to ear. 
 
    “Guess it pays to be a Lord after all,” he said, then took a long sip. 
 
    This time, when Grak tried to snatch it, he was ready and easily sidestepped the clumsy lunge, resulting in Grak falling flat on her face. 
 
    “Curse you and your freakish reflexes!” Grak said, her voice muffled and her face pressed into the ground. 
 
    The coach came to a halt then, and Arbor remembered why they were awake in the first place. He grew tense as a knock came at the door, but when it opened, the gremlin who stood there didn’t look at all panicked. 
 
    “What is it?” Arbor asked as the gremlin saluted. 
 
    “We’ve sighted the Jagged Peaks, sir,” the gremlin said. “The scout commander does not believe it would be wise to continue moving the army any closer.” 
 
    “About time,” Hord muttered. 
 
    Travel with an army was far slower than moving in small groups. It was why it had taken them this long just to make it there. 
 
    “Any sightings of a Mythic Beast?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “No, sir,” the gremlin replied. “They’re clumping up in larger than usual packs, but they move when the army approaches.” 
 
    Arbor rubbed his chin for a moment, thinking. Last time, the Gila lizard activity had seen them bunching up around the border and not budging. This was similar, but the fact that they were moving and bunching into separate groups instead of a single, massive one told him that this was different. 
 
    “Alright, you’re dismissed,” Arbor said, thanking the gremlin for her service. 
 
    He then turned to Grab, who was already dressed and ready to go into battle. 
 
    “Keep the army moving,” he ordered. “We’re going to peel off here and continue on foot. “We’ll hopefully meet back up in about a week.” 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t convince you to take a contingent of guards with you, sir?” Grab asked, though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “With all of these people with me, I very much doubt I’d need them,” Arbor said, gesturing around to everyone still in the coach.” 
 
    “Very well, sir,” Grab said, giving him a salute. “I will expect you back in a week then.” 
 
    The gremlin commander stepped from the coach, leaving Arbor alone with the team that would be going in to try and save his sister. 
 
    “Things will be getting much more dangerous from here on out,” Arbor said, addressing the room as a whole. “If anyone wants out…” 
 
    He trailed off at a collection of eye-rolls and scoffing. 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said, feeling a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Let’s get moving then. The Jagged Peaks and the city of Heart await.” 
 
    With that said, the coach took off once more, turning inward and disappearing from sight as Ramona extended her magic over the entire thing, blending it into the landscape.
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    The corner of Arbor’s eye twitched as they narrowly avoided yet another land mine. For the first couple of days, he’d been able to easily detect and avoid them. Although his ability to feel them out hadn’t been diminished at all, the sheer quantity was making continued travel by coach a complete nightmare. 
 
    “Stop the coach,” Arbor called as they narrowly avoided yet another mine. 
 
    Grak, who’d been staying awake to keep him company, looked to him with a raised eyebrow as the coach came to a halt. 
 
    “We’re going to have to continue on foot from here,” Arbor said, getting off his seat. 
 
    It was still dark out, the others in the main room being sound asleep. Ramona, it seemed, was entirely capable of keeping her illusion going even as she slept, so they were in no danger of being discovered. 
 
    “What about the coach?” Grak asked. “We can’t just leave it here where it’ll be discovered.” 
 
    “The coachman can take it back,” Arbor said. “He should remember the way we took in.” 
 
    Then, he turned to the room at large and called for everyone to wake up. 
 
    There was some grumbling and groaning as they were roused from sleep, but before long, everyone was ready to go. 
 
    “You’re all going to stick close to me and do exactly as I say, understood?” Arbor asked as Prudence opened the door for him. 
 
    “Yes, your Lordship,” Hord said, giving him a tired salute. 
 
    Arbor let out a sigh, then stepped down and into the Flatlands. The heat wasn’t nearly as bad at night, though it was still present. After sitting in the cool coach, perspiration began to immediately form on his skin as he broke out in a sweat. It was dark out, the orange summer moon providing illumination from above and showing the cracked and barren landscape, with the looming outline of the Jagged Peaks blotting out a portion of the skyline. 
 
    They’d gotten quite close, and Arbor estimated that they’d be reaching the actual mountain by early afternoon if they moved at a good pace. 
 
    He felt his arm, which was only a bit tender now. His legs were perfectly fine by this point, his healing having finally stitched him back together after the Reflum-inflicted wound had finally healed over completely. 
 
    Arbor looked back at the small group that would be following him in. Prudence would be staying with the coach, as he’d made it clear that it wasn’t her job to going into battle with him. She hadn’t been happy about it, of course, but Arbor had ordered her to remain behind, so she’d had no choice. 
 
    That left Grak, Hord, Ramona, and Kya. Four out of the five in their small group were Mages, and Hord had shown that he was more than competent when it came to battle. Arbor was confident that they would be fine. 
 
    He took a deep breath, and then, he took his first step forward, his Perception Field flaring out as far as it would go as his eyesight and hearing sharpened. The small funnels of blue magic flowing up from his Perception Origin assured that his hearing was only slightly tweaked, as he didn’t want to be deafened. His eyesight was sharpened to the point where it seemed to be almost daytime, the moon providing more than enough light to see by. 
 
    They began their careful navigation through the minefield, Arbor’s Perception Field picking up each and every one of the hidden traps. They continued to grow in number as the night wore on, and by the time the sun began to peek over the horizon, they’d crossed over into the Jagged Peaks. 
 
    “Ugh,” Grak complained, rubbing at her bare arms and shivering. “I should have packed warmer clothes.” 
 
    “Don’t be such a sissy,” Hord said. “It’ll warm up in a few hours. Besides, who can complain about this brisk, mountain air?” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, letting out a long sigh. 
 
    “Of course you’re happy,” Grak grumbled. “You grew up here.” 
 
    “You make no sense at all, you know that?” Hord said, not at all insulted. “An ice elemental Mage that can’t stand the cold. Strangest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Don’t put your foot there!” Arbor yelled as Hord dodged out of the way to avoid the halfhearted punch Grak had thrown. 
 
    The dwarf froze, his foot just inches from touching the ground. Arbor could clearly sense something down there, a light buzzing and a glowing red that told him of a nasty trap. Slowly, the dwarf stepped back, breathing a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Let’s try and avoid any more of that, shall we,” Arbor said, glaring at the two of them. 
 
    “Sorry,” both Grak and Hord mumbled, sounding like chastised children. 
 
    “I don’t know how the two of you are so lively,” Ramona said, covering a yawn as they continued moving. “All I want to do is get back into my warm bed and sleep for a week.” 
 
    “Not all of us are lazy slobs like you,” Grak said. 
 
    She hadn’t liked Ramona all that much, even when they’d been back in the Defiants’ base. Now, she really didn’t have any reason to hide it. 
 
    “Kya agrees with me,” Ramona said, completely ignoring the insult. “Don’t you, Kya?” 
 
    The elf, who’d been walking along in silence, started as her name was called. 
 
    “What?” she asked, looking to the arguing women in confusion. 
 
    “Do you wish you were in bed right now?” Ramona repeated. 
 
    “Sleep would be nice,” Kya admitted. “But I don’t mind being out here, especially if it means bringing Karria back to herself.” 
 
    Arbor continued doggedly onward, ignoring their conversation. All he could concentrate on was putting one foot in front of the next, watching for traps and dwarven patrols all at the same time. The incline grew steeper as the sun rose, warming them as Hord had said. The area was nice, with small trees and shrubbery growing all around. 
 
    Grass poked through the stone in many areas, and a small brook ran by at one point. Seeing as his last visit there had been in the dead of winter, it was nice to see the landscape so transformed by the changing seasons. Still, Arbor couldn’t focus on the landscape for more than a few seconds at a time. He was too busy not getting them killed. 
 
    When they finally reached the top of the hill, there was a decision to make, one Arbor knew he needed to make himself. 
 
    “I say we go through the front,” Ramona said. “Trying the same secret passage in is suicide.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly why we should take it,” Grak argued. “She’ll never expect us to try it a third time.” 
 
    “Oh, she most definitely will,” Ramona said. “Akkard thought he was all clever and tried to outsmart her. Look where that landed him.” 
 
    “Well, we’re not outsmarting her,” Grak said, growing a bit more heated. “We’re just doing the unexpected.” 
 
    “By being completely obvious?” Ramona shot back. “We should…” 
 
    “Enough,” Arbor said, cutting into their conversation. “Hord is going to choose the way in, and we’re going to follow.” 
 
    In Arbor’s mind, it only made sense to allow the one who was most familiar with the landscape to make their entry decisions. 
 
    “I’m afraid there really aren’t very many ways in,” Hord said, stroking his small beard. “We’ll have to assume your sister knows all the secret passages in. But, entering into the actual city and then trying to navigate into the throne room would pose a serious challenge. The only question is if we can get out of another Reflum cage if we get caught in one.” 
 
    “We can always just use acid,” Ramona said, but Hord was already shaking his head. 
 
    “She’s smart. There’s no way the same thing will work twice on her. We need another plan.” 
 
    “What if we split up?” Kya asked, chiming in unexpectedly. 
 
    She flushed a little as all attention turned on her but pushed on. 
 
    “Karria might be expecting another group to come for her, but all logic says we should stick together. Maybe if we split up and take two separate paths in, we can catch her by surprise.” 
 
    “What about the traps, though?” Hord asked. 
 
    “There’s no way I can cover two groups, especially after I lose my line of sight,” Ramona added in. 
 
    “Hord can probably figure out a way to spot them, right?” Kya asked, looking to the dwarf. “He is an expert crafter after all.” 
 
    Hord continued stroking his beard, nodding and looking pleased with himself. 
 
    “And Arbor is very good at moving around quietly. I can also go with him and convince any dwarves we might run across that we’re not there.” 
 
    Ramona was nodding along as well by now, and Arbor marveled at how well she’d thought this out. 
 
    “You should speak up more often,” Arbor said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You have a lot to offer.” 
 
    Kya’s cheeks flushed, and she quickly looked away, though Arbor could detect the smile in her voice as she continued talking. 
 
    “Grak, Hord, and Ramona can go through the path we took last time, while Arbor and I take a different one. Even if one of us gets trapped, the other likely won’t.” 
 
    “What if Karria has already thought of it?” Grak asked. 
 
    “What if she’s thought of everything?” Kya retorted. “If we just stand around here debating and trying to outthink her, we’ll never save her. Also, if she’s already thought of every contingency, then no matter what we do, it won’t make a difference. I think that this is our best chance at saving her and that we should get a quick move-on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Arbor said before anyone else could chime in. “The longer we stand around and wait, the farther our army travels. Even after we rescue Karria, we’re still going to have to catch up with them. Additionally, we all seem to be forgetting that my little sister is trapped in there. 
 
    “Even if she’s expecting people to come, she isn’t expecting me, at least, not if all of your information is accurate. Just seeing me might be enough to bring her out of it, and if not, it could be the edge we need to freeze her up so that Kya can pull her back.” 
 
    Everyone was nodding by now, though Grak seemed to be a bit hesitant about leaving him. Either that, or she didn’t want to be stuck with Ramona with only Hord to stand between them. However, when the time came to split just half an hour later, she went without complaint, their groups branching off in silence. 
 
    Grak’s group vanished into the secret pass while he and Kya headed a bit farther up the mountain to the next one in line. Hord had told him what to look out for, and within a few minutes, Arbor spotted the telltale piece of stone jutting from a small thatch of bushes. 
 
    He crouched, pointing the spot out to Kya. He couldn’t feel anyone guarding the area, and after waiting for Kya’s assurance that she could feel no minds nearby, they moved quickly into the tunnel, leaving the daylight behind for the cool darkness of the tunnel.
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    Arbor moved quickly through the dim tunnel, following the twists and turns. His feet barely made a sound as he went over the hardened ground. Kya, on the other hand, was panting like a dog, her feet scuffing the stone and sending echoing clatters down the tunnel each time her foot caught a loose stone. 
 
    After just a few minutes of moving quickly, Arbor was faced with a choice. He either had to slow down and meet her pace or carry her. 
 
    “We’ll move faster this way,” Arbor said in a lowered voice as he scooped the elf off the ground. “Just keep your magic active and squeeze my arm if you feel anything.” 
 
    “But it’s covered in armor,” Kya said, looking to the azure-colored metal cloaking his arms. 
 
    “Then poke my face or something,” Arbor said, then took off at a light jog. 
 
    Perception magic flowed from his Origin, moving through the five main channels and enhancing his arms, legs, and mind. He kept too much of the magic from directly affecting his brain, as he might very well need it for the fight, but he used enough to keep his senses sharp. 
 
    With his mind trained as it was, he was able to sense the first dwarven patrol before even Kya could. 
 
    He felt the finger prod his cheek and nodded as Kya pointed ahead. He didn’t slow down though, jogging at full speed. He came around a bend and found himself facing a troupe of some ten dwarves. Seeing as Kya wasn’t trying to take control of their minds but only make them see what they expected – an empty tunnel – the elf was able to fool them into thinking they weren’t there. 
 
    Arbor sped up then jumped, his momentum allowing him to run along one of the walls for nearly ten yards before he dropped back to the ground, now well past the dwarven patrol. He didn’t break his stride, his mind fixed on the task at hand. Karria needed him, and he was finally on his way to save her. 
 
    They ran across several more patrols, and each time, Kya was able to get them past without being seen. Arbor was starting to grow a bit more relaxed as they passed the hour mark. He’d already been warned that these tunnels were very long and that he could expect it to take anywhere from two to three hours to reach the throne room. 
 
    Kya poked his face to let him know another patrol was up ahead – Arbor had already heard them – but when she poked him again, he looked down and saw a concerned look on her face. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked in a lowered tone as he slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Kya said. “I can sense the minds of the dwarves, but one of them doesn’t seem quite right.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of the gray dwarves we’ve been warned about,” Arbor said. “Either way, I think we’ll be fine.” 
 
    He continued on, rounding another bend in the tunnel and coming face to face with the group. 
 
    Just as he’d suspected, they were led by a dwarf with dark gray skin, stark white hair, and a beard of the same color. This one’s eyes seemed to glow a sickly green, and his eyes latched onto the two of them as soon as they appeared, despite the fact that the other six dwarves seemed completely oblivious. 
 
    “He sees us!” Kya hissed, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” the gray dwarf asked, causing the others in his party to start in surprise. 
 
    “What do we have where?” one of them asked nervously. 
 
    “Some nosy intruders are trying to break into the Lady’s throne room,” the gray dwarf said, turning and squarely blocking the corridor. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” Arbor muttered, setting Kya down. “Stay back. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    Kya seemed nervous but nodded, doing as she was told and stepping back to allow him room to maneuver. In close confines like the tunnel, the glaive would be a bad idea, so Arbor drew the falchion instead. 
 
    The other dwarves still seemed confused, drawing the weapons hesitantly and looking around to try and spot the phantom intruders. 
 
    “Do you really think you can get past me?” the gray dwarf asked, spreading his arms wide. “I was bestowed with the—” 
 
    The dwarf was summarily cut off as his head was removed from his shoulders, Arbor flashing in and lopping it off at the neck. The others shouted in alarm as their leader fell but couldn’t react in time as Arbor removed their heads as well. He was quick and efficient, the cleaver blade glowing white-hot as its enchantment was activated, cutting through the dwarven patrol in a handful of seconds. 
 
    “Good,” Arbor said, sheathing his weapon. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    Kya didn’t say a word as he scooped her up once more and continued running. The rest of the dwarven patrols were easily avoided, no more of the gray dwarves making an appearance. By the time they made it to the end of the tunnel, Arbor had managed to not get into any more fights. 
 
    He didn’t hesitate for a moment as he reached the blank wall, lashing out with a powerful kick and using his momentum to shatter the thin stone plate and dash into the throne room. 
 
    He took everything in in an instant. There was a cage on the far side of the room, with three familiar faces trapped within. It seemed that Ramona had been right, and they’d walked right into a trap. 
 
    There were some fifty dwarves in the room as well, along with one of the gray ones. But his eyes were fixed squarely on the throne itself, perched on a raised dais. 
 
    Karria sat there, dressed in scale armor that clung tightly to her body. He barely recognized her, as she’d grown so much in their time apart. She now looked less like the little girl he’d left back in Woods’ Clearing, and more like the woman she would soon be. But despite those changes, she was still his little sister. 
 
    Even the cold look in her eyes and the contemptuous sneer on her face couldn’t change that. What surprised him most was what was next to Karria. Lounging on the dais, its massive head larger than the entire throne, sat a monstrous lion. By the description, he had to assume this was the Mythic Lion, which would explain why the Gila lizards were acting so strange. 
 
    Its fur was dark, making the rainbow-colored mane stand out in stark contrast. Its eyes were a deep amber, seeming to glow from dark sockets. And yet, something about this creature didn’t feel entirely right. It was as though it weren’t real somehow. It didn’t exude the same crushing presence as the other Mythic Beasts he’d come across, and while he could tell it was dangerous, his senses weren’t screaming as they normally did. 
 
    “Karria!” Arbor yelled as her head whipped around at the disturbance. “Stop this right now! This isn’t you!” 
 
    Karria’s eyes went wide as saucers as she saw him. She’d clearly been in the middle of speaking when he’d entered – likely tormenting his three comrades – and her mouth sat half-open in shock. 
 
    “Arbor?” she exclaimed, the look of contempt leaving her face. 
 
    Just for a moment, Arbor saw his darling sister as a wide, goofy smile stretched across her lips. The cold and calculating look vanished from her eyes, and her entire body seemed to relax. Then, just as quickly, the tyrant in control reasserted itself. 
 
    The warmth fled in an instant, and the monster returned. 
 
    “No,” she said, her lips drawing to a hard line. “This is somehow coming from you,” she continued, speaking to Kya as Arbor set her down. “You’re more dangerous than even I realized. But not to worry, I’ll make sure you don’t leave this place alive this time. Especially after using such a dirty trick.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist, and the massive creature lounging near her rose smoothly to its feet. Finally, Arbor could see what was wrong with it as he switched to his Mage Sight. While the creature hummed with magic, he could see a slim tether, one made of rainbow-colored light, running from the lion to Karria. 
 
    It was a construct made of magic, which told him that Karria was much further along than he’d been led to believe. Creating a creature of this magnitude and complexity could not have been easy, which just showed how formidable this person really was. 
 
    “You’re not Karria,” Arbor said, reaching back and drawing his glaive. “But not to worry, after I get rid of you, she’ll be back to stay.” 
 
    “Get us out of this cage!” Grak yelled as the lion charged, its mouth opening wide and unleashing a deafening roar. 
 
    The roar itself gave the lion away as a fake, even if its outward appearance didn’t. Arbor had heard the roars of big cats before, and this wasn’t it. Karria might have known how it sounded, but it seemed that reproducing that sound wasn’t as easy as creating this monstrosity. However, as Arbor clashed with the creature, it became quite apparent that it was no pushover. 
 
    It was strong, far stronger than he’d expected it to be. 
 
    He winced as he spun his glaive into a block, using both arms to brace and flooding his body with Perception magic. His feet tore furrows in the stone floor as he was driven back and he felt his recently healed arm twinge in pain, letting him know that it still wasn’t up to taking a whole lot of punishment. 
 
    “Take care of that elf. Make sure she doesn’t leave here alive.” 
 
    The order was said so casually that Arbor didn’t even register what was happening until he saw the dwarven soldiers charging toward Kya, who’d been slowly backing toward the cage. The elf let out a yelp, then turned to run, making for the cage as quickly as she could. 
 
    Arbor tried to disengage from the lion, but the construct bore down on him, forcing his attention back to the battle at hand. He growled, flooding both his arms and legs with even more magic, more than he’d ever used before. His Origin pulsed once, twice, three times. Then, a flood of power came as he entered the 12th Tier. 
 
    He yelled, feeling the excess strength flood through him as his power surged. Arbor shoved back, muscles rippling and bulging beneath his armor, and tossed the oversized cat clean off its feet. 
 
    He felt a distinct sense of satisfaction as the monster inhabiting Karria’s body seemed to be in shock. Clearly, she hadn’t expected him to be this strong. The surprise didn’t last for long though, as her own magic flared, more power flowing from her body, through the bond with the construct, and into the creature itself. 
 
    It changed before his eyes, armored plating covering its hide, its claws lengthening. Its tail grew a two-foot long shimmering blade, and the blade itself flickered with a white fire. Even as he felt his own power surge, hers did as well, taking her to the next Tier. 
 
    “Let’s see how long this figment of the elf’s imagination can keep this up,” Karria said, motioning her construct forward once more.
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    Kya was terrified. She felt her heart practically in her throat as she ran for the cage, now pursued by some fifty-odd dwarven soldiers, all out for her blood. Her skirt billowed out around her as she ran, snagging against her knees and slowing her down. With a yank, she tore the garment away, leaving her clad in only the tight pants she wore beneath, and although she felt horribly exposed without the skirt, her speed did increase. 
 
    The dwarves were short and much slower than she was, however, as she came to a skidding halt next to the Reflum cage, she knew that she couldn’t outrun them forever. 
 
    “Get us out of here!” Grak said. 
 
    She was panicked and clearly wanted out but didn’t dare touch the bars. 
 
    “How?” Kya demanded, throwing a look over her shoulder. 
 
    The fastest of the dwarves were catching up, so she reached out with her magic, snagging the quickest and commanding them to attack their comrades. There were a few cries of pain and several shouts of surprise, but the dwarves who’d been turned against their fellows were quickly cut down. 
 
    “You need the key,” Hord said. 
 
    He seemed to be the calmest of them all, though Kya could attribute that to the fact that he had no magic, and thus, didn’t feel robbed by his inability to use his greatest weapon. 
 
    “But I don’t see a keyhole!” Kya yelled. 
 
    She turned, just in time to see her soldiers cut down, and reached out for another pair, this time, right in the middle of the force. She had maybe ten seconds before they reached her, and chances were slim that they would all follow once she ran again. They would leave guards near the cage to assure she didn’t come back to try and free them. 
 
    “This is your key,” Hord said, hefting his hammer. “I’d knock myself, but Reflum does bad things to enchanted weapons that aren’t made of a tough enough metal.” 
 
    Both her soldiers went down with screams of pain and Kya was forced to turn tail and run. 
 
    “I’ll figure something out!” she yelled. 
 
    “Stop her!” 
 
    “Cut her off!” 
 
    Kya could feel herself running out of breath as she ran, trying to find some way of cracking open the Reflum cage. Her best option was probably going to be taking control of a few dwarves and having them attack the cage itself. However, after losing four dwarves already, she was getting to the point where she would no longer be able to fight, should she fail. 
 
    Her head was pounding with the overuse of her magic, and when the next dwarves were killed, the backlash would probably take her out of commission for at least a couple of minutes. That was plenty of time for a few dwarves to stick their weapons into her and make sure she didn’t get back up. 
 
    “Here, elfy!” 
 
    Kya let out a shriek as a gray dwarf appeared before her, his hand growing to triple its normal size and grabbing at her face. She ducked under it, the dwarf’s leap helping her to do so, despite their difference in height. The bottom of his hand brushed her nose as she did, and just for a moment, Kya felt her magic being interrupted. 
 
    She stumbled, falling to the ground and scraping up her hands and elbows as she rolled. She was back on her feet in an instant, ignoring the pain and continuing to run. Her terror was mounting, and she realized that if that gray dwarf got his hands on her, she was finished. He somehow had the same ability as Reflum, in that he would be able to block out her magic. That couldn’t be allowed to happen. At least, not before she managed to get Grak and the others out of that cage. 
 
    She threw a look over her shoulder and screamed again as Arbor went sailing past her and slammed into the far wall. The force of the impact was immense, the entire room shaking under the force of that blow. 
 
    She screamed once more – she was doing that a lot in this fight – as a huge shadow passed over her, cast by the construct giving chase. She was worried about Arbor until a blast of white magic flashed from the crater in the wall, slamming into the construct’s left shoulder and blowing it clean off. 
 
    Kya was then very rudely reminded that she was in life-threatening danger, as the tip of a spear sliced across her left forearm. She let out a yelp, then started running again, ignoring the blood welling up from the cut. She threw a look back over her shoulder and saw the dwarf who’d attacked her sprawled out on the ground. 
 
    It seemed he’d tripped over a small rut in the stone, which had caused his aim to be thrown off. Kya felt a chill run down her spine as she realized that she owed her life to random chance. Had that dwarf not tripped, she would be dead right now. 
 
    That realization finally got her to stop hesitating. She turned a sharp left, dashing at right angles to the cage, and finally got a good look at the dwarves who’d remained behind to guard it. There were eight of them. Four held spears, two had swords, and the last two wielded oversized maces. 
 
    Hord was frantically waving and miming a swing at the bars, and although completely unnecessary, Kya knew what he was saying. Bracing herself for the pain to come, Kya reached out with her magic, the tendrils snaking out to latch onto those coming from the mace-wielding dwarves. 
 
    “Smash the bars,” she ordered, imposing her will over those of the dwarves. 
 
    Her head throbbed as she gave the command, and for the first time, the dwarves hesitated. She growled, increasing the flow of her own magic, and gave the command once again. 
 
    “Smash the bars now!” 
 
    She groaned in pain as white light flashed behind her eyes. She stumbled, nearly falling again as the command was given, but it worked. The dwarves raised their maces at the same time and turned, striking at the bars with all their strength. Their comrades reacted quickly, and the first was cut down before he managed a second swing. But the second dwarf did manage to bash the bars – twice more actually – before he too went down. 
 
    Kya slammed into the ground as the backlash hit her. She barely even registered the impact as she fell, and the last thing she saw before she blacked out was the group of triumphant dwarves as they closed in on her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arbor was having a far harder time with the construct than he’d first assumed he would. It wasn’t the thing’s strength or speed that bothered him – though it had plenty of both – but rather, its resilience. Each time he cut off a piece, destroyed something, or even removed its head, the missing parts would just reform, bolstered by Karria’s magic. Worse, this beast seemed to be adapting, predicting his moves and acting to counter them before he could even move to perform them. 
 
    The only way he’d found to counter this creature was by constantly throwing his timing off and slowly ramping up his speed, but even that didn’t seem to be working very well anymore. 
 
    The air was knocked from his lungs as the construct’s paw slammed into his chest, driving him to the ground. There was a loud crack as the stone split under the force of the impact. Arbor growled, reaching for his Origin magic and sending a spiraling lance of destruction straight from his chest. 
 
    It speared the construct through the neck and blew its head from its shoulders. Arbor was back on his feet in an instant, trying to flank the beast as its head reformed. His eyes flicked to the girl sitting on the throne. He noticed a distinct tightening of her fingers as the magic flowed from her. 
 
    She was starting to feel the strain of having to maintain and reform this monster, and even though she seemed to be able to read him like an open book, his armor was preventing her construct from landing a telling blow. Additionally, she didn’t seem to be able to move from her spot, the immense mental strain of keeping such a powerful beast going too much for her to do anything other than concentrate on the task at hand. 
 
    The construct grew whole again and whirled, its bladed tail whipping out and trailing white flames behind it. Arbor dodged right, and the blade narrowly missed as he sped up a half step by tapping into his breastplate’s enchantment. He now had two minutes where he’d be able to act without fear of repercussion. 
 
    But, when the construct whirled and struck at him, Arbor allowed it to hit. He was tossed from his feet, flipping through the air several times before he kicked out, using a blast of white magic to turn himself around. 
 
    He landed squarely on his feet, only for the lion to bear down right on top of him. Arbor tapped deeper, flooding his channels with power, and sped out of the way. Even as he did, he reached for his Origin magic, slamming his foot down and shattering the ground in a splinter pattern. 
 
    The black magic, creation, flowed from his second Origin, infusing the ground with life. Hundreds of vines tore themselves from the ground, twining around the body of the construct and dragging it down. 
 
    A vein throbbed in the corner of Karria’s temple as she tried to force her construct upright, but Arbor’s magic was too strong. The tail swiped out, trying to shear through some of the vines, but more sprouted, dragging it down and holding it in place. 
 
    “Why isn’t my white fire burning or freezing your magic?” she finally snapped as Arbor began to calmly walk toward her. 
 
    “Because,” Arbor said, spinning his glaive in a half-circle, “my magic is stronger than yours.” 
 
    His glaive flashed down, white magic arcing in its wake as he slashed through the thread binding the lion-construct to her. She recoiled, screaming in agony as the connection was severed. The lion construct vanished almost instantly, bursting into sparkling motes of light as Karria clutched at her head. 
 
    “I’d heard you were smart,” Arbor continued, walking calmly up to the dais. “But planning and wits will only get you so far when going up against an opponent with far more power than you.” 
 
    He placed a hand on her shoulder, making sure to get a good grip before turning to survey the room. Karria was delirious with pain, so she wouldn’t be going anywhere. He just wanted to make sure that the others were alright. 
 
    What he saw when he looked assuaged any fears or worries he might have had. The Reflum cage had a gaping hole in one side, the bars crumpled and warped. The bodies of two dwarves lay next to it, in bloody heaps, while another six stood frozen where they were. All around the room, the dwarves were either frozen or dead. 
 
    The extent of their wounds ranged from small punctures in their chests or skulls to missing limbs and crushed bones. It was easy to tell who had inflicted which attacks, as both Ramona and Grak wielded bladed weapons, while Hord swung around a massive hammer. 
 
    Even as he watched, Grak and Hord cornered the last remaining dwarf – the one with gray skin – while Ramona was helping a groggy Kya to her feet. 
 
    The elf looked a bit beat up, but other than some scrapes, bruises, and a bloody gash on her left arm, she looked alright, if a bit shaken. 
 
    Arbor felt Karria tense beneath his grip, then felt something slam into his armor. He looked down to see a red dagger with the likeness of the Magma-Tiger on its hilt. The tip was pressing into his side, having been successfully repelled by his armor. Karria herself looked livid, the pained expression on her face making her look even more like the monster she was. 
 
    “None of that,” Arbor said, plucking the dagger from her fingers. 
 
    She let out a scream, but Arbor exerted pressure on her shoulder, forcing her to remain in her seat, even as she tried lunging for his throat. 
 
    “Bring Kya over here,” Arbor said, reaching under his shirt and fishing around for the item he’d been carrying with him since the night his family had been torn away from him. 
 
    “You’ll never succeed in making me weak again!” Karria yelled, thrashing in his grip. “I won’t go back to that weakling! I won’t…” she trailed off as Arbor pulled the silver lily necklace he’d given her for her fourteenth birthday from beneath his armor. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and she stopped thrashing, her eyes fixed on the swaying lily, as though hypnotized. 
 
    “Kya,” Arbor said in a calm voice. “Now’s your chance.” 
 
    He could feel the elf coming up behind him, so he wasn’t at all surprised when she stepped forward and took Karria’s face in her hands. Kya closed her eyes then, and Karria’s body went limp, her eyes rolling up in her head as she slumped in the throne.
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    Karria floated in a world of endless fog, the whiteness surrounding her on all sides and obscuring her vision. She was tired, so very tired. She had been for quite some time but despite wanting to do nothing but sleep, something had kept her from doing so. A small, nagging voice in the back of her mind had kept her present and just on the edge of consciousness. 
 
    A voice, light and melodic, called to her. It was muffled by the fog, distant but somehow close by. At first, she couldn’t even hear it, but as the voice continued calling, it grew louder and more insistent. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Karria groaned, her voice echoing strangely in the still air. 
 
    She was so tired. She just wanted to sleep. She’d been so close too, after months and months of being kept awake, she’d nearly been there. Now this annoying voice was trying to stop her. Why? Why couldn’t it just leave her alone? 
 
    “Karria, you have to come back to us,” the voice called again, more insistent still, demanding to be heard. 
 
    “But I’m so tired,” Karria replied. “Just let me sleep.” 
 
    She tried to go to sleep, her mind beginning to drift. However, when the voice came this time, it was loud, demanding and brooked no argument. 
 
    “Karria, wake up!” 
 
    Karria’s eyes snapped open, the world of fog vanishing in an instant and suddenly replaced by a room of stone. A bright crystal hung overhead, partially blocked by a pair of concerned faces. She blinked several times, her confused mind trying to process what she was seeing. 
 
    Kya’s face stood out in sharp contrast, her brows furrowed in concern and a hand pressed to her face. However, it was the other face, a face that looked so familiar and yet so different, that held her attention. She’d seen it thousands of times and it was one she’d yearned to see since the day they’d been separated. 
 
    “Arbor?” she asked, her brows wrinkling in confusion. “Is that really you, or am I dreaming?” 
 
    The worried look on her big brother’s face vanished the moment she spoke, and a wide grin spread across his lips. At the same time, she saw his eyes begin to mist up, before he pulled her close in a crushing embrace. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again after so long, Karria,” Arbor said as he held her tight. “I never thought I’d get the chance to hold you like this, but it seems that fate had other plans.” 
 
    Karria, still not sure whether she was dreaming or not, slowly reached around to hug him back. It felt real enough. Her mind was still fuzzy, and she was having a hard time remembering what she’d been doing before the world of fog. 
 
    “Kya said you’d be groggy for a bit,” Arbor said as he continued hugging her. “She said it’s likely due to your Bestowal magic retreating from your mind. You should start remembering within a few minutes.” 
 
    Karria’s eyes flicked to her friend over Arbor’s shoulder. She looked worn but happy and gave her a hesitant smile. 
 
    Arbor’s words weren’t lost on her though, despite the fact that she still couldn’t really remember the events leading up to a massive blank spot in her memories. She’d used her Bestowal magic, but just how long had she been out of control? 
 
    She tried to squirm in Arbor’s grip, to try and get a better look at the room. None of this felt real. Even the fact that Arbor was here, holding her after more than a year-and-a-half apart, didn’t seem to be penetrating her clouded mind. Arbor held her tighter, squeezing just a bit harder. 
 
    It was only then that Karria realized that something was digging into her collar, and when she pushed back, she saw the glittering silver lily hanging around her neck. This was the necklace she’d lost on the night of the wedding, the one Arbor had bought for her. 
 
    The memories hit Karria like a ton of bricks. Arbor vanishing into the glowing portal. Their desperate run to the Jagged Peaks to try pulling him back. The pack of Gila lizards and the eventual realization that she wasn’t smart enough to get them past. 
 
    “Arbor?” she asked again, the truth finally dawning on her as she looked up at her older brother. 
 
    Arbor smiled down at her, his eyes shining. His smile was so warm. So happy. Karria felt her bottom lip begin to tremble then as she realized that this wasn’t a dream. 
 
    She lunged forward, burying her face in his shoulder, and began to cry. She’d grown hard over the time they’d been apart and wasn’t really one to cry anymore, but her big brother seemed to bring out the little girl in her. The one same person who’d been excited every time he came back from work. The one who’d been both happy and sad when he’d gotten engaged. The one person she’d been sure had survived Ramson’s attack. 
 
    “It’s really you,” she whispered, pressing her face into the crook of his neck. 
 
    His grip tightened a bit. It felt so warm and reassuring. It was as if it let her know that everything would be okay now that he was here and that there was no longer any need to worry. 
 
    “Yes, it really is,” Arbor said. “We’ve been apart for far too long, and I promise that no one will tear us apart like that again.” 
 
    Karria wasn’t sure how long the two of them sat like that, her head in his shoulder as she bawled and him just holding her. She didn’t want to let go for fear that he would disappear the moment she did. However, eventually, she was forced to release him. 
 
    “Here,” Arbor said, pulling a kerchief from his pocket and dabbing at her eyes. “You were never a very pretty crier.” 
 
    Karria let out a choked laugh, sniffing as she did. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    He continued dabbing at her eyes, and while she might normally have protested at being babied like this, she allowed it, just this once. Once she was done wiping away her tears, he handed her the kerchief and moved back, finally allowing her a good view of the room. 
 
    Karria felt her heart skip a beat when she noticed corpses being moved. There were many bloodstains on the floor, as well as a dwarf kicking and screaming as a black plume of smoke poured off his skin. Aside from Kya, Grak, Hord, and Akkard were there, all looking grim. 
 
    “What did I do?” she asked, her voice sounding hollow in her ears. “How long have I been gone?” 
 
    Kya moved in, taking one of her hands in both of hers. 
 
    “You’ve been out about three months,” Kya said, her magic soothing the frayed edges of her nerves. “As for what you did… Well, it wasn’t really you, was it?” 
 
    Three months! 
 
    Had she really been gone for that long? 
 
    Kya’s magic soothed away the shock, helping her remain focused on the here and now instead of focusing on how much time she’d lost. 
 
    “But I was the one who reached for the magic, despite knowing what might happen,” Karria said, trying to brush the elf off. “What happened?” 
 
    Akkard stepped forward and though it looked like Arbor wanted to stop him, her brother held himself back, staying close to her. 
 
    “You imprisoned Grak, Hord, and me for over a month, taking the throne of the Jagged Peaks for yourself. You began to plan a war against the elves, killed at least a hundred dwarves in the process, and were generally a complete asshole. I don’t know what else you might have gotten into, but those crimes are bad enough to warrant your death at least two-hundred times over by dwarven law.” 
 
    Karria noticed the tightening of shoulders or hands-on weapons and felt the tension rise by several degrees. 
 
    “However,” Akkard said. “In light of the fact that the magic you used warps your mind to the point that you can’t even remember what happened, I believe that you and the monster who did all those things are completely different people. Sure, she had your face and used your body and magic to commit those heinous crimes. But she was not you.” 
 
    Everyone began to relax at that, but the tension returned as soon as Akkard continued. 
 
    “Still, that does not excuse the fact that you knowingly used that magic, with the full knowledge of what it would do to you, as well as the danger it would pose to all of us. That, I cannot forgive. As your friend, I can understand why you did what you did. You were worried for your brother, as any sibling would be. 
 
    “Were Hord in the same situation, I very much doubt I’d have had the strength to resist the temptation,” he said, looking to his brother. “But, as king, I cannot forgive your crimes against my people, even if you were not the one who committed them. Therefore, I, Akkard, King of the Jagged Peaks, banish you from my lands and forbid you from ever entering again. Should you do so, you will be treated as all exiles and executed on sight. 
 
    “You have an hour to gather yourself and leave.” 
 
    Akkard turned his back on her then and walked back to where his guards were holding down the struggling dwarf. The black smoke was nothing but a trickle by now, and Karria could clearly see the dwarf’s features. It was Jek, Akkard’s nephew and the one who’d originally overthrown the king. He was alive so far as she could tell, but in bad shape. Whatever had happened to him, she had a feeling that it was also somehow her fault. 
 
    “Come on,” Kya said, moving to pull one of Karria’s arms over her shoulder. “Let’s get you out of here. You’re probably going to want to rest after all you’ve been through.” 
 
    Karria nodded dumbly as she was hauled to her feet, Arbor moving to support her other side. Was it just her, or was he shorter than he used to be? 
 
    No, Karria realized. I’m just taller. 
 
    Grak came to help support her, along with Hord and another woman Karria didn’t recognize. Shukle, the gremlin who’d rescued her, was there as well, though he was speaking with Akkard. 
 
    “You keep going,” Arbor said as they began down a set of stairs surrounded by a twisted and battered cage. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Karria asked, feeling a momentary flare of panic. 
 
    “I just want to talk to Akkard before we leave,” Arbor said reassuringly. “I won’t be more than a minute.” 
 
    She didn’t want to leave him. Her hand tightened on his arm, not willing to release him just yet. She was just a scared little girl, even after all she’d been through. 
 
    “Everything will be okay,” Kya said soothingly, her magic washing through Karria in calming waves. “Arbor will be right behind us. You won’t be separated longer than five minutes. I promise.” 
 
    After having been out for so long, this was a lot to come back to and take in all at once. Karria somehow had to stomach the fact that she’d been out for three months and had murdered over a hundred people. On top of that was the fact that Akkard was now permanently banishing her from the dwarven homeland. It was all too much. 
 
    Arbor was the only constant here, the only thing keeping her mind anchored. Karria felt like she would begin unraveling the second he left. She didn’t think she’d be able to handle that kind of pain. 
 
    However, she also knew that Arbor needed to speak with Akkard and that her presence here complicated things.  
 
    “You’re not alone,” Kya whispered, giving her arm a squeeze. “I’m here for you.” 
 
    Karria turned to her friend then, feeling her bottom lip begin to quiver again. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally said, forcing her fingers to unclench from around Arbor’s arm. 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you,” Arbor said again as Karria was steered through the cage and down the stairs. 
 
    Karria didn’t look back, knowing that if she did, she wouldn’t have the strength to leave. Logically, she knew he wasn’t going anywhere. Not really. But there was no room for logic at the moment, not when her emotional state was so unbalanced. Without Kya there, she knew there was no way she’d have been able to cope. 
 
    Fighting back her instincts, she leaned closer to her friend, placing her head on her shoulder as the tunnel closed in around her and the gristly scene of the throne room disappeared.
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    Arbor watched Karria’s retreating back until she vanished into the tunnel. He had the sudden urge to rush after her, to convince himself that she wasn’t disappearing again. But he steeled himself, forcing himself to remain rooted in place until she vanished from his Perception Field, then turned to face Akkard. 
 
    Hord was talking to him quietly, the two of them huddled together. It hadn’t been hard to find the dwarven king, and though he didn’t look to be damaged on the outside, the haunted look in his eyes told Arbor that his stay here hadn’t been pleasant. 
 
    He waited until the two brothers finished speaking, Akkard briefly hugging Hord before he turned to head after the others in the tunnel. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did,” Arbor said, addressing Akkard directly, his voice somber. 
 
    “It wasn’t like I had much choice,” Akkard said with a tired sigh. “I couldn’t exactly sentence your sister to death, not after all you’ve done for us. And not after the way she saved my life. I do have to warn you about keeping her away from here, though. If she comes back, I won’t be able to stop my soldiers from attacking her.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to keep her away,” Arbor said, walking alongside the dwarf as he made his way to the throne. 
 
    Several of his soldiers were already inside the throne room, and the word was quickly spreading around the city of Heart that Akkard was alive and well. 
 
    “I never did like this chair,” Akkard said, staring up at the raised dais containing the marble monstrosity. 
 
    “Why sit in it then?” Arbor asked, stopping alongside the dwarf. 
 
    “Duty,” Akkard said with a shrug. “I never wanted to rule, but I know my younger brother would never have taken up the mantle, and Jek was too young at the time. Now, of course, it seems as though the Jagged Peaks won’t have a successor.” 
 
    “Maybe that isn’t such a bad thing,” Arbor noted. “Jek proved that just because you have a royal lineage doesn’t mean you’re qualified to rule. Maybe it’s time to let the people decide who gets to rule them.” 
 
    Akkard let out a snort of laughter at that. 
 
    “I am progressive, but I think that would be a bit much. No, I don’t think that would be a good idea, at least not yet. I do think that it’s time I get over my own grief and marry someone new.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone in mind?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Akkard got a faraway look in his eyes, and a small smile tugged at the corners of his lips. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    The two of them continued staring at the throne in silence for a few more moments before Arbor spoke up again. 
 
    “So, what will you do now that the throne is yours again?” 
 
    “I’m going to have to stay here,” Akkard said. “I need to try and see the extent of the damage Karria inflicted, as well as sort out what her plans were and how she was going to implement them. But just because I have to stay here doesn’t mean I can’t send soldiers.” 
 
    Akkard turned to look up at him. 
 
    “You’ve saved my kingdom and the people within twice now. Despite our feelings toward your sister, I consider you and your region to be steadfast allies of ours. I will send soldiers along to help in your cause, and should you ever need help, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    Akkard extended his hand then, and Arbor took it without hesitation. 
 
    “Thank you for your aid and your trust,” Arbor said, shaking King Akkard’s hand. “You can expect the same from us. Any time you need help, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    “The soldiers will arrive a bit late, but I’ll try and get them on the march within a couple of days.” 
 
    “We’ll look out for them,” Arbor said. 
 
    There wasn’t really much to be said after that, so Arbor nodded, then turned and headed for the exit. 
 
    “Watch out for my little brother. Please make sure he’s safe,” Akkard called after him. 
 
    “You have my word,” he replied. 
 
    Akkard didn’t say anything else as Arbor stepped through the twisted Reflum cage and into the tunnel. He knew the dwarf would have a lot to deal with, both in his kingdom and within himself. What he’d gone through couldn’t have been easy, and Arbor was sure there would be lasting mental damage. He just hoped that whoever the dwarven king married would be able to help soothe some of that pain, just as he felt Seven did for him. 
 
    He felt a small pang as he thought of his fiancée. He missed her dearly and could hardly wait for the day when he could return back home and they could be married. However, just like Akkard, he too had responsibilities, and while he’d taken a small detour to bring his sister back to her senses, he now needed to continue on toward the Goldenleaf Forest and put a stop to Zir’s plans. 
 
    Demons were bad enough in their own realms. If they were allowed free reign here, the world would be doomed, and as the bearer of the Origin, Arbor could not allow that to happen. 
 
    His worries melted away as he rounded a corner and finally caught sight of Karria again. The change when Kya had suppressed the core in her brain had been significant. Again, it wasn’t in her appearance but in the way she held herself and the way she looked at him. 
 
    “You’re back,” Karria said, all but throwing herself into his arms the moment she saw him. 
 
    She’d never been the clingy type, even back in Woods’ Clearing. He was sure it would wear off and she would go back to normal eventually, but after all she’d been through, he didn’t blame her at all. And he really didn’t mind either. 
 
    However, walking and hugging simultaneously was a pretty difficult thing to do, so Arbor leaned down and scooped her up. She was heavier than he remembered, her body feeling a good deal denser than it had the last time he’d done this. Karria had grown a bit in height, but the muscle she’d packed on had more to do with the weight increase than anything else. 
 
    Karria didn’t say anything as he lifted her, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her face to his chest. 
 
    The others looked to him, but he shook his head and motioned them to keep walking. It wasn’t long before Karria fell asleep in his arms, her back rising and falling evenly, and a small smile curling the corners of her lips, even as tears beaded the corners of her closed eyes. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Arbor asked as Kya fell back to walk with him. 
 
    “Bad,” Kya admitted, biting her lower lip. “Karria is feeling an immense amount of guilt for what she did. There’s also a lot of fear and confusion about the time she lost, and terror at the idea of losing herself to that monster again and hurting you because of it.” 
 
    “Will she get better?” he asked worriedly, looking down to the sleeping girl in his arms. 
 
    “Karria is strong,” Kya said. “She’s resilient and has had to go through things you can hardly imagine. She was forced to grow up quickly and has become hardened, much in the same way you have. Having you around will definitely aid in her recovery, but if she’s clingy for the next few weeks or so, it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary.” 
 
    Arbor nodded as she spoke, noting the way she looked at his sister. He’d known Kya was her best friend, but he hadn’t expected to see so much love and compassion. He had friends, and he didn’t think he felt as strongly about them. After listening to her story, he knew they’d been through a lot together, and with Kya’s magic, perhaps it made sense that they would be this close.  
 
    “Is there anything I can say or do to speed up her recovery?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Just be there for her,” Kya said. “Any time she needs you. Listen, sympathize. Let her know you care and can relate. Talk to her. Assure her that everything will be okay. That’s all she really needs. That, and time.” 
 
    Arbor nodded again, soaking up the elf’s advice and already planning in his mind how best to go about getting his sister healthy again. They spoke for a bit longer, before Kya eventually sped up to join the rest of their small group. Grak fell back next, though when she spoke, her concern was more directed at him than the girl in his arms. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Grak asked. 
 
    “Tired,” Arbor admitted. “Overwhelmed. I feel as though I haven’t slept in weeks. At the same time, though, I don’t think I’ve ever been happier. I found the last remaining member of my family alive. She’ll need some time to recover, but she’s alive, which means she can heal.” 
 
    “Don’t let her distract you from what needs to be done,” Grak said. “Remember what’s at stake here and what we’re fighting for.” 
 
    Arbor knew that Grak hadn’t had the best experience with Karria, and although his friend knew that hadn’t been her, it would still take time to get over all that Karria had done in the time she’d been under the influence of her Bestowal magic. 
 
    “I know what we’re fighting for,” Arbor said. “I haven’t forgotten. The fate of the world hangs in the balance, as well as the futures of everyone I’ve sworn to protect. We won’t fail.” 
 
    Grak nodded, though unlike Kya, she remained where she was, walking beside him. Hord, Ramona, and Shukle remained ahead, as none of them really had much to say about Karria. Hord didn’t seem to feel either way about her. Karria imprisoned him and his brother, but unlike Akkard, he didn’t need to hold a grudge for his people. Ramona didn’t even know her, and Shukle was part of his military so, in his mind, it would have been unprofessional for him to approach and speak about her. 
 
    The rest of the walk out of the tunnel was pleasant enough, and Karria slept the entire time. She remained asleep even once they exited and began heading down the mountain, the setting sun vanishing behind them. Arbor let her sleep, insisting on carrying her despite multiple offers from the others to take her. 
 
    She looked so peaceful, sleeping in his arms, and he didn’t want to risk waking her by passing her off. 
 
    They continued traveling down the mountain on foot, walking late into the night and finally reaching the Flatlands before stopping for a brief rest. Karria slept straight through the night and into the next day. Arbor began to grow worried near midday as they walked over the Flatlands, at least, until Kya assured him that she was fine. 
 
    “She’ll probably wake up at or near sunset. We should be able to make better time once she does.” 
 
    Just as Kya had said, Karria awoke at around five in the evening, this time seeming much more like herself. 
 
    She was quick to craft a large wagon, the likes of which Arbor had never seen before. It contained several rows of seats, leaving space for just the two of them up front and forcing the rest into the back two rows. It was narrower at the front as well, with larger wheels in the back than the front. 
 
    Karria explained the various functions of the carriage as she worked, growing enthusiastic as he sat down in the low carriage. He was glad to see that focusing on her work and magic helped, but as soon as they started moving, the wind picked up too much for them to hold a conversation. 
 
    Instead, he just watched her as she drove the carriage, her long brown hair streaming out behind her as the wind tore at them. The carriage was astonishingly quick, moving far faster than even he could have moved on foot. It was in that moment, with the setting sun painting the sky in brilliant shades of purple and crimson, that he realized that his little sister wasn’t so little anymore. 
 
    She was growing up, nearing adulthood. Arbor would need to speak with her more once they were back inside his coach. He needed to hear what she’d been through and speak of his own experiences. For now, though, he was content with just being with her. 
 
    He had been reunited with his sister at last and one of the promises he’d made over his parents’ graves had been fulfilled. Now, all he needed to do, was hunt down their killer and end him, once and for all.
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    “I think I can see the edge of the forest,” Kya said, peering through one of the open coach windows. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” Karria said, leaning close to her friend and peering out as well. 
 
    It had been a good three weeks since leaving the Jagged Peaks, and Karria had finally started coming back to herself. The others, even those like Grak, who’d been held prisoner by her, had begun warming to her. 
 
    Arbor and his sister had spoken at length about their adventures over the last year-and-a-half – almost two for him, due to his trip to Somerset – and the both of them had been shocked by how much the other had gone through. 
 
    Arbor had spoken of his adventures, starting with the night of the wedding. How he’d buried their parents and promised to find her. His trip through the Endless Wood, how he’d found and trained with Silver, followed by all the adventures after. He spoke about meeting Grak and Hord, the Mythic beasts he’d battled, and the competition to become a noble. 
 
    Karria spoke of her time with Ramson, how she’d escaped and found Silver in the Endless Wood as well. She told him all about her trip to the Goldenleaf Forest and her time in school, as well as the horrors she’d been through with Eletha and Sylvester’s betrayal and how they’d been forced to flee. She recalled her trip to Nexus and meeting the Transcended, of their travel and escape from the Jagged Peaks with Akkard, and how they’d made their way to Ryevine, only for them to be separated again. 
 
    The things they’d both been through were astounding, and even more so was the fact that they were both still alive and fighting. Arbor admired his sister’s resilience and strength, while Karria’s admiration for her brother grew even further. 
 
    “Yeah, those are definitely Goldenleaf trees,” Karria said after a few moments. 
 
    Arbor noticed how close Kya and Karria were to one another. Their cheeks were pressed together and they were peering through the same window, despite the fact that there was another one right next to Kya that she could have looked through. 
 
    Not for the first time, Arbor wondered if Karria and Kya’s relationship was more than that of just friends. Sure, his sister had always talked about liking boys when she was younger, but maybe she just hadn’t met the right person? 
 
    He wanted to ask but really didn’t know how to broach the subject, as it was more than a little uncommon for those of the same gender to like one another in that way. At least, it was uncommon in his small village. 
 
    Arbor would normally speak to Kya about these sorts of things, but seeing as she was part of it, he had to ask someone else. He just didn’t know who. 
 
    His gaze flicked to Ramona, who was busy playing cards with Hord and Shukle. He gave himself a small shake. She wouldn’t be a good choice. His eyes flicked to Grak before dismissing her as a possibility as well. He turned to Prudence, who was sitting near the far end of the coach, prepared to carry out any order or request. 
 
    Maybe, he thought, though he wasn’t sure how much experience she’d have with this. 
 
    His eyes flicked back to the group playing cards, landing on Hord. After thinking for a few moments, he decided that Hord might actually be able to give him the best advice, seeing as he was married and had grown up in a completely different environment. 
 
    Mind made up, Arbor set some time aside to talk to him in his busy schedule before focusing back on the task at hand. 
 
    “Open the doors,” he said, getting up to move to the exit. “You can stay here,” he said to Karria as she moved to follow. 
 
    She hesitated for a moment then nodded, going back to staring out the window with Kya. The clinginess was beginning to wear off, and this was a sign of that. A week ago, when he’d gone to ride out among his troops, Karria had insisted on coming along with him. She’d also insisted on sleeping in his bed every single night – she was actually still doing that. But, the fact that she was willing to let him go out without her was a good sign. 
 
    Prudence opened the door for him, the wind from their passage whipping his hair and the hanging ends of the cloth belt around his waist. He didn’t wait for the coach to slow, leaping out and pumping magic to his legs. He landed lightly, his knees flexing and absorbing the impact. He started running immediately, making his way over to where his horse was being kept, trotting alongside the one he’d picked for Karria. 
 
    The gremlin leading his horse – a massive black charger – nodded as he approached, waiting for him to vault into the saddle before handing him the reigns. Arbor nodded his thanks, then kicked the horse – he’d named her Cloud – into a gallop, circling the bulk of his forces and heading to where Grab was riding. 
 
    The gremlin was receiving a report as he approached, so Arbor stayed back to wait until the messenger left before approaching. 
 
    “Scouts spotted an elven patrol near the border,” Grab said. “They’re engaging now. Apparently, they’ve already run into a Mage. One of the Elementals has gone to counter them.” 
 
    “Losses?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “None so far. I think we’ll be able to end this without any deaths. I’m more worried about any elves escaping and going back to report on our movements.” 
 
    “They have to know we’re coming by now,” Arbor said. “They haven’t attacked me in weeks, and why should they, when I’m coming right to them?” 
 
    “They probably know we’re coming,” Grab said. “We’d be fools to think they didn’t. But exact numbers, troop placement, and so on are things they probably don’t know just yet. We’re trying to keep it that way.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, looking up as another gremlin came galloping back on his shaggy Yakdaw. 
 
    “The skirmish has ended, sir,” the gremlin said, giving a salute. “Three of the enemies are dead, including the Mage, and the other two were captured.” 
 
    “Losses?” 
 
    “None, sir,” the gremlin said, saluting Arbor. “A couple of our soldiers took some injuries, but nothing too serious.” 
 
    “Did any of the enemy escape?” Grab asked. 
 
    “None that we know of,” the scout replied. “We’re currently sweeping for anyone who may have left, so we’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    Arbor scanned the skyline, watching the approaching line of golden trees. 
 
    “I want to set up by the border of the forest tonight,” he decided. “I want to wait for Shelderoth to return before we move in to launch our first attack.” 
 
    “I was going to suggest doing just that, sir,” Grab said. “We’ll send our first scouting parties to confirm the Elemental’s intel and plan our route in. So far, things are looking to be going according to plan.” 
 
    “The dwarven troops?” Arbor asked, peering back over his shoulder and into the expansive Flatlands. 
 
    “Scouts sighted them five days back,” Grab said. “They’re moving a bit slower than we are, as they’re mostly riding donkeys and walking on foot.” 
 
    This was good news. Arbor had yet to hear of any dwarven sightings up until this point, so he was happy to hear they were near. 
 
    “Numbers?” 
 
    Akkard had said he would send troops, but he hadn’t given exact numbers. 
 
    “Estimated to be around twelve thousand,” Grab said. 
 
    Arbor let out a low whistle. That was really good. Those numbers were much higher than he’d originally thought. Having more troops was never a bad thing, especially when enemy numbers were estimated to be near two hundred thousand. Most were forced conscripts, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t have to fight and kill some of them. 
 
    Right now, their best option was to try and bypass the few big cities on the way to Srila. They were taking a huge risk by leaving themselves exposed that way. By avoiding taking the other cities first, they’d be cutting off any chances of escape. But, if all went well, the enemy force would disband as soon as Zir was dealt with. Or so they were hoping. 
 
    Even if they wanted to play it safe, they simply didn’t have the time to take things slow. The gate to the Lower Realms was nearing completion, and they needed to get to it before any Demons decided to come through for a stroll in the Mortal Realms, specifically theirs. 
 
    “How long can we afford to camp on the edge of the forest before the enemy can get a large enough force to intercept or block our path to the capital?” Arbor asked, trying to sharpen his eyes and peer through the tree line in the distance. 
 
    “A couple of days at most,” Grab said, sinking any hope that they’d be able to wait for the dwarves. “Any longer than that, and we’ll have to fight at least two battles, maybe more, depending on how long each one takes, as well as our own casualties.” 
 
    The plan right now was to not only make straight for Srila but to avoid as much fighting as possible. Shelderoth was hopefully going to report in soon, and he’d have the exact numbers in the capital. The enemy army would undoubtedly have more troops than Arbor had, but they also knew that there was no way the entirety of Zir’s army would all be there at once. 
 
    “Is there a chance they can make it for the battle in the capital?” Arbor asked, looking back over his shoulder, hoping to catch a glimpse of the dwarves but knowing that it wasn’t likely, even with his enhanced vision. 
 
    “There’s a pretty good chance,” Grab said. “Remember, once we enter the Goldenleaf Forest, the enemy will focus inward, trying to surround and crush us. With all the attention on our forces, no one will even think to look for a dwarven force.” 
 
    “Is there another path to the capital?” Arbor asked. “One that they can take without being spotted?” 
 
    “Without being spotted? No,” Grab said. “Without taking too many casualties? I believe so. We’ll need to stop for me to roll the map out, but they have a pretty good shot of making it there and hitting them from the north. The travel time will be a bit longer and through rougher terrain, but we’re already preparing for an attack that will likely stretch a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “Do we even have that much time?” Arbor asked worriedly. “It’ll take at least a week to even get to Srila with a force this size, and that’s if we don’t have so much as a single skirmish on the way. Will we be able to fight for that long without reinforcements reaching the city to back them up?” 
 
    “That’s what we have the siege walls for,” Grab said. “We had several dozen constructed and will be placing them as we move. We can leave skeleton forces up there, and so long as there’s a Mage or two, we can slow the enemy by as much as two days per wall. Remember, we’re assuming that the bulk of the forces in the capital will be loyalists to Zir. Those on the perimeter will mostly be conscripts, so they won’t be so eager for battle.” 
 
    Arbor nodded along, trying to play the scene out in his mind. He’d attended many meetings, and they’d done a lot of speculating and planning, but he hadn’t known what definitive strategy they’d gone with. He was a commander, but not one who was great with planning and nuance. 
 
    Once the battle started, he’d be in the thick of the fighting and leave the orders to those he’d assigned to the task, which was why he now wanted to clarify exactly what plans they’d be using for the coming battle. And though it sounded good enough now, he knew that plans went straight to hell the minute something went wrong, and something always went wrong. 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said, looking to the trees which were growing closer by the minute. “We’ll go over the plans in more detail later tonight, once the camp has been all set up.” 
 
    Grab saluted and Arbor rode away, heading back to his coach. He was halfway back when he felt several invisible presences enter into his Perception Field. It seemed the elven assassins had returned, and Arbor wasn’t going to deprive them of a good thrashing.
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    Arbor sat in the war tent, at the head of a table, with a massive map of the Goldenleaf Forest stretched out across it. It was dotted with dozens of small wooden blocks, representing the elven forces, as well as their own. Karria was sitting directly to his right, and to his left sat Grak. Also in attendance were Grab and Shukle, as well as Kya, Ramona, Hord, and Prudence. The sub-commanders sat near the far end of the table, alongside the four representatives of the Elementals who’d come along to fight with them. 
 
    A low muttering ran through the tent as they all talked amongst each other. They were all waiting for one person, or rather, Elemental, to show up. Arbor had received word that Shelderoth had reformed and was on his way. The Elemental should be arriving at any minute, so Arbor had gathered all the important people and brought them here to their temporary war room, to await his arrival. 
 
    “What exactly is Shelderoth like?” Karria asked, leaning close and speaking in a lowered voice. 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” Arbor replied. 
 
    Karria knew about their history, about how Arbor and Shelderoth had fought during the battle with the Defiants and Sor’shin’s army. She also knew of Shelderoth’s part in dragging Arbor to the Lower Realms, as well as how he’d eventually helped him and Kya escape. Naturally, she was curious about the type of creature he would be. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she said with a pout. “Won’t you tell your dear sister what she wants to know?” 
 
    She fluttered her eyelashes at him and gave him a pleading look, which made Arbor smile. 
 
    “You were always very good at getting what you wanted with those big eyes of yours, but you’re just going to have to wait this time.” 
 
    Karria stuck her tongue out at him, then leaned to her left to speak with Kya, who was seated next to her near the head of the table. 
 
    “Kya, can you tell me what Shelderoth is like? My big brother is being a poop.” 
 
    “Hey!” Arbor said, earning him a snort of laughter from Kya. 
 
    Karria was definitely coming back to herself now. She was making jokes and acting very much like her old self, especially when it came to teasing and trying to wheedle information out of him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kya said. “But I have to agree with Arbor. I think you should wait until Shelderoth comes and meet him in person. You’ll understand much better than if either of us just try and explain it to you.” 
 
    “You’re both poops, you know that?” Karria said, slumping in her chair and pouting. “A bunch of old, shriveled-up, stinky, fly-covered poops.” 
 
    “That was very descriptive,” Arbor deadpanned. 
 
    Karria’s eyes flashed mischievously, and Arbor let out a yelp as the very same piece of excrement Karria had just described in lavish detail dropped right onto his lap, flies and all. 
 
    “That is disgusting!” Arbor shouted. 
 
    Grak, who was sitting right next to him, almost fell out of her seat from laughing so hard, while Hord just shook his head in mock annoyance. The grin he was barely suppressing told Arbor that he thought it was equally as funny, but he did a better job of holding it in than Grak. Kya laughed unashamedly as well as Prudence moved to remove the construct. 
 
    It even smelled as bad as Arbor had imagined, which was quite impressive, considering it was made entirely of magic. 
 
    “Is that really the best use of your magic?” Arbor asked, staring down at his pants and checking to see if there were any stains.” 
 
    “I think so,” Karria replied, examining her nails and doing an excellent job of hiding her smirk. “I need the practice, after all.” 
 
    “You know what?” Arbor said. “I think I do too.” 
 
    Karria let out a small scream a moment later, as she was hauled into the air by one of her ankles, a small vine having grown from the ground and snagging her while she’d been distracted. 
 
    “Ar-bor!” Karria yelled, snatching her skirt and yanking it up as it slipped. “Put me down!” 
 
    It wasn’t as though she were indecent. Karria was wearing a pair of pants under the skirt, and after what she’d just done, Arbor felt absolutely no remorse, even with a tent full of his top commanders. 
 
    “Not until you apologize,” Arbor said, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Fine! I’m sorry!” Karria yelled, still thrashing from the vine. 
 
    “For?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “For dropping a whopping shit on your lap! What else?” Karria yelled. 
 
    “Language!” Arbor snapped. 
 
    “Fi-i-ine,” Karria said, composing her features. “I’m sorry for calling you a poop and then dropping one on you. It was immature and irresponsible.” 
 
    “Very good,” Arbor said, nodding his head and lowering her. “I hope you learned your les—” 
 
    A fish, covered in slime and smelling like it had been out in the sun for two weeks, dropped squarely on his head then, cutting him off. 
 
    When Shelderoth entered the tent just a couple of minutes later, Karria was hanging upside-down, her arms, legs, and mouth bound tightly by vines, while Arbor was neck-deep in a pile of things so rancid that everyone had moved to the far side of the tent. 
 
    “Is this a bad time?” the Elemental asked as he looked around, taking in all of the people with scrunched faces and fingers plugging their noses. 
 
    “No, you’re actually right on time,” Arbor said, just as a moldy boot formed in thin air and bounced off his skull. 
 
    Karria let out a muffled yelp as one of the vines swished across her behind with a loud crack. She wasn’t an adult yet, so Arbor figured he could still teach her a lesson in humility. Karria would eventually give up, but each time she forged a new, stinky construct, he would hit her. She had been without the discipline of their parents for too long, and her bad habits had grown out of hand. He would make sure to correct them. 
 
    Or, at least, he would try. 
 
    “Should I come back or…?” Shelderoth asked as a rotted squirrel carcass fell on Arbor’s head, which was followed a moment later by another crack and yelp. 
 
    Arbor sighed, turning his gaze on the upside-down Karria. 
 
    “Truce?” he asked. 
 
    Karria was quick to nod her head, and a moment later, Arbor was no longer covered in garbage as she was being set down. Arbor did notice that Karria avoided taking a seat though, standing with her back oddly straight. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Arbor said, motioning Shelderoth on. 
 
    “Right,” the Elemental said, still looking between the two of them with bafflement. “So, I infiltrated the capital,” he began, turning to address the other side of the room, who’d drawn closer now that the vile stench had dissipated. 
 
    “What I found is pretty much what we’d suspected. The elves are constructing a portal to break through to the Lower Realms. Thus far, they’ve been unsuccessful in bringing anyone through, but, just last night, they succeeded in sending a piece of fruit to the other side. When it returned, there was a piece missing, as though someone had taken a bite.” 
 
    “Wait,” Arbor said, interrupting him. “Aren’t the Lower Realms immaterial? How would a Demonic being be able to eat something?” 
 
    “How were you able to survive down there?” Shelderoth returned. “It’s magic. The magic of the Lower Realms is powerful, and so long as whatever is sent either comes from a world with magic or is itself infused with magic, those of the Lower Realms will be able to interact with it.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, then motioned Shelderoth to go on. 
 
    “As we suspected, the city is crawling with Zir’s loyalists. There are some seventy-five thousand soldiers. The army seems to be made up of mostly humans, somewhere around sixty-five percent. There are many Mages, too many to get an accurate reading, and their fortifications have grown. 
 
    “The walls have been lined with Reflum to repel enemy Mages and they have regular patrols sweeping both the city and outskirts. The area around the portal is most heavily guarded, meaning that we’ll be dealing with the most resistance right around here.” 
 
    Shelderoth pointed to a spot on the map, which elicited a groan from Kya. 
 
    “That’s where the palace is located,” Kya explained sadly. 
 
    Arbor nodded his understanding while Karria placed a consoling hand on her friend’s shoulder. Kya had grown up there. It would be difficult to see that her home was destroyed just for a portal to the Lower Realms to be built. 
 
    “What about our path forward?” Arbor asked. “Are we still clear?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shelderoth replied, tracing a clawed finger from their position. “If we move within the next couple of days, we should be able to make it without encountering too much resistance. Barriers can be set up here, here, and here,” he said, poking three spots on the map. “There are natural barriers here and here as well.”  
 
    He pointed to two more spots. 
 
    “With all of these in place, we should have the time we need to get into the city, seize the portal, and destroy it before any Demons are allowed through.” 
 
    “That easy, huh?” Karria asked sarcastically. 
 
    “No one said it would be easy,” Shelderoth replied. “But this is our best option.” 
 
    “I like being outnumbered two to one a whole lot better than four to one,” Arbor said, examining the map. “If what you say is true – and I don’t doubt it is – we may have a very good shot at winning. We’ll just have to fight smarter than the enemy. They probably already know that they have far greater numbers, so they’ll be reckless, and we’ll take full advantage of that.” 
 
    Arbor turned to Grab and Shukle. 
 
    “Send the order. We break camp tonight. I want to get a head start on the enemy, and if their scouts need to look for us in the morning, it’ll be all the better.” 
 
    Grab and Shukle saluted, then moved to carry out his orders. 
 
    “What about the dwarves?” Hord asked. 
 
    “Send a force back,” Arbor said. “Just a few scouts, no one we really need for the battle. They can lead them through the longer way and meet up with us once we reach Srila. If they hit the city from the north and we hit from the south, we’ll catch the enemy by surprise and might be able to put an end to the battle before any real fighting has to begin.” 
 
    “I very much doubt that,” Grak said with a snort. “We’re never that lucky.” 
 
    “Well, maybe our luck’s about to change,” Arbor said, trying to put some cheer into his voice. “We’re bound to have some good luck sometime, so why not now?”
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    Ramson sat propped up by several cushions in the dark room that had been his home for the last few weeks. It wasn’t that he was being treated poorly – quite the opposite, really – but he didn’t much like being stuck in a cage, not after spending weeks just getting here while riding in the back of a slaver’s wagon. 
 
    Perhaps, if he were a better person, he might have reflected on the choices he’d made. Perhaps he’d learn to feel some compassion for those he’d imprisoned or sold. Ramson was not a better person, though. In his time in here, he’d devised a myriad of ways in which he’d make Galliana pay for locking him in here. 
 
    The threat of death loomed over his head. Day after day, he was forced to sit and wait, crippled, unable to even get up and pace around. He was fed and watered three times a day, and the guards had even offered to play cards with him. But each time, he’d declined in favor of eating alone and plotting his revenge. 
 
    He’d lost track of how long he’d been down here already, but the full beard now covering his face told him that it hadn’t been just a few days. 
 
    Ramson was dozing, dreaming about a boiling cauldron of oil, over which Galliana hung, suspended by a set of pullies that he was lowering and raising, listening to the screaming and pleading of the woman. Seven and Carve both made an appearance as well, each taking a turn being jerked up and down on the pulley. 
 
    Surprisingly, Arbor, the one who’d cost him his eye, didn’t show up, though in his dream, Ramson didn’t think much of it. 
 
    A sudden clang tore him from his dreams, causing him to start. He thrashed around violently for a moment before realizing he wasn’t under attack. Slowly, his eye focused on the room around him, and he looked to the cell door, which was now wide open. 
 
    Galliana herself stood there, dressed in a nondescript peasant’s outfit and holding a tray with food and a pitcher of water. Two thugs moved in after her, one carrying a small table and another, a chair. 
 
    Ramson watched as both were placed before him, the table extending over the bed on which he lay propped. The chair was placed across him, and as Galliana moved to take a seat, Ramson understood what was about to happen. 
 
    “I take it you’ve found out what you wanted?” he asked as she placed the tray on the table. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t,” Galliana replied, pushing the tray toward him. “But I think you already know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Ramson looked to the tray suspiciously, then looked up at the woman. Galliana rolled her eyes, then reached out a plucked a piece of meat from the pile, popping it into her mouth. She then took his cup, poured herself a drink from the pitcher and took a long sip. 
 
    When Ramson still didn’t touch the food, Galliana let out a long sigh. 
 
    “If I wanted to kill you, why would I waste my time with poison?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ramson replied. “Maybe you think it’s funny to toy with people.” 
 
    “Fine then,” Galliana said. “Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
    She motioned behind her to a man Ramson hadn’t seen enter. He was dressed in a long black coat with an odd symbol on the front. Ramson immediately felt uneasy as the man approached, a gray-black hand extending from a billowing sleeve. The hand looked sickly and diseased, and Ramson instinctively recoiled. 
 
    But seeing as he was bedridden and couldn’t really go anywhere, he couldn’t escape that rotting hand. Galliana watched impassively as the man’s hand shot out, snagging Ramson’s wrist in a death grip. Ramson felt a chill run down his spine. The hand was freezing, to the point where he felt like a corpse was latched onto him. But the worst was yet to come. 
 
    Pain, the likes of which Ramson had never even imagined could exist, wracked his entire body. It felt like someone had taken a burning poker to every single nerve ending in his body. He screamed, his body locking up as the freezing grip on his wrist tightened, preventing him from escaping. 
 
    It wasn’t a short flare of pain either. It kept going, minute after minute of excruciating agony. Ramson wanted to black out, to lose consciousness and escape the pain, but no matter how many times his mind tried to shut down, something prevented that from happening. Finally, after nearly fifteen minutes of agony, the grip on his wrist was released, allowing Ramson to slump back in bed, shivering and twitching. 
 
    “There,” Galliana said as the cloaked man shuffled away. “Your information turned out to be valuable, so I’ve restored the use of your limbs. You’ll have some discoloration, but overall, you should be fine soon enough. The eye couldn’t be healed though. He’s just not good with vital organs. Feel free to eat and let yourself out. Our transaction is complete.” 
 
    Galliana rose then and left the cell, leaving the door open. Ramson didn’t move yet, his body still shivering and twitching as he tried to get ahold of himself. It took him nearly half an hour before he’d regained control of his limbs, and when he finally did, he took stock of himself. He moved both of his arms, then raised his hand before his eye and wiggled them experimentally. 
 
    No stiffness. That was good. 
 
    What was not good was the fact that there were several dark splotches on his skin, resembling that of the man who’d healed him. There was also the imprint of a hand around his wrist where the man had grabbed him, and when Ramson felt at it, it was cold to the touch. He grimaced, throwing his blanket to the side and revealing his bare legs. 
 
    They were covered in the same gray-black patches of skin, running all the way down to his feet, which were both completely dead-looking. However, when he went to rotate his ankles and wiggle his toes, they all seemed to work. 
 
    He pushed himself forward, then got quickly to his feet. There was no pain, though he could feel nothing at all through his feet, even though he walked on bare stone. There was not a hint of the sensation of cold or roughness that he’d have expected. 
 
    Ramson looked to the meal sitting on the table before him, then, with a scream of anger, hooked both hands beneath it and hurled the table across the room. It must have been made of some pretty sturdy stuff, as it merely bounced off the bars without sustaining so much as a dent. The food, however, was sent scattering everywhere, the pitcher shattering across the ground and spilling water everywhere. 
 
    Ramson ignored the non-sensation coming from his feet as the water washed over them, snatching up the blanket and tying it around his waist. Galliana hadn’t been kind enough to provide him with any clothes, and he didn’t much feel like sticking around here. 
 
    Once before, he’d been told he was free to go, only to have the Duke’s men come after him. He wasn’t about to give Galliana the same opportunity. 
 
    He moved quickly from the cell, then headed down the darkened corridor he’d been dragged through on his way in. It didn’t take him long to reach the street, which was dark and empty due to the lateness of the night. He took a quick look around, trying to get his bearings. 
 
    A tall building stood out to him, and Ramson ran, his feet slapping against the bare stone. He ran all the way to the edge of the city, then dove into the sewer without a second thought. The stench was horrific, but it would throw off any pursuit and assure that he didn’t need to climb any walls to escape. 
 
    By the time it was light out, Ramson was traveling parallel to the road, stinking of all sorts of unspeakable things and feeling ready to drop. Fear drove him ever onward, though. That, and his rage. The scenes played out in his mind, over and over, of how he’d lost his eye, how the Duke had used him as a plaything for months, before trying to dispose of him. 
 
    He remembered how he’d managed to survive, only to be recaptured and imprisoned. And now that Galliana had gotten what she’d wanted, she had turned him loose, likely having given a kill order the moment she’d left. Ramson wasn’t sure why he was still among the living, but he needed to prepare and find a way to defend himself. 
 
    “My, someone smells quite ripe, don’t you think, boys?” 
 
    Ramson felt his heart leap in his chest as the gruff voice sounded on his blind side. He whirled, seeing a group of several bruisers standing just a few yards away. They’d been concealed by the thick foliage, but now, they all stepped out into plain view. 
 
    Ramson growled, feeling the same animal instinct that had kept him alive until now rear its head. 
 
    “Ooh,” the man said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “Watch out, boys. I think we might be dealing with someone dangerous.” 
 
    The men all burst out in guffaws, laughing at the little man who they’d been sent to kill. 
 
    “Why didn’t Galliana just kill me when she had the chance?” Ramson asked, casting about for any weapon. 
 
    “Because she had to keep her word,” the man said as though explaining the concept to a child. “If she just goes and kills everyone who brings her information, people will stop doing that. Now, everyone will have seen you leave with all your limbs intact and keep trusting her.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with this,” Ramson said as the men moved to surround him. 
 
    “Oh, I think we will,” the leader said, cracking his knuckles. “No one will ever find your body. No one will come looking. No one will care when you’re rotting at the bottom of the sea with a bag of rocks tied around your scrawny throat.” 
 
    Ramson felt his anger growing as the men moved in. Everyone had a breaking point, and after a year-and-a-half of being constantly tortured, dragged around, and treated like dirt, Ramson had finally reached his. 
 
    He let out an animal cry of rage and charged directly at the big bruiser, who laughed and spread his arms wide to meet his charge. Something stirred within Ramson as he neared the man, a roiling power that he could feel building up behind his ruined eye. It throbbed and pulsed, making his head feel hot, but Ramson was too angry to care. 
 
    He lashed out with a powerful punch, connecting with the thug’s stomach. The man didn’t so much as budge, returning in kind and flattening him. Ramson slammed into the ground, but surprisingly, felt no pain from the blow. 
 
    The brute looked surprised when he stood up, apparently unharmed. 
 
    “Guess I didn’t hit you hard enough,” the man said, cracking his knuckles. “Let’s see how you handle this!” 
 
    The man lunged, slamming a punch directly into his face. Ramson was tossed off his feet, smashing into the ground. His head bounced off a rock, but once again, there was no pain. He looked up to the brute, who now looked shocked as Ramson climbed to his feet. 
 
    “This guy’s a freak!” the man yelled. “Come on, boys, have at him!” 
 
    There wasn’t much Ramson could do other than raise his arms as the rest moved in and began pummeling him. The roiling rage flowed within him, and the heat behind his eye grew. His head pounded and throbbed, even though he couldn’t feel so much as a single blow land. The men started huffing and puffing as they beat him, apparently running out of steam quite quickly. 
 
    When they stepped back, leaving Ramson prone, he was completely fine. 
 
    “Alright, enough of this,” the lead thug said, reaching for a sword at his waist. “Let’s see how you handle good steel through your ugly head. I don’t think you’ll be able to shrug that off!” 
 
    Ramson sprang to his feet, the burning behind his eye so intense that he could have sworn his head was on fire from the inside out. The thug swung, but he seemed to be moving extremely slowly. On instinct, Ramson’s hand flashed out, knocking the blow aside and latching onto the man’s bare wrist, just as the healer had done to him. 
 
    The moment he made contact with the man’s bare skin, the thug screamed in agony, collapsing to his knees. Ramson’s eye widened as his opponent’s body began to rapidly age, shriveling before his very eyes. Something impacted with the side of Ramson’s face then, throwing him clear, but he didn’t fall this time, managing to retain his footing. 
 
    “What the hell did you do to me?” the thug yelled, staggering back to his feet. 
 
    He’d aged nearly a decade, his solid black hair having visibly thinned and now containing some gray. The lines on his face had deepened and his skin had visibly aged. Ramson, though, had never felt better. He felt stronger, somehow, as though he had stolen that decade from this man and added that strength to his own. 
 
    Ramson looked down at his hand and saw a misty, gray-black smoke pouring from his skin. This was magic, there was no doubt about it, but how the hell had he gotten it? He wasn’t a Mage. 
 
    “Kill that bastard!” 
 
    Ramson was snapped from his thoughts by the angry shouting of the leader. He looked up to see the others charging him, pulling weapons and preparing to cut him to pieces. He had no idea what those would do to him, but he didn’t want to find out. However, just like last time, he found that they were moving far slower than they should. 
 
    He easily sidestepped a sword swipe, grabbing onto the man’s wrist. The man screamed, dropping his sword and falling to his knees. This time, Ramson felt it. He was leeching the strength directly from this man and pulling it into himself. He didn’t know how, but Ramson could feel that a lot of the vitality was escaping from the man and into the air, yet he still got plenty. 
 
    He was forced to release the man as another two reached him. The thug he’d grabbed now looked a good six years older as he dropped to his hands and knees, sweating profusely and breathing hard. These thugs were even slower than the last, and Ramson quickly realized that it wasn’t the thugs who were slowing down, but rather he who was speeding up. 
 
    His hand flashed out in a powerful punch, and this time, when he struck one of the thugs, the man was thrown clean off his feet. Ramson grinned then, an absolutely feral, animalistic, and predatory smile. He was no longer helpless or weak. He could finally fight for himself! 
 
    Ramson avoided a slow swipe, then punched the man in the face. There was an audible crack as his nose shattered, spraying blood everywhere. The man went down, clutching at his face, leaving just one standing to face him. This time, Ramson was the one who charged, leaping at the man and pinning him to the ground. 
 
    The man screamed as Ramson pressed both hands to the sides of his face. The aging process was far quicker this time, the man’s skin wrinkling and shriveling along with his body. His hair turned gray, then white as he struggled weakly against Ramson. When he got off the man, Ramon’s entire body was buzzing with power. 
 
    The man, on the other hand, was a withered corpse, having had his entire life stolen from him. Ramson turned, black smoke boiling from his body and his muscles bulging as he took the remaining four thugs in. 
 
    “Now,” Ramson said, cracking his knuckles with an audible series of pops. “Who’s next?”
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    Arbor stood back, watching as the second wall went up. Their march had been going smoothly so far, their army winding through the Goldenleaf Forest without so much as a hint of resistance. Although their plans were going well for now, he was confident they’d be running into an enemy force soon. Plans only went so far, after all. 
 
    “Reporting in, sir!” 
 
    Arbor turned to see a gremlin, dressed in the uniform of the scouts, standing behind him, straight-backed and saluting. It didn’t escape his notice that the gremlin looked exhausted, her uniform covered in dirt stains and soaked through in several places. 
 
    “Report,” Arbor said. 
 
    “We’ve just had contact at the first wall, sir,” the gremlin said. “Enemy numbers are estimated to be near five thousand, though the wall itself can only be assaulted by around a couple hundred at a time.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” Arbor asked, knowing that there had to be one. 
 
    “Some sort of battering weapons,” the gremlin said. “They’re hitting the walls far harder than anticipated. At this rate, they’ll fall within a day.” 
 
    Arbor knew they didn’t have enough defenders to both repel the attackers and destroy enemy weapons. The whole point of leaving so few troops at the walls was to fight a defensive battle. The walls were strong, but intel on enemy weapons had been scarce at best. 
 
    “How many rams do they have?” Arbor asked, already deciding to head back himself. 
 
    “Over a dozen,” the gremlin answered. “And they’re well defended against Mages.” 
 
    “Thank you for your report,” Arbor said. “Go get some rest.” 
 
    The gremlin saluted one last time, then went off to do just that. 
 
    “Grak,” Arbor called, getting the gremlin’s attention. “We’re needed at the first wall. Looks like the enemy is breaking through faster than anticipated. It’ll be up to us to slow them down.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Karria said, shoving through the crowd. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said, refusing her outright. “You’re needed here,” he continued before she could begin arguing. “I need someone capable at this point, in case of an ambush.” 
 
    “That’s bull and you know it,” Karria snapped. “You have plenty of capable fighters to defend this area. You just don’t want to bring me along!” 
 
    “Yup,” Arbor said. 
 
     He then snatched Grak up and took off at a dead sprint, leaving Karria behind before she could try and stop him. Arbor thought he could hear Karria yelling after him as he ran but moved away from camp too quickly to be sure. 
 
    “Warn me next time!” Grak snapped, swatting at his chest. 
 
    Arbor, of course, didn’t feel a thing, as he was clad in his armor. 
 
    “I needed to get away quickly,” Arbor said unapologetically. 
 
    “You know you won’t be able to protect her forever, right?” Grak asked as he wove his way between the Goldenleaf trees, using the most direct route back to the first wall. 
 
    “But I can right now,” Arbor said, dodging the question. 
 
    “Boys,” Grak muttered, but Arbor steadfastly ignored the criticism and just poured on more speed. 
 
    He ran at an easy lope, eating up mile after mile and neatly avoiding slamming into trees or tripping over rocks by speeding up his perception just enough to match the increased speed. What had taken their army the better part of two days now only took Arbor around an hour and a half. The wall came into view far faster than either of them had expected, and judging by the stench of smoke, the way humans and gremlins on their side were frantically moving to replace joists and beams, and how the wall was shuddering, the situation was far worse than they’d first realized. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Arbor shouted, coming to a skidding halt next to a frazzled-looking woman belting orders. 
 
    “I don’t have time for any of this!” the woman began to retort before she realized who she was speaking to. “Lord Arbor,” she said, clearly in shock. “What are you—?” 
 
    “What’s the situation?” Arbor asked, cutting her off. 
 
    The woman shook herself, then pointed to the top of the wall. 
 
    “It’s easier to just look.” 
 
    Having not put Grak down yet, Arbor took a running leap and alighted atop the wall. It was an impressive jump, considering it was nearly thirty feet high. 
 
    “You can put me down now,” Grak said, slapping his hands away as he straightened atop the wall. 
 
    Several people screamed in alarm as he landed but were quickly distracted by a hail of arrows from below. Arbor dropped quickly, dragging Grak down with him as they took stock of the situation below. 
 
    Thousands of elves, all dressed in green and purple uniforms, were spread out along the walls. The archers stood near the back and were already knocking their bowstrings for another volley. Arbor had left a force of about a hundred and fifty at this wall, most of them archers as well, but the return volley wasn’t nearly as effective as he’d have hoped. 
 
    Shields went up in the front row of the elven forces, and only a couple of the enemy soldiers went down. Another volley from the enemy forced their own soldiers down, several sporting injuries, though none dead – from this volley, at least. 
 
    Arbor felt a violent shudder run through the wall and turned his gaze downward, away from the archers. He finally spotted the problem then, and it was a big one. A massive cart stood before the wall below him, and mounted on it was a construct of metal and wood practically glowing with magic. 
 
    His Mage Sight confirmed his fears a moment later, telling him that these were no ordinary rams. He watched as several elves turned a series of cranks, pulling the ram back into its tube. It only took a handful of seconds before another elf threw a lever. There was a flash of blue as the ram shot from the tube, slamming into the wall with a loud crack, the deep imprint in the wood growing deeper still. 
 
    Several of the archers aimed at the rams, but the elves merely hid beneath a constructed lip on the wagon, and the projectiles clattered harmlessly to the sides. 
 
    “Well,” Arbor said as he looked down the wall and began counting. “That’s not good.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding,” Grak said sarcastically. “They have seventeen of those constructs, and at this rate, the wall won’t last another hour, let alone a day.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing we came,” Arbor said. 
 
    He stood quickly then, the glaive flashing out of its sheath as he ran his Origin magic up and into the blade. He stepped forward and thrust down, ejecting a condensed blast of destruction. The lance of white magic slammed into the top of the construct and dissipated. 
 
    “Well, damn,” Arbor muttered. “How rich are these elves?” 
 
    “I think the real question is how smart are these elves,” Grak said as he dropped back to his stomach to avoid the volley aimed at him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Arbor asked as the arrows clattered off the lip in the wall. 
 
    “It’s obvious when you stop to think about it,” Grak said. “But seeing as we don’t have all day, I’ll just say it outright. Those constructs have magic, so how are they able to work Reflum into the construction?” 
 
    “You do have a good point,” Arbor said, using his Mage Sight again. 
 
    Peering down, he tried to look for the magic-resistant metal. Perhaps he had missed it in his earlier scan? However, as he looked, he saw absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    “There is no Reflum in the construction,” Arbor said. “It must be some sort of enchantment.” 
 
    “Let me try then,” Grak said, drawing her rapier. 
 
    She stood and thrust down, sending a lance of ice streaking for the ram. Just like Arbor’s attack, it dissipated as soon as it came into contact with the top. 
 
    “Guess the top is well-protected,” Grak said, dropping down next to him. 
 
    “Which means that the only way to destroy it is down on the ground,” Arbor said with a sigh. 
 
    “Down we go,” Grak said, gesturing him ahead. 
 
    Arbor gritted his teeth as he prepared for a very painful experience. Still, this was the only way to buy themselves the time they needed, so he had little choice. He snagged Grak around the waist, then threw himself from the wall, plummeting to the ground below and landing right next to the ram. 
 
    Grak’s rapier flashed out as they landed right in front of a pair of stunned elves. Ice blasted from the tip, freezing them solid in an instant and slamming into the ram hard enough to rock it. The ram catch released then, smashing into the wall. Not properly braced, the ram was thrown back under its own power. 
 
    Screams of pain sounded as it crashed to the ground, crushing several elves in the process. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Arbor said, dropping the gremlin woman to the ground. 
 
    “Thanks,” Grak said, tossing her long mane of blue hair. “It was almost too easy.” 
 
    Arbor groaned as Grak said that, and too late, she realized what she’d done. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said sheepishly as soldiers swarmed them from all sides. 
 
    There was no time for anything else as Arbor launched into an attack. They needed to clear a path to the other rams, and right now, it meant having to mow down all of the elves in their way. His glaive flashed and glittered, twisting into a blurring pattern of light as he cut down elf after elf. 
 
    The blade’s sharpening enchantment easily cleaved through all in his path, shearing through armor, weapons, and elves with shocking ease. Grak covered his back, her rapier flashing in quick thrusts and swipes, sending out waves of ice, shrapnel, and freezing the ground to slow their advance. 
 
    It didn’t take them long to reach the second ram, which Arbor destroyed with a single swipe of his glaive. The ram bucked sideways as he cut through the casing on the side, leaving the ram to spin free, clearing a path of bloody destruction through the elven ranks. 
 
    He could hear the elves shouting about Mages and calling for backup, but Arbor ignored them, dashing for the next ram. As elves tried to swarm them, he finally got the backup he needed, as nearly a hundred arrows plunged from the sky, shearing into the ranks of the enemy and forcing them back. 
 
    He and Grak continued on to the next couple of rams, destroying them with little effort. The enemy could barely stand up to either of them, and with his armor, Arbor could take any attack and ignore it – at least for the time being. He knew that the accumulated blows would soon start to be felt, but this mission required speed over caution. They needed to stop those rams at all costs, and right now, he was managing just fine. 
 
    That was, until they reached the seventh ram in the row and ran into a new problem. 
 
    “Great,” Arbor muttered as four elven Mages stepped out to defend the ram. 
 
    If their glowing auras weren’t a dead giveaway, then the ostentatious uniforms they wore were. They weren’t impractical, but neither were they quiet. Arbor almost wished they were impractical, as it would have meant these Mages were incompetent. However, by the way they held themselves, he could clearly see that they knew what they were doing. 
 
    He likely had more powerful magic, but they were severely outnumbered and running out of time. The first section of wall that fell would spell the end of holding the enemy here for any length of time, and right now, they needed all the time they could get. 
 
    “Guess the two on the right are yours,” Arbor said, leveling his glaive and preparing for the fight ahead. 
 
    He just hoped Grak could keep up. She was powerful, but unlike these Mages, she hadn’t been trained in a proper school. 
 
    Then again, neither had he, and he was still alive and kicking. 
 
    The two elves he was facing both burned with an intense red light, while the ones facing Grak glowed green and purple. One Mage extended a hand, and a burning red ball of fire formed before his palm. Arbor charged, and the battle began.
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    Arbor’s glaive flashed out, the Mythicallium blade shearing through the projected ball of liquid flame and deflecting it to either side. There was a muffled whoosh as the fireballs hit some elves, followed by screams of agony as they fell to the ground, their bodies glowing with the roiling flames. 
 
    Arbor ignored the screaming, thrusting forward and aiming at the elf’s head. He dropped the blade a half-inch and triggered the enchantment as the elf moved to block, and the illusory blade missed. The elf’s grin was short-lived, as the real glaive took him through the neck. Arbor ripped the glaive to one side, leaving the elf’s head hanging by a thread as he toppled sideways. 
 
    Arbor spun his glaive quickly, ignoring the heat from the second fireball thrown by the other Mage. He chased after him, but this elf was faster. Small jets of fire ejected from the bottoms of his feet, and blades of flames stretched from his hands, flowing down over the backs of his forearms. 
 
    Arbor didn’t know how, but they managed to deflect his glaive, the blade only managing to bite about halfway into the flames before it was repelled. Still, for all the skill this Mage had, he was fighting defensively. None of the other soldiers dared interfere either, as they were moving too quickly and erratically to make any difference. 
 
    All the while they were fighting, the rams continued to do their work, slamming into the walls over and over again and weakening the structure further with each successive blow. 
 
    Arbor twisted, ducking low and sweeping out with his glaive. A jet of flame shot from the elf’s foot, throwing him into the air as his fire blade extended, scoring a cut across Arbor’s cheek. Arbor’s hand extended, and a coiling lance of destructive Origin magic slammed into the elf’s left side. 
 
    It had been aimed center-mass, but the Mage had used a burst of flame to throw themself aside. Still, the effect was devastating. The elf screamed as his left arm was utterly obliterated, turned to bloody chunks of meat in an instant. He fell to the ground, his concentration shattered, and the spiked end of Arbor’s glaive slammed into his temple, cracking his skull. 
 
    There was a shocked silence as the battle ended in such a short and brutal fashion. Arbor ignored the surrounding elves, darting over to the ram and kicking it hard enough to send it spinning away from the wall. The ram was launched from the tube as it did, and with no wall blocking it, was sent flying. 
 
    Coincidentally, one of the Mages Grak was fighting just so happened to be in the way. She vanished from the waist up, her legs falling to the ground as her upper body was torn away. The other Mage was so shocked that he couldn’t react quickly enough as Grak’s rapier took him in the throat. There was a crackling of ice as she froze the blood in his neck, and a moment later, his head popped neatly off, hitting the ground with a solid thud. 
 
    Screams of panic came next as elves began to run away from the monsters who’d just killed their best fighters in a matter of seconds. Arbor ignored them, making straight for the next ram. None of the others put up much resistance after that, though by the time he and Grak reached the fourteenth, she was panting and wheezing. He himself was beginning to feel a bit fatigued but knew they were almost there. 
 
    “Just a little more,” he said, spinning and kicking the ram. 
 
    There were the expected screams as the construct was hurled from its moorings, crashing into part of the army and flattening several in their ranks. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Grak insisted, straightening up and purposefully breathing evenly. 
 
    “Whatever you say,” Arbor retorted, moving on to the next ram. 
 
    Once again, they ran into a problem, this time in the form of trained war dogs. The barking animals, frothing at the mouths, were savage, leaping at the two of them without any hesitation. Arbor threw out an arm, one of the canines latching on and trying to take him down, while two more went for his ankles. 
 
    He dropped his glaive and punched the first dog, ejecting a blast of Origin magic and successfully destroying the dog’s head. Another slammed into his chest as that one’s body dropped. With two of the dogs pinning his ankles, Arbor went down on his back, the dogs immediately swarming to try and get at his head. 
 
    Arbor increased the flow of magic to his legs, then kicked up with both of them. The pained yelps of the dogs were audible as their teeth cracked and jaws dislocated. Arbor rolled quickly to one side, feeling a sharp pain from one of his ears as one of the dogs tried to bite his head. He smacked a palm into the ground, blasting a wide area around him with the black Origin magic. 
 
    Vines sprouted from the ground as it cracked, snagging the dogs and pinning them in place. He heard a scream from Grak and spun to see her being taken down by the dogs, her rapier falling from her fingers. 
 
    Arbor was there in an instant, his powerful punches smashing bones and pulping organs, sending the remaining dogs yipping and squealing away. Grak had several bite marks on her arms and legs, and the tip of one of her ears was missing. Black blood coated her lips, though she looked to be alive. 
 
    He scooped her up, then soared to the top of the wall in a single powerful jump. 
 
    “Take care of her!” he shouted to the nearest soldier, then dashed along the wall as he should have from the start and dropped down on the next ram. 
 
    He was rebuffed as he landed on the top, an invisible barrier preventing him from breaking through, but as he landed and drew his falchion, sweeping out in an arc and leaving a glowing white trail in its wake, the ram didn’t stand a chance. It shattered into a thousand fragmenting pieces, shrapnel ripping through the enemy and leaving an opening to the final ramming tool. 
 
    Letting out a low grunt, Arbor crossed the distance in a flash, kicking out and sending the ram smashing into the hill of stone that served as a natural barrier. He flattened more elves in the process but by now, most simply ran away from him, unwilling to chance their unlikely survival. 
 
    Arbor turned, breathing hard as he surveyed the battlefield. In all the spaces where the rams had been destroyed, the elves had poured back in, trying to widen the holes left by their siege weapons. The archers on the walls were managing to hold them back, and although he knew they would eventually break through, they should hold out for a good couple of days, if not a little longer. 
 
    He was about to jump back onto the wall when he heard the crack of a ram slamming into the wood. He whirled, only now realizing that the ram the dogs had been guarding hadn’t been destroyed. In his haste to get Grak away, he’d moved on to the next in line, leaving a single ram for the enemy to use. 
 
    Arbor felt his heart skip a beat as a long crack rose up the wall, stopping about halfway to the top. Magic flared in his Perception Origin as Arbor dashed forward. He jumped, leaping over the massing elves in his way and landing neatly in the clearing left for the ram. Arbor attacked, snatching up the glaive that still lay there, planted in the ground, and slashing through the underside of the ram. 
 
    It malfunctioned brilliantly, just as he’d hoped, but even as the ram spun away, crushing the last dog who’d decided to remain behind and attack him, Arbor could see that the wall had been badly damaged. 
 
    He gathered himself, then leaped upward, alighting on the wall and finally releasing his magic. His entire body throbbed in pain, both from the extreme effort and injuries he’d accumulated. There would be some heavy bruising all along his chest, ribs, and shins later on, and the cut on his cheek burned. 
 
    “How bad is it?” one of the soldiers asked as the elves began swarming to the crack. 
 
    “We probably have around six hours,” Arbor said grimly. “Maybe a little more if the people on the ground work diligently to keep reinforcing the wall.” 
 
    He wanted to scream. All of that work, and for what? To buy them a measly six hours? 
 
    Arbor took a deep breath and calmed himself. Six hours was better than one. It was five more hours in which their second set of walls could be constructed and reinforced, and this time, they would come up with some countermeasure for the rams. Perhaps they’d dig a trench before the walls to prevent the rams from being braced or maybe drop boiling oil on those who tried to approach with them. 
 
    “Keep fighting,” Arbor said, clapping the soldier on the shoulder. “I’ll speak to your commander about when to call the retreat.” 
 
    The man saluted, hoisting his crossbow onto his shoulder and standing up to shoot, bellowing a loud war cry. It was abruptly cut off as an arrow took him through the throat and another through his forehead. 
 
    Arbor felt sick to his stomach as the man toppled backward off the wall, falling in a tangle of limbs to the ground below, where his body lay in a twisted heap, his eyes wide and staring. War was an ugly thing. Many would die, and Arbor knew that it would be his fault. He said a silent prayer to the Almighty – whether he believed in Him or not, the man deserved at least that much – then went to check on Grak. 
 
    She was with the healer on the ground, behind the wall. She was awake and being tended to, her head, arms, and legs wrapped in bandages. 
 
    “You didn’t happen to find the tip of my ear, did you?” Grak asked, sounding a bit groggy. 
 
    “Afraid not,” Arbor replied with a sigh, slumping down beside her. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” she muttered. “I really liked my ears.” 
 
    “You still have them,” Arbor said. “You’re only missing a little.” 
 
    “So are you,” Grak said, extending a bandage-wrapped finger. 
 
    Reaching up, Arbor felt at his left earlobe, wincing as it stung. His fingers came away bloody, but he could clearly feel the missing piece. 
 
    “Luckily for me, my body parts grow back,” Arbor said, giving her a tired smile. 
 
    Grak pouted, then winced. The side of her jaw was swollen, though Arbor had no idea where she’d picked up that particular injury. 
 
    “I’ll heal you in a bit,” he said, slumping back against one of the trees and trying to tune out the sounds of battle. “Right now, I just need a little rest.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Grak replied. 
 
    She was silent for a few moments, the two of them listening to the sounds of battle. 
 
    “How much time did we buy?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Not enough,” Arbor replied. “Not nearly enough.”
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    “It’s about time you got back!” Karria snapped as the two of them hobbled into camp. 
 
    It was nearing sunset, and although Arbor had healed the worst of the injuries, he’d needed to conserve the bulk of his strength to run back here. The trip back had taken more than twice as long as the way there, and Arbor felt about ready to drop. Karria’s yelling definitely wasn’t helping things either. 
 
    “Here, let me help,” Kya said, quickly moving to help him with Grak. 
 
    Kya shot Karria a glare, but that didn’t quell the younger girl’s anger. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how worried I was?” she yelled, walking right up to Arbor and poking him in the chest. “You just ran off without me to some big battle and didn’t come back for hours on end! People don’t just do that, especially not to their family!” 
 
    Arbor stared down at his little sister’s angry face as she poked him and yelled at him. He had a brief flash of someone with a very similar face, only older and sterner. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” Karria yelled. “This isn’t funny!” 
 
    Arbor wrapped his arms around his sister, enveloping her in a tight embrace and lifting her off the ground. 
 
    “Hey! Stop that,” Karria yelled. “I’m mad at you and you stink. Don’t hug me!” 
 
    “It’s nice to have someone worry about me the way you do,” Arbor said. “It reminds me of Mother.” 
 
    Karria, who’d been struggling and kicking, stopped when he said that, all of the anger seeming to leech from her body. 
 
    “Do you still miss her?” she asked, wrapping her arms around his neck and placing her cheek on his shoulder. 
 
    “The pain lessens slightly each day, but yes, of course I do,” he replied. 
 
    “Me too,” Karria mumbled. “Will the pain ever go away?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Arbor replied. “One day, you might find someone you love and who loves you. They’ll take on part of that burden and make you feel like you’ve shed years of worry and pain.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’ve found the right one?” 
 
    He and Karria had already spoken of his engagement several times. Karria, of course, didn’t approve, especially since she hadn’t met her. When he’d explained that Seven looked almost identical to Florren, Karria had liked her even less. She’d been trying to convince him to dump Seven, but Karria had done much the same last time, so Arbor wasn’t taking her too seriously. 
 
    “As sure as I’ll ever be about anything,” Arbor replied, finally releasing her and allowing her to drop back to the ground. 
 
    The two of them stared at each other for a long moment, then Karria slugged him in the arm. 
 
    “Don’t you dare leave me behind again,” she said, then turned and walked away, heading back into camp. 
 
    It was only then that Arbor noticed all the people surrounding him. Apparently, the two of them had made quite a scene. 
 
    Prudence was the first to come over, handing him a glass of clear liquid and holding a damp towel. Before he could refuse, she began wiping at his face, hair, and neck to try and get rid of all the blood, sweat, and dirt clinging to him. 
 
    “What’s the status of the wall, sir?” Grab asked as Arbor gave up on brushing Prudence away and took a sip from the glass. 
 
    “We had about six hours from the time I left,” Arbor said grimly. “So, I’d say somewhere around three by now.” 
 
    “That isn’t much,” Shukle said with a wince. 
 
    “I know,” Arbor replied, taking another sip. “We’ll need to prevent them from being able to brace those rams again. Have the men dig trenches, line them with stakes, and find some pitch or boiling oil.” 
 
    “To defend wooden walls?” Shukle asked. 
 
    Arbor hesitated for a moment, then let out a sigh and shook his head. 
 
    “Guess you’re right about that. Wouldn’t want to go burning down our own defenses. The trenches will have to do then. Do you know if the heavy crossbows have been constructed yet?” 
 
    “Hord is working on them with the engineers as we speak,” Shukle said. 
 
    “Good, take me to him,” Arbor said. 
 
    “With all due respect, my lord,” Prudence said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “You are filthy and need to wash up before going anywhere.” 
 
    “But I feel fine,” Arbor said, trying to shrug her off. 
 
    “It is a Lord’s place to look presentable, no matter where they are, and you, my lord, do not. If I may be so blunt, you smell worse than a manure field on a hot day and a damp towel can only do so much about that.” 
 
    Arbor gave himself a surreptitious sniff and had to stop himself from recoiling at the acrid stench. He smelled like death, and it wasn’t a pleasant scent. 
 
    “I’ll catch up to you,” he said, giving Grab and Shukle a sheepish smile. 
 
    “We’ll gather the vice-commanders for a post-battle briefing,” Grab said, giving him a salute. “We’ll fill them in on everything we know and get the men moving to shore up our defenses.” 
 
    “I want a couple of the Elementals left behind this time as well,” Arbor said as Prudence began to haul him away. “The enemy force will likely be greater by the time they reach the second wall. We can’t risk allowing them through.” 
 
    Both Grab and Shukle saluted as Arbor finally gave up and allowed Prudence to haul him away toward his tent, which had apparently been set up in his absence. 
 
    “I’ve prepared a bath for you and some refreshments,” Prudence said as they walked. 
 
    People kept trying to come up to Arbor as his butler steered him toward the tent, but a glare from Prudence was all it took to send them scurrying back. 
 
    “Sounds nice,” Arbor said, wondering how she’d managed to haul a bath all the way out here. 
 
    He got his answer when Prudence threw back the tent flaps to reveal a rounded hole in the ground filled with clear, steaming water. The ground had been covered by a cloth tarp and a small bench had been brought in and laid out with a change of clothes, towels, and soap. 
 
    “Give me your ring,” Prudence said, extending a hand. 
 
    “Why?” Arbor asked, not needing to ask which ring she wanted. 
 
    “Because your armor is filthy, and someone needs to clean it.” 
 
    “I can do—” Arbor began, only for the butler to cut him off. 
 
    “You won’t,” Prudence said, keeping her hand extended. 
 
    With a sigh, Arbor removed the ring and handed it to her. So long as he was wearing the armor, it wouldn’t attack him. However, now that Prudence had the ring, she was the only one who could safely remove it. Which, Arbor realized, had been her plan all along. 
 
    She crouched quickly and began undoing the straps, keeping his greaves on while he watched in annoyance. However, as soon as the greave was removed, exposing the sweat-soaked cloth pants he wore beneath to the wind, Arbor felt the strength go out of him. 
 
    He slumped onto the bench, leaning back against the cloth wall and feeling it bow out around him. He was exhausted. He just hadn’t realized how depleted his energy was. Running all the way to the wall, fighting a literal army with only Grak for backup, destroying over a dozen constructs, and fighting off Mages, dogs, and regular soldiers was a tall task, even for a Mage of his caliber. 
 
    Grak had made things easier, but perhaps the next time he ran off to do something so stupid and reckless, he might take a few more people with him. It seemed that Karria had been in the right after all – not that he was going to admit that much to her. She, like their mother, had an incredible ability to never let anything go when someone admitted fault. He wasn’t going to make that mistake. 
 
    But, perhaps, if he had to rush to another wall, he might take Karria along as well and see how she did. He had fought against her Mythic Lion construct and felt its immense power. If she could fight at range from atop the wall in a defensible location, he might not feel so bad about bringing her with. 
 
    “Raise your arms,” Prudence said, snapping him from his thoughts. 
 
    Mechanically, he did as ordered, and the woman raised his breastplate over his head, finally freeing him of all the armor. It wasn’t that the armor was heavy or particularly restrictive. Arbor wasn’t actually sure what it was, but it felt nice to have all of that armor off. 
 
    “Do you need help getting undressed further or with bathing?” Prudence asked. 
 
    For once, Arbor was almost tempted to say yes, if for no other reason than because he was completely exhausted and simply didn’t want to bother. He knew Prudence would be happy to do so as well, so he wouldn’t be imposing on her in any way. But, in the end, his sense of embarrassment won out, and he refused. The idea of him, a grown man, needing to be undressed and bathed like a child just didn’t sit right. 
 
    That and the fact that Prudence was a woman, and a young one at that, would likely prevent him from ever taking her up on her offer. 
 
    His butler bowed and stepped out of the tent. 
 
    “If you need me for anything, I will be right outside.” 
 
    It took Arbor nearly five minutes to even muster up the energy to get undressed once Prudence left, and when he sank down into the bath – which wasn’t made of dirt as he’d thought, but rather some sort of slippery material – he felt himself begin to drift off almost immediately. 
 
    He let out a long sigh as the hot water seemed to leech into his tired muscles, removing all the tension that had been building up over the long day of running and fighting. Nothing was broken or torn – he hadn’t pushed his body that far – but there was an aching soreness that prevailed, one that he knew he’d be feeling tomorrow. 
 
    He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the lip of the tub, which was, in this case, the ground. It was comfortable, lying there, in the steaming water, being gently rocked from side to side. He could distantly hear the sounds from the camp outside, but with his brain shutting down on him, he barely noticed it. 
 
    Vaguely, he knew that falling asleep in a bath was not a good idea, but in his exhausted state, Arbor just couldn’t bother himself with that fact. He was a powerful Mage, so he’d probably be fine.
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    Arbor’s awakening was as rude as it was sudden. One moment, he was sound asleep, and the next, he had a lung full of water and was hacking and coughing up the contents of his bath. The tent flap was immediately thrown aside, and Prudence all but flew in. 
 
    “My lord, are you alright?” 
 
    “Fine,” Arbor said, his voice sounding tight. 
 
    He continued hacking and coughing, though, expelling the last of the water from his lungs. 
 
    “You don’t sound fine,” Prudence said. “What happened? You’ve only been in here about twenty minutes.” 
 
    Had it really been that short? Arbor wouldn’t know, as he’d been asleep. 
 
    “Fell asleep,” he wheezed, finally pushing himself up from the rim of the makeshift tub. 
 
    It was only then that he realized his current state of undress, and though Prudence was averting her eyes, the embarrassment was still very much present. 
 
    “You can go now,” he said, doing his best to keep his voice calm. “I’ll finish up quickly and get out.” 
 
    Prudence nodded, then quickly stepped out, leaving Arbor to relax back into the tub. The water had grown considerably less warm in his time asleep, so Arbor was quick to soap up and rinse off. He was still quite tired, but the cold water helped him move quickly. By the time he’d gotten dressed, he was feeling a lot livelier, though the thought of retiring to his bed in the coach was extremely tempting. 
 
    “Are you feeling better, my lord?” Prudence asked as he exited the tent. 
 
    She was sitting on a low stool, polishing one of the orange-red greaves. The other pieces of armor were laid out on a clean sheet, which had been spread out before the tent. 
 
    “Much,” Arbor said, stretching his arms overhead and looking around. “So, what else do I have to do tonight?” 
 
    With Grak recovering from their battle, Prudence would be taking over the role as his aide, which meant she had his schedule. 
 
    “Just dinner,” Prudence replied. 
 
    “The camp looks empty,” Arbor noted. 
 
    It had been a lot fuller when he’d entered his tent about a half-hour ago. 
 
    “The bulk of our forces have moved on. The commanders felt it was best to put as much distance between them and the wall as possible. They may even make it past the first natural barrier and reinforce it before setting up camp.” 
 
    “But won’t a march like that take all night?” Arbor asked, his lips turning down in a frown. 
 
    “They’re soldiers,” Prudence said, removing the last bit of dirt from the greave and setting it down. “They’ve trained for this.” 
 
    Arbor still didn’t feel too great about the fact that his army would be marching all night while he slept. Then again, they hadn’t really had to do much fighting other than a few small skirmishes, so he decided to leave the commanding to the commanders. They knew what they were doing, and if they felt that the army could march all night, then he would defer to their judgment. 
 
    “You mentioned dinner?” Arbor asked, feeling his stomach rumbling. 
 
    Prudence nodded, rising to her feet and gathering up the cloth, pulling the pieces of armor into a makeshift sack. 
 
    “If you will follow me.” 
 
    Arbor followed his butler back to the coach, where a table had been set out in front of it. Karria was already there, alongside Kya and Hord. The others were nowhere to be seen, which told him that they’d likely gone on ahead with the army. Well, all but Grak, who was likely asleep inside the coach. 
 
    “Well, look who finally decided to show up,” Hord boomed, lifting a drumstick and tearing a huge chunk from the bone. 
 
    “Those are hardly proper manners to be displaying before a Viscount,” Prudence admonished. 
 
    “I’m a prince,” Hord replied with a snort. “I can do whatever I damn well please.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Arbor said, taking a seat next to his sister, who was busily shoveling spoonfuls of rice down her throat. 
 
    A massive plate of food was set before him, piled high with chicken, meat, rice, and leafy green vegetables. Arbor ignored the greens and went straight for one of the pieces of meat. It was a steak, slathered in a glistening glaze and still sizzling. The smell was enough to make his mouth water, and just like Hord, Arbor decided to forgo a fork and knife, lifting the steak by the bone and taking a massive bite right out of it. 
 
    Prudence looked on in disapproval, but Arbor was enjoying himself too much to pay attention to her. He groaned appreciatively at the explosion of flavor that hit his tongue. This had to be the best meat he had ever eaten. Well, either that, or he was just so hungry that it felt that way at the moment. Either way, he enjoyed himself immensely. 
 
    Within just a couple of minutes, he and Hord had somehow gotten into a competition to see who could eat more meat. Although not a Mage, the dwarf could pack away a truly impressive amount of food. As the competition raged on, with the both of them staunchly ignoring the rice and vegetables, Karria and Kya stopped eating to watch. 
 
    Prudence muttered something about men and horrible manners while frequently refilling plates. Karria, on the other hand, watched in rapt attention, cheering Arbor on and encouraging him to ‘crush that tubby bastard.’ 
 
    Kya was a lot more reserved, watching in silence, though it was clear by the way she was smiling that she was enjoying herself, nonetheless. 
 
    By the time Arbor had packed away some ten pounds of meat, he was beginning to feel a bit full. Hord looked about ready to pop. In all fairness, the dwarf had started before him, but not once did he complain to call foul. 
 
    “You look finished,” Arbor said, chewing slowly – his jaw was starting to hurt. 
 
    “Not on your life, lad,” Hord groaned. 
 
    He belched then, a very loud and obnoxious sound. But as soon as he was done, he grinned widely. 
 
    “More room!” Hord bellowed. “You’d best give up now, boy, because I just got my second wind!” 
 
    Hord snatched a piece of meat and shoved it into his mouth, chewing quickly and forcing Arbor to speed up once again. 
 
    “Come on! Don’t let him beat you!” Karria yelled. “Show that overgrown weasel who’s boss!” 
 
    “You get way too competitive for these things to be fun,” Arbor muttered, forcing another piece of meat into his mouth. 
 
    He polished off what remained on his plate, then held it out for a refill, only for Prudence to crush his hopes. 
 
    “We’re all out of meat,” she said flatly. “If you want to keep this going, you’re going to have to eat something else.” 
 
    Both Arbor and Hord looked down at the heaping plates of salad sitting on the table, then shared a look. 
 
    “I guess it’s a draw then,” Arbor said. 
 
    “I’ll beat you next time,” Hord groaned, popping the clasp on his pants and leaning back, burping very loudly once again and completely disgusting Prudence. 
 
    “Aww,” Kya said. “And here I was looking forward to seeing who would win.” 
 
    “Don’t let it end this way!” Karria exclaimed, leaping up onto the table. “I’ll go kill something, and then we can continue going!” 
 
    Both Arbor and Hord gave the overly enthusiastic girl a sidelong glance, but neither so much as budged from their spot. They were both well and truly done, and no ribbing or complaining from Karria would get them to move. 
 
    “You’re both a bunch of spoil-sports,” Karria muttered after a few more moments of silence, then stood and walked away in a huff. 
 
    Arbor watched her go, feeling an odd sense of warmth. The fact that she was acting like this meant that she was pretty much back to her old self, at least on the surface. The Karria who’d been wracked by guilt over what she’d done to the dwarves would never have been able to act this way. There might still be some recovery in her future, but for now, he could trust that she was stable enough that she wouldn’t just go falling off the edge. 
 
    A sidelong glance at Kya confirmed his suspicions as the elf watched Karria go with a look of contentment. He still wasn’t entirely sure what their real relationship was, but with a war to fight, he didn’t exactly have the time to pry into it. 
 
    “I guess we’d better get moving,” Arbor said, finally pushing himself up from his seat. 
 
    He felt bloated and heavy but knew that a few minutes of walking should make him feel much better. 
 
    The others got to their feet and began to follow him, clearly intent on walking their meals off as well. 
 
    “I will follow with the coach shortly,” Prudence said, bowing to his back. 
 
    Arbor grunted, continuing his stroll through the Goldenleaf trees. It was so beautiful here, the landscape serene and peaceful. Had he not been fighting for his life just a few hours ago, he might have had a very different view of this place. Hell, had he not known what he was walking toward, he might have looked at it differently. 
 
    It was a truly stunning place. The weather was warm, and the sunlight filtering in through the trees was pleasant. There was a nice smell in the air as well. It was sweet but not overwhelming.  
 
    There was an enemy in the forest, though, and they were moving to surround them, even now. 
 
    Zir’s forces were likely massing in Srila while they moved to reach the capital before the others could move to surround them. 
 
    His second Origin shivered as a ripple flowed through the landscape. He could feel the wrongness down to his very soul, the otherworldly essence leaking into the own. Zir was close to breaking through to the Lower Realms, and if a Demon were to be unleashed into Laedrin, there was nothing anyone would be able to do to stop them. 
 
    He remembered his fight with Nilegard well, and although he’d had some serious training since that day, he still very much doubted in his abilities to completely destroy the Lesser Demon. 
 
    Let’s just hope we make it in time to avoid that, he thought, unconsciously speeding up his pace. 
 
    The thought of a Demon practically looming over them would have been enough motivation for anyone, but to Arbor, who was growing more attuned to the flows of magic through this world, it was especially daunting.
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    “The second wall is holding our reserves back longer than anticipated, and a third has been erected. Our forces are trying to circumvent, but thus far, have been unable to find a safe route around. Estimates place the bulk of the enemy force just a couple of days away at most. I…ack!” 
 
    The elf screamed as a sizzling ball of green acidic power slammed into the center of his chest, burning a hole through his skin in an instant and beginning to eat into his heart. He fell to the ground, shrieking in agony as it was slowly melted away, to the obvious horror of the other scouts in attendance. 
 
    “Is there any other news you have for me?” Zir asked, his voice calm, despite the brutal murder he’d just committed. 
 
    He hadn’t even turned around to face them, the attack forming at his back and slamming into the unfortunate scout before he could react. 
 
    “N-No, your grace,” another was quick to answer. 
 
    Zir nodded as though satisfied, though none of the terrified scouts dared leave without his permission to do so. The elf on the ground was still screaming, the shrieking reaching ever higher until the wide-eyed elf finally went still, his eyes rolling back into his head and his body falling limp. 
 
    “You may go now,” Zir said, his cold and uncaring tone making the scouts tremble in terror. 
 
    They didn’t need to be told twice, and all made a mad dash from the chamber, leaving the corpse of their unfortunate comrade to simply lie there. 
 
    “They didn’t tell you everything. Why would they, when you’re so quick to anger?” 
 
    Zir didn’t turn, but he could clearly see Sylvester from the corner of his eye as his nephew strode into the room. He still had the same flat voice, and his expression was blank as ever. It was beyond creepy, especially when the elf killed with that exact same look, as though taking a life were as boring and uninteresting as commenting on the weather. 
 
    “And, pray tell,” Zir said, as his nephew came to stand beside him, “what did my scouts not tell me that you just so happen to know?” 
 
    “That nearly half the conscripts in the surrounding forest aren’t even trying to get through,” Sylvester replied. “And that more and more are either running or joining the enemy with each passing day.” 
 
    “What?” Zir exclaimed, whirling around. 
 
    “I don’t blame them,” Sylvester continued, not reacting to his uncle’s obvious anger. “What with how you treat them. Would you deliver bad news when you knew it would mean certain death? Would you continue to serve and fight for a ruler whose displeasure would see you dead at the slightest imagined insult?” 
 
    Zir was practically trembling in rage, but Sylvester didn’t seem the least bit put off by it. 
 
    “I’ll have their heads for this,” he growled. 
 
    “And what would that accomplish?” Sylvester asked. “The remaining forces in Srila are pretty much all your hired goons. Scare them off, and we have no army. Unless your little Demon pals are going to come join us?” 
 
    Zir hid his surprise, though not as well as he’d have liked. 
 
    “What? Did you really think you could hide the construction of a monstrosity like that and not expect me to figure out what you were doing?” he asked, the slightest hint of smugness coming into his voice. 
 
    “Yes, actually,” Zir muttered. “No one should have known about it. Even those who were building it have no idea what it is.” 
 
    “Luckily for him, he has me.” 
 
    Zir felt a flare of disgust as the Infiltrator who’d overtaken Nina’s body came strolling in, her hips swaying in a way that made the expressionless Sylvester look to her in adoration. 
 
    By this point, the Infiltrator looked about as much as the original Nina as a housecat resembled a lion. She didn’t just appear older, more beautiful, and with proportions that were simply outrageous, but she seemed to ooze an attraction that made all heads turn, both men and women alike. 
 
    A few months back, he might have likened her beauty to that of his niece, Kya. Now, she put even her to shame. Though, to someone as uncaring as him, it was extremely obvious that the magic involved had to be taking a great amount of energy to keep going. He didn’t understand why this Infiltrator kept pushing itself so hard to appear more and more attractive. His nephew was well and truly hooked anyway. 
 
    Zir watched her closely as she slid up to Sylvester, snuggling into the infatuated elf’s side and kissing his cheek. The look of pure ecstasy on his nephew’s face told him all he needed to know. Whatever had been left of Sylvester was now well and truly under the control of this monster. What she wanted was still a mystery, but for now, he still needed Sylvester on his side. 
 
    Most of the soldiers in the city were from his hired human regiment, but nearly a quarter of his forces were commanded by the elven nobility that he was keeping in line. If they lost them as well – especially if they then went to join the enemy – they might actually be on an even playing ground. 
 
    “And how exactly do you know what a demonic portal might look like?” Zir asked as the Infiltrator nuzzled Sylvester’s cheek. 
 
    “Oh, I have my ways,” the monster said, giving him a dazzling smile that probably would have made the average man think he was in love. 
 
    “And those ways would be…?” Zir asked flatly. 
 
    “My little secret,” Nina replied, her smile turning predatory. 
 
    “Do you have a suggestion, or are the two of you only here to gloat?” Zir asked, fighting back the anger that was growing in his chest. 
 
    After all of this time, his meticulous planning and deals he’d made with Demons, the sale of his very soul, and his transformation into something other than an elf, there was no way he was going to allow it to all fall apart. Not without exhausting every option available to him. 
 
    “Of course I do,” Nina said, letting out a girlish giggle as Sylvester pulled her to his side. “But you’re going to have to take me to where you’re constructing the portal first.” 
 
    “Why do you need me to take you there?” Zir asked, trying to hide his disgust at the shameless display his nephew was making. “If you can just get in there on your own, why not just go yourself?” 
 
    Nina pouted at him, her full pink lips puffing out. 
 
    “Because your nasty guards never let me get close enough for a proper look.” 
 
    Zir was happy to hear that those he’d put in charge of guarding the place were at least doing their jobs and had managed to resist Nina’s charms. He’d been preparing to kill them all for negligence. Now, he might just kill a few of them. 
 
    “I won’t take you there until you explain exactly why you want to see it,” Zir said, crossing his arms. 
 
    Sylvester glared at him with an icy look of contempt that asked how Zir would dare question his darling Nina, but he ignored that, keeping his gaze locked on the monster parading around as an elven woman. 
 
    “Because,” Nina said, letting out another giggle as Sylvester’s hands began to wander. “I can tell you what you’re doing wrong.” 
 
    Zir felt his heart skip a beat at that. He wondered if this creature could actually help or if she was simply baiting him with what he wanted. Despite all their testing, meticulous planning, and instruction from the Demon who kept in contact with him, he had been unable to successfully bring a demonic being over from the Lower Realms, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. 
 
    They could manage inanimate objects nine times out of ten, which were perfectly acceptable numbers in his eyes. However, whenever they tried to send an elf through, they would inevitably be torn to bloody bits, reaching the other side as a shredded pile of meat. 
 
    Each time the Demons tried to send someone through to their side, they would arrive as a melted pile of goo. He had no idea what the Demons were trying to send through, but whatever they were, they must have been quite disposable if they didn’t mind destroying them. 
 
    “How exactly would you be able to help me with my problem?” Zir asked, trying to fight down his excitement. “It’s not like something like this has ever been made before.” 
 
    “That,” Nina said, “I will be keeping to myself.” 
 
    “There’s no way I’m going to trust you around my portal,” Zir said. 
 
    “Can you trust that, if I’m not on your side, that I’m at least against those coming here?” Nina asked. 
 
    Zir stared at her for several moments more before inclining his head ever so slightly. 
 
    “Excellent,” Nina said, her predatory smile back in place. “We’re probably going to need a little more time, though. Whatever the problem is, it’ll take at least a couple of days, if not a little longer, to get it working.” 
 
    “Then what do you suggest?” Zir asked, crossing his arms and blatantly ignoring the extremely inappropriate display Sylvester was making with this creature. 
 
    “Send all your remaining assassins,” Nina said. “Target all of the enemy leadership. Destroying at least a few of them will buy us the time we need.” 
 
    Zir debated for a moment. His assassin force had been mostly wiped out, due in large part to his attempts to destroy the enemy commander, Arbor. It was a fraction of the size it used to be, though still large enough to make a difference if he deployed them all at once. He’d been holding them in reserve, hoping to make a difference in the final confrontation he knew was coming. 
 
    But Nina’s plan held some merit. If he could cripple the enemy command structure, he might be able to slow their advance enough to give him a real advantage. He already very much doubted that Arbor could be brought down by these means, but one of the great weaknesses of those who cared for others was the fact that they could be used against them. 
 
    If Zir killed enough people close to Arbor, the disgusting human might be too distraught to put up much of a fight, and with him out of the way, the rest of the enemy forces could be swept away. After that, taking over the rest of this world wouldn’t be too difficult, especially with the demonic assistance he could conjure. 
 
    Then again, Zir thought, concocting the beginnings of a plan. 
 
    If he could take the enemy out without the Demons’ help, he might not even need to bring those filthy creatures into this world. 
 
    He hadn’t yet found a way to unlink his power from theirs, but it was only a matter of time. He would allow the Infiltrator near his portal, just to see if she actually knew how to get it working, but he wouldn’t make the final steps needed to open it unless absolutely necessary. If he could take the enemy down without their help, he could probably stall the Demons for a few more months, by which time, he’d have figured out how to unlink from them, giving him the power of the demonspawn without any of the downside. 
 
    If he ever died, he would suffer eternal torment, but luckily for him, the bearer of the Origin was effectively immortal. 
 
    Zir hid a smile as the individual pieces of his master plan slowly started to come together. Things were not as dire or hopeless as they seemed, and if he played his cards right, he could come out of this far better off than even he had imagined. 
 
    “Very well,” Zir said, turning to look the Infiltrator in the eyes. “I will take you to the portal.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Nina said. “We’re just going to need a few minutes.” 
 
    Zir turned his back on the disgusting display and strode from his office, ignoring the muffled sounds as he closed the door behind him. He once again thanked whatever force had seen fit to strip him of all such desires at birth. Without such disgusting thoughts occupying his time, he could focus on more important things, such as the subjugation and domination of the entirety of Laedrin.
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    Karria lay on her back, her hands interlaced behind her head as she stared up at the stars through half-lidded eyes. Despite the warpath they were on, the past few weeks had been the best of her life. Her brother, who she’d been searching for for over and year-and-a-half, had finally returned to her. And while their meeting had been under strenuous circumstances, he had been able to bring her back to herself with the help of her best friend. 
 
    It warmed her to know that despite the loss of her parents, she still had so many caring and reliable people in her life. 
 
    Even now, as she listened to the crackling of the bonfire, she could hear Arbor talking, his low voice soothing her tired mind and helping still her troubled thoughts. She’d been getting snatches of her time as the ruler of the Jagged Peaks lately, small slivers of memory returning to her. Each time one came, she felt tremendous guilt, as well as an extreme disgust with herself. 
 
    While she reminded herself why she’d reached for that awful magic in the first place, the small pieces of memories showed that the excuse had been a weak one. She could have managed without it had she just been a little more patient. Arbor had been in danger, but in the end, he’d managed to find his own way back. 
 
    Karria breathed in deeply, taking in the smoky scent of burning wood. The Goldenleaf sap flooded her senses, burned and pleasant, soothing her once again. Her muscles untensed, and she allowed her eyes to flutter closed for a moment. 
 
    Kya lay next to her, an almost-constant presence at her side now that she’d returned. Her friend had been able to sense whenever she got too bad and was able to help her manage when Arbor wasn’t around. In fact, it was only thanks to Kya that she’d even been able to stray from her brother’s side. 
 
    Sleeping in his bed was something that any girl her age should have been ashamed to do. She was nearly an adult, after all, not some child who was afraid of the dark. 
 
    Karria flinched as another flash of a memory entered her mind — a dwarf, bloodied and whimpering, cringing on the ground before a metal monstrosity, his hand thrown up to block his face. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Kya’s soothing voice said, her warm hand smoothing back Karria’s hair. “You’re you, not her.” 
 
    Karria turned to the sound of her friend’s voice, her eyes flickering open. 
 
    Kya’s face was less than a foot from hers, the elf’s overly large hazel eyes reflecting the dancing flames of the fire at Karria’s back. 
 
    “How do you do it?” Karria asked. “Deal with all of the stray emotions and thoughts constantly bombarding you from all sides?” 
 
    Kya shifted a bit, sliding one of her hands beneath her cheek and propping herself up a bit. 
 
    “Time and practice,” Kya said. “It’s not always easy to ignore, though I have learned to manage. My control is also improving, so I don’t need to hear most of what I don’t want to anymore. I just tend to keep myself open out of an abundance of caution.” 
 
    “Are you two alright?” 
 
    Karria and Kya both turned to see Arbor, who had paused in his conversation and was looking at the two of them. 
 
    Karria felt a small flood of warmth as she saw the concern in her older brother’s eyes. It reminded her so much of how things used to be, and despite knowing that she could protect herself in most situations, his presence alone made her feel safe in a way she hadn’t felt in a very long time. 
 
    “We’re fine,” Karria said. “Just talking.” 
 
    Arbor looked between the two of them, his gaze lingering on Kya for just a moment longer, before nodding. 
 
    “Try and get some sleep. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 
 
    They both nodded, and Arbor went back to talking to Grak and Shukle, the former of which still had a couple of bandages wrapping her arms. Grak had taken a serious beating by the first wall and was taking a little longer to recover, but if all went well, she should be back in fighting shape in just a day or two more, especially with Arbor helping to speed her recovery. 
 
    As Karria settled back down, she noticed something odd about Kya. Her friend’s eyes seemed to linger on Arbor for far too long, and if she weren’t mistaken, Kya’s cheeks were tinged with just the slightest hint of pink. There was also a sadness in her eyes when she settled back down. It was well hidden, but now that Karria was looking more closely, she could see it. 
 
    “Holy crap,” Karria said, her eyes going wide. 
 
    “What?” Kya asked, her gaze flicking back to hers. 
 
    “You like him!” 
 
    Kya’s eyes went wide, and she quickly looked to Arbor, terrified that he might have overheard. Thankfully, he was engrossed in his conversation and had been too busy to notice. 
 
    “You do, don’t you?” Karria said, feeling like such an idiot for not realizing it up until now. 
 
    “Okay, yes,” Kya admitted, her cheeks flushing darker. “But please keep your voice down. I don’t want him to hear.” 
 
    “Why not?” Karria asked, feeling the corners of her lips turning up. “Because he’s engaged to some lady I don’t know?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kya hissed, looking back to Arbor worriedly. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Karria said, feeling herself growing excited. “I’ll get him thinking straight. You two would be perfect for each other. For one, I’ll get to have a sister-in-law I actually like, and for another, I actually know you’ll be good for him. You already know how amazing he is. Just let me talk to him, and I’ll—” 
 
    “No!” Kya said, panicked, then froze as everyone turned to look at her. 
 
    “Sorry,” Karria said, looking around to those gathered around the fire. “I was teasing her with this. I might have gone a little too far.” 
 
    She held up a large beetle that she’d created with her magic, its tiny legs thrashing in the air. 
 
    “Please don’t do that to people,” Arbor said, the exasperation in his tone clear. “I very much doubt you would enjoy having someone threaten to tip a jar of honey into your hair, so please don’t torture other people with things they don’t like.” 
 
    Karria nodded quickly, making the beetle vanish in a flash of light. 
 
    “Thanks for the save,” Kya said as they settled back down. 
 
    Her face was a deep crimson by now, and it was all she could do to not hide behind her hands. 
 
    “Why don’t you want me to tell Arbor how you feel?” Karria asked. 
 
    “Because I can feel how much he loves this woman,” Kya said with a sigh. “It’s something I’ve never felt when he looks at me. Sure, he cares about me, but the feelings I get from him are pretty much the same I get when he looks at you.” 
 
    “Really?” Karria asked. “He cares about you that much?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Kya admitted. “I get a more muted sense than when he looks at you, but you get the idea.” 
 
    “Can’t you just read his mind? Or maybe mind-control him into thinking he loves you?” 
 
    “Karria!” Kya exclaimed, placing a hand before her lips as though scandalized. “You are devious.” 
 
    “What?” Karria asked innocently. “Can’t a sister look out for her brother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kya said. “But there is such a thing as taking it too far. Besides,” she continued, looking away. “I’ve already tried to read his mind, and it doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Kya!” Karria said reproachfully, but the grin in her voice was obvious. 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself,” Kya said, finally hiding her face behind her hands. 
 
    “I’m not upset,” Karria said. “On the contrary, I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Really?” Kya asked, peeking through her fingers. 
 
    “Really,” Karria said, nodding her head enthusiastically. “The only thing I’m upset about is that you didn’t tell me about your feelings for Arbor sooner.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have made a difference,” Kya sighed. “As I said, he loves that noblewoman, and I would never get in the way of his happiness just to satisfy my own selfishness.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know what he wants,” Karria said, waving a dismissive hand. “I’ll get him to see sense.” 
 
    “No,” Kya said, and this time, her voice was firm. “I know you have only good intentions, but you can’t interfere in this. I understand what real love feels like, and I’ve never felt him be happier than when he speaks about her. Your brother has been through a lot, just as much as you have, if not more. You only lost your parents on that night, but he lost everyone. Now that he has a semblance of his former life back, don’t be so cruel as to take it away from him.” 
 
    Karria fidgeted, looking away from Kya’s eyes. For just a moment, the idea that her best friend could become a real sister to her had been so exciting. But when Kya put things into perspective, she realized that it was petty on her end. 
 
    “But I don’t even know this woman,” Karria said, trying to find a reason to get Kya to agree with her. 
 
    All she needed was an okay from the elf, and she would begin working to turn her brother’s eye away from this unknown woman. 
 
    “Do you trust him?” Kya asked. 
 
    “Of course I do,” Karria said quickly. 
 
    “Then trust in his judgment,” Kya said. “He would never fall for someone who would be cruel to you or to him, for that matter. He has suffered so much with the loss of the woman he was supposed to marry and has finally found that happiness again with this one. If he loves her, then so will you, even if you don’t know her right now.” 
 
    Karria was silent for a few moments, listening to the crackle of the fire and the popping of the logs as they burned. 
 
    “Wow. I’ve never heard such an impassioned speech about someone arguing against being with someone they very obviously like,” Karria said, half-joking. 
 
    Then, in a more serious tone, she said, “But I understand what you’re saying. If you don’t want me to interfere, then I won’t.” 
 
    Kya gave her a small smile at that, her body finally relaxing. Karria could tell that this was hard for her. Again, now that she knew what to look for, she could see how much the elf girl liked her brother. It probably rankled her that her looks, the one thing she’d always been able to count on, didn’t seem to work on him. 
 
    She also knew that her friend would chastise herself for thinking that way, probably calling herself petty and becoming aggravated with herself over it. 
 
    “I can hear that, you know,” Kya said flatly. 
 
    “I know,” Karria said, flashing her a grin. “But it’s true.” 
 
    Kya gave her a mock glare but soon gave up when she saw it wasn’t doing anything. 
 
    “It is,” she sighed, admitting defeat.
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    Silence greeted Karria as her mind slowly came awake. It was dark, the last embers of the campfire having finally died out, leaving only a thin wisp of smoke trailing into the sky. The night air was still, not even stirring the top of the Goldenleaf trees all around her. Karria blinked, lying still and listening to the silence of the night, wondering what had woken her. 
 
    She didn’t feel as though she needed to relieve herself, so why had she woken up? 
 
    Karria’s eyes flicked to the sleeping form of Kya, the elf’s face still inches from her own. Her eyes were closed, and her chest rose and fell in an even rhythm. 
 
    Her brows furrowed as her sleep-addled mind grasped for some reason as to why she was awake. She wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, she’d wanted to sleep outside tonight rather than inside the coach. She’d gotten so used to sleeping on the road that she felt fine sleeping here. What was it? 
 
    A light tingle ran down her spine, a sixth sense that flared a warning an instant before the attack came. 
 
    Magic poured from her body as her Origin flared, a wooden shield appearing above her in an instant and layering panel after panel of thin, strong wood to protect her. She’d only gotten the shield about halfway up before she felt the impact. A dull thunk reverberated through the shield as Karria felt her magic burn away, the construct melting before whatever it was that had struck. 
 
    Still, it had given her enough time to spring to her feet and rouse Kya from her sleep. 
 
    “Up! Get up! We’re under attack!” Karria yelled, hoping her voice would summon the guards. 
 
    Most of their force was still a few hours ahead of them, their small group having hung back for more privacy and in case of an enemy attack they hadn’t seen coming. 
 
    Kya jerked awake, thrashing for a moment in panic as Karria forged another shield, this one cylindrical, and brought it down around them. She felt several more impacts to the construct, the magic burning away where the projectiles had hit. 
 
    “I need you up!” Karria yelled as she cast about, trying to spot their attackers but having no luck. 
 
    A gremlin came running in from the woods, sword unsheathed and looking wildly around. Karria didn’t even have time to shout a warning before his throat was slashed open, black blood spraying the ground before him. He toppled to the ground with a loud gurgle, the sword dropping from nerveless fingers. The blade clanged loudly as it bounced off a stone, and the dull thud of the gremlin hitting the ground sounded a moment later. 
 
    “What’s happening!?” Kya exclaimed as three more gremlins came rushing in, only for their throats to be slashed as well. 
 
    Karria hurled a couple of forged daggers into the general area where the gremlins were, but she was working blindly and hit absolutely nothing. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Karria yelled. “I need you to find whoever it is!” 
 
    There was a loud crack, and something slammed into her shield with enough force to buckle it on one side. Karria whirled, magic streaming from her core to reinforce the construct. She threw an arm out, picturing a series of lit lanterns hanging from the branches of the trees overhead. It was a gross waste of effort, but if she couldn’t see, it would be impossible to fight. 
 
    “Elves,” Kya said, her mind finally focusing on the task at hand. 
 
    She was pale and shaking, having witnessed the brutal deaths of four gremlins, but she’d seen enough death in her time to not allow it to distract her. 
 
    “Three of them. The same type of assassins that came after Arbor. They’re trying to block me out, but I know why they’re here- to your left!” Kya shouted. 
 
    Karria reacted in an instant, a pair of glittering red daggers forming in the air and flashing to the area Kya had indicated. 
 
    She heard a low grunt of pain as they sank into something invisible, sinking up to the hilt. Blood spattered the ground, and although the attacker remained invisible, the daggers gave them away. A steel bear-trap appeared in the elf’s path, and a moment later, there was a horrific scream as the teeth snapped shut around the attacker’s ankle with a bone-crunching snap. 
 
    This time, the attacker did appear, crouched on one knee and pulling uselessly at the sharpened teeth digging into his leg. The trap had been far more powerful than any ordinary one, and Karria had designed it to pin her attacker in place by preventing the trap from being removed. As the teeth had sunk in, finger-thin rods of metal had shot through, connecting the two ends of the trap through the elf’s leg. 
 
    Karria could see the jagged end of white, bloody bone poking through his shin and heard the screaming and wailing of the black-clad figure as he desperately tried to free himself. She ignored the wailing, staggering as another impact rocked her shield. 
 
    “What do they want?!” Karria shouted, whirling to reinforce the shield. 
 
    “They’ve come to kill or cripple all of our military leadership,” Kya said, her face pale. “They’re going after everyone.” 
 
    “I’m sure Arbor can handle himself,” Karria said, letting out a grunt as Kya pointed and hurling another series of daggers in that direction. 
 
    She missed this time, only managing to nick one of the attackers, leaving a line of blood to splatter on the ground. 
 
    “Can’t you pin them down?!” Karria yelled, trying to hit another invisible target as Kya kept pointing. 
 
    “Sorry, they’re just really slippery,” Kya said, narrowing her eyes. “It’s hard to get a solid read on them. It’s like they’re there, but I can only see them through a distorted lens.” 
 
    Karria threw several more daggers, only managing to score glancing wounds, while her shield continued to take a serious beating. 
 
    “They’re not targeting Arbor personally,” Kya said as she continued trying to pinpoint their attackers. “Besides, aren’t you wondering why he hasn’t come out yet?” 
 
    Truthfully, Karria had been too busy trying to keep them both alive to worry about that, but now that Kya mentioned it, it was odd that he hadn’t emerged from the coach. The noise should have pulled him, Grak, and Shukle from their sleep. Hord, maybe not – he was a heavy sleeper – but Arbor would definitely have woken him. 
 
    “Where are they?” Karria asked, forging another brace of daggers and letting them fly in a wide circle. 
 
    “A good mile away, at least,” Kya said, her brows furrowing as she tried – and failed – to take control of one of the assassins’ minds. 
 
    “Why?!” Karria exclaimed as her shield buckled then cracked. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Kya exclaimed, pointing up and to her right. 
 
    This time, Karria didn’t miss, reaching to her Origin and forging a wall of earthen spikes that shot up from the ground and grew out wide, like a ball of spines. Screams of pain sounded as both attackers became visible at once. None of the wounds were fatal, oddly enough, but the spines had pierced them in several places, destroying their concentration and causing whatever power they were using to conceal themselves to fail. 
 
    One of them slashed down with an oversized sword, and Karria watched the spikes shatter like they were made of glass. The edge of the blade was reflected in the light of the lanterns she’d forged, and she saw it was wet with something, likely the same poison they’d used on Arbor, which explained why their blades were so good at cutting through magic. 
 
    A pair of daggers appeared, each spearing the trapped elves through their eyes and killing them instantly. Karria whirled as the elf she’d trapped screamed in pain. Her trap construct shattered as he sliced through it with a poison-coated dagger, but a forged, metal spike shot up from the ground, spearing through the bottom of his foot then out the back of his knee as it continued upward. 
 
    “Can you get anything from him? Like how many there are and who exactly they’re targeting? Also, if they’re not going after him, then they’ll have to keep him distracted. How are they going to do that?” 
 
    Kya concentrated, trying to pierce the elf’s mind. Now that he was in so much pain, whatever training he had to resist didn’t seem to help. After a moment, the elf’s eyes seemed to go blank, and the screaming stopped. 
 
    “There are sixteen assassins left,” Kya said, her face showing the strain of keeping this slippery elf under her control. “Three were sent for us, one for Hord, four for Grak, and two each for the gremlin commanders. The remaining six were told to sow as much chaos as they could, targeting sub-commanders and captains, and to try and kill any Mages they find.” 
 
    “If they’re so smart, then they would have to know that Arbor would likely be with Grak and Hord, and anywhere he goes, that butler of his follows. How do they plan on keeping him from interfering?” 
 
    The elf began struggling as Kya’s focus tightened, a vein standing out on her forehead. 
 
    “Won’t…tell…” the elf began to growl out, only to let out a cry of pain and slump forward in a dead faint. 
 
    Kya took in a shuddering breath and straightened, her face going pale and eyes widening. 
 
    “We need to get to Arbor, now!” she yelled, already taking off in Arbor’s direction. 
 
    “Are you doing to tell me what it is?!” Karria exclaimed, rushing to follow. 
 
    Forging a construct to help them move faster would have been useful, but Karria had yet to come up with a way to move around in the forest. Without the mental boost from her Bestowal magic, she had lost a lot of the more elaborate constructs she’d been told she’d made while under the influence of that mind-warping power. 
 
    A Mythic Lion construct would have been extremely useful, for example, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t forge anything larger than a pony-sized animal. While it would technically be strong enough to carry her and Kya, running would be far faster. 
 
    “They aren’t stupid,” Kya said, trying to speed up but being unsuccessful. 
 
    Apparently, she was already running as fast as she could. 
 
    “Just spit it out!” Karria yelled, easily keeping pace with her. 
 
    Kya finally explained, and when she did, it was all Karria could do to not dash off ahead of her friend. For one, she had no idea where she was supposed to be going, and for another, there was always the chance that another assassin would come for her while they were separated. Arbor was tough, and with Grak, Hord, and Prudence all there to help, she was sure he could manage…probably. 
 
    However, there was always the chance that things could go horribly wrong, especially if these elves were as crafty as Kya said. After all, they had been the ones who’d weakened Arbor by luring him in to fight a Magma-Tiger and then sent him off to the Lower Realms. Yes, Arbor might be more powerful and better protected than he was before, but they were now in enemy territory, and they would have had plenty of time to prepare.
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    The first sign Arbor got that something was wrong was when the wind suddenly died out of nowhere. He and Grak had decided to go for a short walk to a nearby stream where they could dip their feet in the water. His scouts had assured him the area was safe, so he hadn’t seen any harm in it. 
 
    Hord had decided to tag along because he was bored – though Arbor thought the dwarf just needed to walk off all that food – and of course, Prudence had come along as well. And so, what had been planned as a short walk with Grak had turned into a bit more of a hike, as Hord insisted they take the ‘long way’ back. 
 
    They were about a mile from camp when Arbor noticed the discrepancy. At first, he didn’t think much about it, listening to Hord talk about the Mythic Lion he’d need on the Flatlands while Grak nodded along. But when his Perception Field flared a warning, he held up a hand, stopping them all in their tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” Grak asked, reaching for the rapier at her side. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arbor replied, pulling the glaive from his back and drawing on both his Origins to extend his field of view. 
 
    At the 12th Tier, his power granted him a thirty-foot radius of detection, though right now, he felt nothing. Prudence and Hord were on guard as well, the dwarf having lifted his oversized hammer and his butler’s arms having turned black and scaled. After several silent moments, he began to wonder if he might have imagined the warning. 
 
    Then, the ground split open beneath his feet. With a shout, Arbor dove to one side as a wall of lava shot into the air from the crack. It rose forty feet high, burning through trees and hardening in an instant, leaving a wall between him and his allies. 
 
    Arbor was more aggravated than scared, feeling that all of his friends were just fine on the other side of the wall. He turned, bracing his back leg, and pulled his glaive back, preparing to smash through the stone wall, but the ground beneath him shook again, and thin metallic wires shot up all around him. 
 
    Arbor tapped into his Perception magic, dashing to his right, but they’d outsmarted him, having placed the net wide. A mesh of woven Reflum rose into the air as he leaped, cutting off his escape. As he reached the peak of his jump, some twenty feet up, he slashed at the wires, trying to use brute force to smash through. 
 
    Sure, the Reflum could stop his magic, but brute force was a different story altogether. It was as though he’d attacked a pool of water. The wires flexed and moved but didn’t give way, the wide net absorbing the impact and dissipating it along its perimeter. 
 
    Arbor landed, and the net fully closed in, trapping him inside a dome of Reflum some sixty yards around. He concentrated downward, wondering if he might be able to tunnel out, only to realize that the elves had thought of that. The wires extended beneath him as well, encircling him in a perfect net. 
 
    He had to wonder how they’d had the time to set this up and who had come up with this elaborate trap. It was difficult to sense anything outside of the Reflum cage due to the metal’s interference, which meant he couldn’t detect Grak, Hord, or Prudence. His first instinct was to hurl himself at the metal, to try and get out to save them from whatever was coming. 
 
    Additionally, if they were coming for them, they were obviously going for Karria as well. It took more effort than he liked to focus on his own problems, though the pack of Mythic Hounds that were dropped in with him definitely helped. The ground opened, sliding away on hidden hinges to reveal Reflum cages, each containing a slavering dog the size of a bear. 
 
    The markings on each were unique, but they all had the same overall build; stocky and powerfully muscled near the front end, with longer hind legs for sudden bursts of speed. Their snouts were short, almost smashed, and pointed ears stood straight from the top of their heads. 
 
    Their eyes gleamed a light yellow in the moonlight, and their canines – overly large on the bottom and extending past their upper lips – gleamed silver. Patterns of black and red covered them, with small patches of yellow here and there. 
 
    Although he’d never seen one, Arbor didn’t need to be told that these were Mythic Beasts. If the fangs and blunted silvery claws weren’t enough of a giveaway, then their sheer size was. The others would need to fend for themselves, it seemed, as these creatures were definitely going to be keeping him busy. 
 
    The doors to the cages swung open, and without a second’s hesitation, the beasts pounced. The nearest had come up a mere twenty feet away, and Arbor was already tapping into his Perception Origin as it darted forward. His body was flooded with power as his perception slowed to keep up with his new speed. 
 
    The glaive flashed out, the spiked end slamming into the side of the charging hound as Arbor darted to one side. He was unable to put the full force of his considerable strength behind the blow due to the beast’s sudden attack, and unfortunately for him, it wasn’t nearly enough to take the monster down. 
 
    The hound let out an angry bark, and Arbor felt it in his bones as the force of the blow staggered it momentarily, knocking it off-balance. Were this the only beast he had to deal with, Arbor might have been able to use that to his advantage. However, seeing as there were two more bearing down on him and another two coming in right behind, he was too busy dodging to counter. 
 
    The second hound came barreling it, jaws open wide, strings of saliva clinging to its jowls as it barked. Arbor winced at the volume, nimbly sidestepping one and ducking under the other. He wasn’t able to strike at them and continued dodging as the last two hounds attacked. 
 
    He sped up the flow of magic in his body, leaping to his left and nearly colliding with the Reflum cage. The hounds spun in an instant, their blunted claws tearing up the ground as they circled around. The others had recovered by now, and Arbor could see what they were trying to do as they turned. 
 
    His heart was racing as the five hounds moved to pin him against one of the walls, spreading wide to ensure he couldn’t run. The biggest problem he faced right now was the disadvantage in numbers. These creatures were large, but as far as he could tell, they posed no serious threat other than their size. 
 
    They weren’t especially fast, at least not in this confined space. He could see their Origins with his Mage Sight, all blazing a silvery-white. He didn’t know what type of magic they might possess, but from experience, he knew that only physical contact would activate it. 
 
    He set his legs and thrust quickly with the glaive, sending a lance of pure destruction at the hound in the middle. White light flashed, and the hound was too slow to dodge. There was a yelp of pain as the lance of power tore into its chest, ripping through the beast’s toughened hide as though it weren’t even there, spearing all the way to its core. 
 
    The hound dropped an instant later, its tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth and its eyes glazing over in death. The other hounds, instead of becoming more cautious, only became enraged at the death of their packmate and charged, their barks echoing in the darkness. 
 
    Arbor spun into another stance, sending more white lances of light flashing at the enemy. The hounds swerved to avoid them, causing his attacks to streak across the inside of the Reflum net and splash harmlessly against the opposite side. The hounds had given him an opening, though, and Arbor took it. 
 
    In a flash, he was outside their circle. He’d aimed for the far left, so when he exerted pressure on his front leg, tearing a furrow in the ground as he spun, Arbor found himself facing the hounds’ rear. 
 
    His hand slid down the haft of the glaive as he extended it in a swift sweep, the blade’s enchantment lending the weapon the extra cutting power it needed. With a snick, the hound’s hind leg was sheared off at the ankle, causing the oversized beast to crash to the ground, tumbling end over end until it slammed into the Reflum netting. 
 
    What happened next gave Arbor pause. The hound screamed. It was a horrible, unearthly sound that shook him down to his very core. With his Mage Sight active, he could see what was happening. When the Mythic Hound came in contact with the Reflum, the metal began to disrupt the beast’s Origin. 
 
    With its magic in turmoil, the beast began to crumble under its own weight! Arbor was both fascinated and appalled. When he came into contact with Reflum, it only drained his magic or prevented him from using it. Apparently, Mythic Beasts, who were so reliant on their magic, suffered far worse effects. 
 
    The hound managed to roll away after a couple of seconds, and its magic recovered, but there had been some damage to its ribs in the time it had been trapped, and it did not go away. Arbor didn’t have any more time for staring as the other beasts moved to attack, and he was forced to defend. 
 
    His glaive flashed out in glittering arcs, fending off the hounds as they lunged at him in turn. Their bodies were heavy, though not nearly as much as any of the Mythic Cats he’d faced, and while their attacks were powerful, it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle. 
 
    One hound swiped at him with a paw, and he stepped back, avoiding the blow. He returned with a sweeping attack of his own, but the hound sidestepped, and he missed. Another hound tried to clamp down on the extended blade, and Arbor sent a pulse of destruction through it, tearing the dog’s jaws apart. 
 
    Blood sprayed the ground as the hound staggered back, the lower half of its jaw hanging on by a thread. The third lunged, slamming into him from his blind spot. It wasn’t technically a blind spot, as his Perception Field had seen it coming, but just because he could see something didn’t mean he could always avoid it. 
 
    He recovered his balance and ejected a burst of destruction from his left foot, hurling him into the air high above the heads of the hounds. That was a mistake. One of the hounds leaped after him, and he finally understood the power of those hind legs. The beast was on him before he could blink, its powerful body slamming into his and bearing him to the ground. 
 
    Arbor felt his bones creak as he landed, the beast’s dense body landing on him and knocking the air from his lungs. He jerked his head to one side as the beast snapped, its jaws snapping shut an inch from his left ear. He twisted to one side, flooding his body with power, but the hound moved along with the motion, leaning down on him and attacking again. 
 
    It snapped down on his shoulder this time, and Arbor grunted in pain as its lower fangs punched through his toughened skin and scraped against bone. Another shadow loomed over him as a second hound tried to get at his head. Arbor growled, throwing himself to one side and feeling a wrenching pain from his shoulder as the first hound bit deeper. 
 
    It was trying to rip his shoulder clean off! 
 
    “Enough of this!” Arbor yelled, releasing the glaive which was trapped beneath the hound’s dense body. 
 
    The hound biting his shoulder didn’t even know what hit it as Arbor’s fist crashed into the side of its head. The burst of destruction that left a fist-sized hole in its brain was so powerful that it exited the other side and ripped a bloody furrow across the back of another hound. 
 
    Arbor felt the jaws in his shoulder go slack, just as the other hound tried to get his head again. With an effort of will and tremendous strength, Arbor heaved the dead monster off himself, tossing the two-thousand-pound monster nearly ten feet in the air and back over his shoulder to slam into the second beast. 
 
    He sprang back to his feet, breathing hard as steam was vented from his body to compensate for the ludicrous increase in power. Moving that much dead weight was not an easy task, even for him. There had probably been a more efficient way of getting that monster off him, but he simply hadn’t had the time. His left shoulder was all but useless thanks to the hound, and he’d pulled both of his calves, so he wouldn’t be running anywhere in a hurry. 
 
    He took stock of his situation. Two hounds down, two injured, and one still whole. He breathed heavily, slowly crouching to retrieve his glaive. He wouldn’t be nearly as effective one-handed, but he’d left the falchion back in his coach, not thinking that he’d need to fight. That had been a big mistake, and if he came out of this alive, it would not be one he’d soon forget. 
 
    The remaining hounds moved to encircle him yet again, but Arbor had neither the speed nor inclination to try and get out of it. He braced himself, snapping the haft of the glaive up beneath his armpit and leveling the blade at the healthiest hound. Blood dripped from his torn shoulder, slowly spreading the crimson stain wider and wider. 
 
    He could already feel his magic at work trying to heal the wound, but it was moving far more sluggishly than usual. He knew he wasn’t that exhausted, and a quick internal scan showed him why. It seemed that the Mythic Hound’s saliva had a powerful anti-coagulant. His blood wouldn’t clot until he made a visible effort to burn the foreign toxin from his body, and focused as he was on the fight, he couldn’t afford to do that right now. 
 
    He seemed to be in a race against time. Would he bleed out and faint before he could kill them all, or would he come out the victor? Only one way to find out. 
 
    “Bring it on, you slobbering bastards. Bring it on!”
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    Karria’s breath was steady and even as she dashed through the woods, half-dragging the poor elf behind her. Kya was having a much harder time, her breath ragged and hair clinging to her brow as sweat streaked her face and neck. 
 
    “Which way?!” Karria yelled as they approached a fork in the path. 
 
    “Right,” Kya wheezed, the word coming out half-choked. 
 
    The elf let out a groan as Karria wrenched her arm, dragging her down the right path. She was fast, especially for someone who specialized in mental magic. All of the training and conditioning probably helped, and right now, Kya desperately wished that she could have found a way to improve her own physical capabilities. 
 
    They’d been running in this manner for a good four minutes, and although they had been over a mile away when they’d left, Karria was confident they’d be reaching them soon. A lantern hung in the air before her, suspended by near-invisible strings of magic that were attached to her. 
 
    Floating constructs were much harder to make, so anchoring them to herself was the obvious and easy solution. It illuminated far more than an average lantern, giving them over forty yards of light in all directions. 
 
    “Almost…There,” Kya gasped a half-minute later. 
 
    The words had barely exited her mouth when Karria heard a loud crash from deeper in the forest, followed by a flash of blue light and a sensation of cold. 
 
    Kya groaned as Karria leaned forward, dragging harder on her arm and practically lifting her off the ground. As she ran, Karria concentrated inward, pulling on her Origin and forging herself some armor. She’d seen what those poison-coated daggers could do, and if her constructs could resist for even a few seconds, it might make all the difference. 
 
    The rose-gold-colored plate armor formed quickly over her body, layer by layer, forming first over her arms and legs then over her chest. She had to slow as she neared the battle, the strain of forging so many pieces at once making her head throb, but she pushed through the pain, and as her breastplate assembled, she simply kept going. 
 
    An armored skirt fell to cover her thighs, and a helmet formed over her head. She left the bottom of her hair to flow free, leaving a bit of a flared lip so it wouldn’t pinch. The visor formed over her eyes, and another piece came up, covering her chin and lips. Although the visor should have restricted her vision, Karria had forged it in a way that left her sight clear and unimpeded. 
 
    By the time the armor had been completed, her head was throbbing horribly, and she knew that forging anything else would be difficult at best. Protecting herself would be more important than anything here, especially seeing as she had no idea what she was running into. 
 
    There was another flash of blue, this time visible through the trees, and Karria felt the backlash of cold from Grak’s magic. 
 
    “How many?” she asked, coming to a stop and releasing Kya’s arm. 
 
    The elf, too exhausted to speak, simply held up five fingers. 
 
    It was how many she’d expected, but she’d wanted to make sure. 
 
    “And Arbor?” Karria asked. 
 
    Kya pointed to their left, though Karria couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to help them. You go help Arbor. Get him free from whatever trap they’ve sprung.” 
 
    “You won’t be able to see,” Kya panted, forcing herself to meet Karria’s eyes. 
 
    “I have this,” Karria said, tapping her armor. “Should hold up long enough for me to react.” 
 
    Kya was about to protest, but Karria knew they didn’t have time. 
 
    “I’m not saying I’ll take them all out. You’d better get Arbor free and come back to help, you hear me?” 
 
    Kya hesitated for a moment, then nodded wearily. Karria didn’t need any more confirmation than that, whirling and running in the direction of the flashing blue lights. She crashed through the trees, ignoring the whipping branches as they pinged off her armor. In her right hand, she forged her crossbow, ignoring the intense pain that wracked both her mind and body as the construct came into being. 
 
    She’d already pushed her magic too far for one night. Forging an entire set of armor that would last nearly a week was probably overkill, but what was a little pain compared to her life? 
 
    It only took a few seconds before she reached the site of the battle and a few more to take everything in. A massive wall stood in the center of a clearing, cutting off the view of the other side. A dome of glowing blue ice stood against it, riddled with cracks and small holes. 
 
    Inside, Grak stood huddled, her skin covered in a layer of frost, and her rapier extended as she worked to keep the cracks filled. Both Hord and Prudence stood to either side of her, Hord with his oversized hammer raised and Prudence, covered in bristling brown fur, having grown a good half a foot. She now towered over the two of them, but as of yet, neither of them seemed to have entered into battle. 
 
    As she watched, a long groove appeared in the dome of ice, sending yet more cracks spreading across its surface. Grak let out a cry as she extended her other hand, channeling her magic directly to try to cover the cracks. Her skin took on an unhealthy blue tinge as she did, and she started to shiver. 
 
    Karria knew that Grak’s magic would begin to freeze her from the inside out as she strained herself, and since they couldn’t see their attackers, it meant that she’d picked the correct strategy. Unfortunately, it also meant that this was a battle of attrition. With Arbor cut off from them, all the assassins needed to do was continuously chip away at the dome until it failed. 
 
    Grak would be too weak to fight, and with the others unable to see them, they could be easy pickings. 
 
    Karria raised her crossbow, a glowing bolt appearing on the string. She breathed out, trying to ignore the pain as she forged a special arrowhead. It was blunt and rounded, so it wouldn’t kill. She would only get one shot before the others found her, so she would have to make it count. 
 
    A line of ice began to appear in the dome, and Karria fired. The bolt was released with a dull smack, the missile streaking through the air and striking against an invisible target. The ball on the end of the bolt ruptured, sending the green dye she’d placed inside all over the attacker and rendering them visible. 
 
    Grak blinked in confusion, staring at the blob of leaking dye as her tired and overtaxed mind tried to comprehend what was happening. The attacker turned to flee, but thankfully, Grak’s brain caught up. She stabbed forward into the wall of ice, and an icicle shot from the tip, spearing out from the wall and catching the fleeing assassin through the middle. 
 
    There was a scream as Grak poured more of her magic into the attack, turning the assassin into a living statue. She became visible as soon as her concentration failed, and when Grak pulled back her rapier, the assassin toppled sideways, shattering into a thousand pieces. 
 
    Another line appeared on the dome, and Karria, having thought she wouldn’t get another chance, was too late to fire. 
 
    She dashed toward the dome, yelling to the others. 
 
    “We have backup on the way! I’ll try to keep them on me!” 
 
    “No, Lady Karria! Run!” Prudence yelled, looking as though she wanted to smash through the barrier and come to her aid. 
 
    Karria grunted as something slammed into her from the side. There was a horrific shriek of metal on metal as an assassin’s blade failed to penetrate her armor. She was tossed from her feet, landing hard on her side and bruising her hip as she landed awkwardly. Before she could move, two more strikes came, one at her ankle and another at her chest. Both were repelled by the armor, but Karria could feel the damage the blades were inflicting. 
 
    She smacked both hands into the ground, and with a scream of pain, metallic spikes rose from the earth all around her. Another scream of pain sounded, though this one was not from her. An assassin appeared, just inches from her, both feet impaled by spikes. 
 
    Before Karria could do anything, an icicle punched through the elf’s neck, extending out the front. The assassin’s eyes went wide as the area around it slowly turned red. He toppled to the side with a gurgle, the side of his head slamming into one of the many spikes she’d forged and releasing him from his misery. 
 
    That was two down. 
 
    Karria slowly staggered to her feet, ignoring the pain from her injuries. They were nothing serious, but she now knew that despite the armor’s protection, it would do nothing to stop the physical force of the attacks from being transmitted to her. All she had to do was last long enough for Arbor to show up. 
 
    For a couple of seconds, she debated staying within her circle of spikes. Her head was throbbing horribly, and if they could keep the enemy at bay, she wouldn’t have to keep fighting. Something slammed into the back of her head, sending her face-first into the ground. She groaned as her nose smacked into the visor, the pain radiating to the back of her skull as it broke, sending blood spraying all over the inside of her helmet. 
 
    Two more projectiles hit her, slamming into her shoulders. She felt the armor fracture in one place and start to burn away in another. 
 
    Staying here would not be a good idea. She was a sitting duck, and if she did nothing, she’d be dead in under a minute. 
 
    Despite the pain radiating from her nose and the blood now coating the inside of her helmet, Karria rolled, dissipating the spikes as she did. She felt the impact of another projectile as it buried itself in the ground, and as she sprang to her feet, she saw the shimmering outline of an arrow as it flickered back into existence. 
 
    It seemed that while the weapons remained invisible for a time, they would reappear once fired by the assassins. She still had no idea how they operated, nor did she know the source of their strange power, incredible strength, and speed. She also didn’t know why they were so fearless, but at least she now knew one more thing about them. 
 
    “How are you holding up?!” she yelled, her voice coming out nasally thanks to her broken nose. 
 
    “We’re managing,” Grak panted. “Would be easier if we could see them.” 
 
    Karria staggered as another pair of arrows slammed into her, one actually lodging in her shoulder and beginning to eat away at the construct. She grunted, reaching up and tearing the shaft free, leaving a bare patch free to the wind. She didn’t have the strength to fix that hole. She felt about ready to drop on the spot, and it was all she could do to keep standing. 
 
    Although her Origin was brimming with power, she had nothing more to give. It was now up to her to see how long she could last. She would have loved to use her brain to try and outthink these assassins. She was sure her Bestowal magic self could spot them in an instant, but she didn’t even consider going for that awful power. 
 
    I’ll get through this, one way or another, she thought, tripping over a root. 
 
    She fell flat on her face but for once was happy for the pain as a pair of arrows thudded into the ground a couple of feet away, having obviously been aimed for her chest. She quickly rolled, but no third arrow came, which could only mean one thing. 
 
    The air left Karria’s lungs in a whoosh an instant later as a powerful blow landed on her chest, driving her back into the ground. Cracks radiated out from the blow, spreading across her breastplate in a spiderweb of glowing lines. 
 
    Karria punched out, clipping something, and it staggered away, leaving the dagger stuck in her armor. She could feel it eating at her construct, but she yanked it free and held onto it. She had no idea how many of these the assassins had, but if she could take even one of them, that was one less weapon they could use against her. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was outnumbered, and as she rose painfully to her feet, another two invisible arrows took her in the chest, widening the web of cracks and tossing her right back to the ground. 
 
    Her vision blurred for an instant as her head slammed into the ground. On instinct, she rolled left, and a shrieking, grinding sounded as another blade scraped along the side of her ribs, leaving a long line on her constructed armor. The pain of her bones bruising was more than enough to force her back to awareness, but she hesitated to get back to her feet. 
 
    If she got up, she would be knocked back by the arrows, but if she remained in place, she would suffer another one of the devastating attacks from the dagger-wielding assassin. She was in a real bind with only one way out. 
 
    Arbor, wherever the hell you are, hurry up!
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    Arbor staggered back, panting hard as blood continuously leaked from the open wounds the hounds had inflicted. Contrary to what he’d thought, the hounds weren’t stupid. Apparently, they knew what their saliva would do and were keeping their distance, trying to get him to bleed out to the point where he would be unable to put up much of a fight. With his legs damaged as they were, they were able to avoid his clumsy lunges, though he had managed to injure the one with the torn jaw even more by sending a lance of white destruction through its side. 
 
    Now, though, three and a half minutes later, he was beginning to feel faint. He was losing too much blood and couldn’t concentrate on burning the saliva from his system. 
 
    One of the hounds, sensing weakness, pounced early. With a grunt, Arbor’s glaive flashed forward, skewering it through the shoulder. The hound yelped and tried to retreat, but Arbor flooded his glaive with white Origin magic. It wasn’t a focused lance of power, but rather an explosion of force designed to do as much damage as possible. 
 
    The hound’s front half turned to bloody mist as the Origin magic tore it apart. Blood, gore, and fragments of bone rained all around them, covering him in the beast’s stinking insides. The back half of its body, missing from about halfway down its torso, slowly toppled sideways with a low thump. Arbor could see all of the hound’s insides, the jagged ends of bone and muscles. They still twitched, despite being dead, and for some reason, that made him feel even sicker. 
 
    Oddly enough, the teeth and claws, gleaming silver, remained among the wreckage of its destroyed body. They were whole, unblemished, and shone with a mix of light red and grayish-black. 
 
    He sagged for a moment, breathing heavily and eyeing the remaining two hounds. The one with the broken jaw wasn’t likely to attack without the healthy one moving in first, so he kept his eyes trained on that one. But the beast seemed perfectly content remaining where it was. 
 
    His entire front was stained crimson now, blood soaking his shirt and pants and dripping into his boots. This was beyond unpleasant. He was blinking an awful lot as the world swam in and out of focus. Was this it? Was this going to be his end? After all he’d been through, would the elves finally succeed in taking him out? 
 
    “Arbor!” 
 
    Kya’s voice, sounding loud and shrill, caused both hounds to turn. 
 
    Arbor took full advantage of that momentary lapse. He pulled the glaive back and threw it one-handedly at the healthy hound. Not even waiting to see if it hit, he blasted white destruction from his feet, launching himself at the injured one. 
 
    He slammed bodily into the hound, using his own body as a projectile. The crunch of bone was audible, both from his injured shoulder and the beast’s damaged ribs. He grunted as they landed in a heap, his body driving the hounds into the Reflum wires. 
 
    The beast roared in pain as its magic was disrupted, but with Arbor pinning it in place, it was unable to move. Injured as it was, the beast expired in under ten seconds, crushed under the weight of its own body. It was only once the monster was dead that Arbor thought to look for the other one. But he needn’t have bothered. 
 
    It lay on the ground, its body twisted at an awkward angle and the gleaming haft of the glaive extended from its right eye. His throw had been perfect, though that was more due to sheer dumb luck than anything else. 
 
    “Arbor, are you alright?” Kya yelled again. 
 
    He finally found the source of her voice, the elf girl standing close to where the hound had fallen, not daring to touch the Reflum wire. 
 
    “Peachy,” Arbor groaned, directing his magic inward to try and stop the bleeding. 
 
    “Karria and the others are in trouble!” Kya called, sounding desperate. 
 
    “Then you’d best find some way to get me out of here,” Arbor said, feeling his head throb. 
 
    He didn’t open his eyes to make sure the elf had acknowledged him, already figuring that she was working on it. There had to be some switch or lever she could throw to free him. After all, the elves would need to be able to get to his body after he was dead, right? Besides, with something as valuable as this cage, there had to be a way to retrieve it. And although he knew his sister and friends were in trouble, Arbor just couldn’t muster the strength to worry at the moment. 
 
    They were tough. They would manage until he got there. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karria let out another muffled grunt as she was driven to the ground. Her head rang once again as it impacted against a hidden rock, her helmet clanging off and leaving a dark streak across the metal. The lunge came, as expected, but after being hit multiple times, the pattern was predictable. Too predictable. 
 
    Even as Karria’s breastplate cracked and pieces began to flake off, her hand clamped onto the elf. It felt like she’d grabbed an ankle, so she yanked on it as hard as she could as the elf tried to retreat. There was a dull thud as they hit the ground, and Karria scrambled forward on her belly, clawing her way up the assassin’s body. 
 
    She felt several hard blows to her ribs, but her armor held and she ignored the pain. She pulled her left fist back and drove it down, hitting something soft and eliciting a grunt of pain from the elf. In turn, she received another hard blow to the head, ripping a chunk off her helmet. Karria exerted a minor effort of will, the last of her magic she could use for fear of blacking out otherwise, and sharpened the tip of the index finger on one of her gauntlets. 
 
    With a shout, she drove the finger down again with all her strength. There was another grunt of pain as the sharpened metal punctured flesh and the elf writhed beneath her. They tried to squirm away, but Karria latched onto what felt like a shoulder and then drove an elbow down into their face. 
 
    The satisfying crunch of a nose and spray of blood told her she’d hit the right target, especially when the elf flickered into view. Karria seized the dazed elf by her hair and dragged her head back, getting a good grip around her throat. Then, carefully, she got to her feet, maneuvering around the elf and locking her arm around her throat. 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” she yelled, keeping a crushing grip on the elf. 
 
    Karria made sure to keep her forearm braced against her neck. A less lethal option would be the crook of her elbow, but if the elves attacked, she would crush this assassin’s windpipe without a second thought. Right now, Karria’s plan was to keep this elf as a hostage and stall for time. 
 
    That plan went right out the window when Karria felt the impact of two arrows, one after the next, slam directly into the assassin’s chest. She was dead in an instant and Karria dropped her corpse with a sound of disgust. 
 
    “You’re a bunch of sick bastards, you know that?” she yelled, running for the icy dome, which Grak had almost completely restored by now. 
 
    “What the hell is taking Arbor so long?” Grak yelled. 
 
    She was down on one knee, shivering and clutching herself to try and stay warm. Her skin was completely tinged blue, and one of her arms was encased in ice halfway up her forearm. By the looks of it, the arm would not recover. Karria felt a wrenching sensation in her stomach as she realized that. 
 
    Grak’s right arm was looking a bit better, but that was only due to the fact that she’d been using the rapier to channel her magic. She must have known what would happen, but she did it anyway. Karria felt her blood begin to boil, and for a moment, all of her injuries were forgotten. Another pair of impacts slammed into her chest, shattering the breastplate. 
 
    It faded, the cracked remains leaking light as the rest fizzed away into the air. But Karria had been prepared. Angry as she was, she was able to ignore the searing pain as she hurled a ball of condensed Mythic magic. There had been no time to forge anything, but the sphere was perfectly capable of doing plenty of damage. 
 
    With a massive explosion that shook the night air, the sphere impacted in the general vicinity from where the arrows had been coming. There was a scream of pain as a shower of dirt and debris was launched ten feet into the air. When it fell, the mangled corpse of an elf, dressed all in black, hit the ground along with it. 
 
    Karria caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye and whirled, holding her gauntleted arm up. Something in the air shimmered an instant before it slammed into her arm, wrenching it to one side. She was lucky she’d blocked, as the armor over her chest was gone. The gauntlet cracked but held, stopping the arrowhead fractions of an inch from her skin. She could feel the arrow eating at her armor and ripped it free with a swift yank. 
 
    The last elf was right on top of her, his face twisted in anger and pain. His hood had been blasted away and blood matted the side of his face. One of his ears was missing, and his right arm was a mangled mess. He slammed into Karria, bearing her to the ground and driving the gleaming dagger he had clutched in his hand toward her heart. 
 
    Karria let out a yelp as she fell, throwing both arms between her and the assassin. The air left her lungs once again as she hit the ground, the elf’s weight bearing down on her. She grunted as he shoved, his snarling face inches from her own. He must have been partially caught in the blast, which was why he was now visible, but it hadn’t been direct enough to take him out of the fight completely. 
 
    Karria could feel her arms trembling as the elf continued to bear down. He weighed more than her, and exhausted as she was, she simply didn’t have the strength to throw him off. As the dagger inched closer and closer to her chest, she could feel her arms threatening to give way. The elf’s snarl changed to a look of triumph as the tip of the dagger brushed against her sodden and blood-soaked shirt. 
 
    Then, suddenly, the elf was wrenched backward. He only had time for a single, horrified scream before Prudence ripped him in half, her powerful, furred arm flexing as she separated the elf at the waist, tossing his corpse to either side. The elf still lived for a few seconds more and had the distinct pleasure of seeing his lower half over ten feet away before Hord brought his hammer down on his head, splattering it everywhere. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Karria wheezed as Prudence rapidly shrank, holding a hand out to help her up. 
 
    “You did most of the work, my lady,” Prudence said. “We only came in for the cleanup.” 
 
    “Well, looks like you all managed fine without me.” 
 
    Everyone turned as Arbor came hobbling up to them, leaning on Kya. He looked just about as bad as Karria felt. He was covered in blood, with one of his arms hanging at his side. 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” Kya said, her face pale. “There are still more assassins about.” 
 
    Karria sighed at the same time as her brother. 
 
    Of course there were.
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    Arbor stared down at the series of shrouds covering those who had lost their lives. Twenty-one.  
 
    That was how many of their commanders, captains, and lieutenants were killed before the assassins were subdued. Among the dead were those Arbor hadn’t known all that well, as well as one whom he did. 
 
    Shukle stood over the body of his brother, the shroud for Grab being the largest of all. The gremlin had been killed on a pure fluke. As assassin’s dagger had gone straight into his arm, penetrating the area where his Origin was located and killing him instantly. There was nothing any of them could have done. 
 
    The moment the Magekiller poison had entered Grab’s Origin, he had died. At least it had been quick and painless, though that would hardly be a worthy consolation to those who would miss him most, namely Frunk and Shukle.  
 
    Grak stood next to him, her head bowed as she stared down at the covered body. Her left arm was covered in bandages. It would never be the same again after what she’d done last night, and not even Arbor could do anything about it. He had tried, of course, but there was no restoring the arm, even with his Origin magic. 
 
    The nerves were dead, the bones turned to ice, and the muscles blackened and shriveled. Everything from two inches above the wrist would need to be amputated, and soon. The enemy had exacted a heavy toll on them last night, and it would have been far worse if not for the Elementals in their ranks. 
 
    While they hadn’t exactly been able to see the assassins, they had been able to sense their presence and rooted them out. The assassins had been killed down to a man, but they had done what they had come to do. Arbor and his army were now down commanders. Additionally, some elven soldiers had managed to circumvent the third wall and were mere hours away, leaving them with only two choices. They would either have to skip the funerals and march on, or stay and fight, potentially weakening their forces even further. 
 
    They were demoralized and downtrodden, and of course, it was also raining. 
 
    “Well, this sucks,” Karria said, breaking the silence. 
 
    Her voice was still a bit off, her face containing hints of black and blue around the nose, where it had been set and healed. Arbor had been exhausted, rushing about to the aid of the soldiers he could save. The best he’d been able to do for some was get them out of critical condition, so everyone – himself included – was still sporting injuries. 
 
    “Well, that’s putting it mildly,” Hord said, his voice way too loud as usual. 
 
    “We need to move on,” Shukle said, straightening from the shroud covering his brother. “We will take the bodies with us and give them proper burials once we get back home.” 
 
    Arbor could see the pain in his eyes, the rage that warred against the soldier in him. Gremlins were people, just like everyone else. They loved, they lost, they hated and felt joy. And right now, they were feeling pain. 
 
    “Are you fit to command?” Arbor asked. 
 
    He hated to ask the question but knew that it needed to be asked. He was about to lead his forces into the largest and most dangerous battle yet, one that would likely decide the fate of Laedrin. Stopping Demons from entering this plane of existence was their sole purpose in being here, with freeing the elven homeland as a secondary goal. 
 
    If Shukle were unstable, he could end up making poor judgments and make a costly mistake. 
 
    “I’m a soldier,” Shukle said. “We march onward.” 
 
    His voice was hard and his resolve firm. He was inside Arbor’s Perception Field, so he couldn’t lie without Arbor being able to see it. He was as solid as an oak tree. In other words, he was thinking clearly, despite the anger. 
 
    “Very well,” Arbor said, inclining his head. 
 
    “You should probably say something,” Kya said in an undertone. “They want to hear you speak, to tell them that everything will be okay.” 
 
    Arbor hated giving speeches. But, in times like these, being a leader meant having to do what he didn’t want to. Besides, encouraging those who’d followed him into the jaws of death was the least he could do, especially to honor those who had passed. 
 
    He straightened, looking out to all of the gathered faces. Most were the red of the gremlins, but there were others. White, tan, a few dark showed the presence of humans, and the small group of multicolored Elementals stood out like a beacon. No dwarves were present, as they were still making their way through the forest. 
 
    Arbor had no idea if they were still en route or if they had met with misfortune. All he could do was hope to see them when they reached Srila. 
 
    “Last night, we lost many of our comrades,” Arbor said, his voice ringing out in the silence, interrupted only by the sound of pattering rain. “They fought bravely, despite the cowardly actions of the elven assassins sent by those who consort with Demons. We march on. Not to stop some great evil or for revenge. No. We march on to honor the lost. Those who died to ensure that others may live free, just as you now do. 
 
     “We march to free those who have been oppressed. So that they might raise their children without the fear of tyrants darkening their every day. Today, we honor the lost and carry on their cause!” 
 
    Arbor raised his glaive high in the air and unleashed a blast of spiraling black and white into the sky, then slammed the glaive back into the ground. The earth cracked and split, then a tower of vines twisted up into the sky. Arbor continued pouring his magic into it, the vines condensing and widening, growing taller and taller until a towering trunk made of vines stood some thirty feet tall, towering above the Goldenleaf trees. 
 
    Arbor then stepped up to Shukle and handed him a knife. He continued speaking in a carrying voice so that everyone could hear. 
 
    “Carve the names of your lost into this tree, so that those who pass this way will see them immortalized for years to come. Know that they live on, so long as this tree remains where it is.” 
 
    Shukle looked as though he were going to cry as he slammed his fist into his chest in a salute. Then, with trembling hands, he took the dagger and walked past Arbor to carve his brother’s name into one of the vines. 
 
    Arbor stood aside, motioning to those in the crowd to come and do the same. That little bit of magic had exhausted him mentally and he was barely able to stand after that, but he used his glaive to keep himself propped up and waited for everyone to get their turn. 
 
    It was nearly an hour before the last of the gremlins had finished, and Arbor knew that before this was all over, another tree just like this one would be placed in Srila. He just hoped for all their sakes that the names gracing its vines wouldn’t number in the thousands. 
 
      
 
    “It meant a lot to them, just so you know,” Kya said as Prudence helped Arbor relax into his bed. “No matter how exhausted you are, what you just did will make a huge difference in the battle ahead.” 
 
    His butler, Karria, Kya, Grak, and Hord had all entered the coach along with him as the army had begun its final march to Srila. Ramona had opted to remain with the troops, and Shukle didn’t feel up to company right now, choosing to ride with the body of his brother. Shelderoth, likewise, had chosen to remain with the Elementals on their final approach. 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Arbor groaned. 
 
    The extent of his tiredness truly showed when he didn’t even protest as Prudence began fussing over him, toweling his hair dry and propping him up to help him out of his sodden shirt. 
 
    “You can all go now,” he said, waving them off. “I’ll be fine after I get some rest.” 
 
    “Just let me know if you need anything,” Karria said, placing a hand on his arm, then moving to follow the others out. 
 
    Arbor watched them go as the door shut, leaving him alone with Prudence. 
 
    “Today is a difficult day, my lord,” Prudence said, helping him pull the shirt over his head. 
 
    “And it’s barely even begun,” Arbor sighed. 
 
    Prudence pushed him to lean forward, then began running the dry towel over his back. 
 
    “The burden of leadership can be a difficult one at times.” 
 
    “At times?” Arbor asked with a snort. 
 
    “Yes,” Prudence said, not at all perturbed by his tone. “At times.” 
 
    Arbor blew out a long breath, then leaned back against the pillows as she continued toweling him off. The only sounds for the next few moments were those of the towel and the shifting of cloth as Prudence worked. 
 
    “Does it get any easier?” Arbor finally asked. 
 
    He sounded so tired. He felt it as well, a bone-deep weariness that he hadn’t felt before. It was as if the weight of the entire world were sitting on his shoulders and he could no longer hold it up. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Prudence replied. “There is a reason why a lot of nobles are terrible, and that is because they cannot handle the responsibility. So, instead, they pass all of that onto others and fill their days with relaxation and leisure.” 
 
    “But isn’t that what I’m doing? By passing responsibilities onto others in my employ?” 
 
    “You know it’s not the same,” Prudence admonished. “While those nobles shirk their duty, you merely pass the tasks that you are not suited for or believe can be better performed by someone else on to those more qualified. You do so to give yourself more time to rule, not less.” 
 
    Prudence stood back, folding the towel over her arm. 
 
    “You are rare among the nobility, my lord,” she said, making sure to meet his eyes. “Everyone who meets you can see it. Although you weren’t born into the position, you are the epitome of what proper nobility should aspire to be, and I am honored to serve you.” 
 
    Arbor felt an unexpected flood of warmth at that, but before he could say anything, Prudence continued. 
 
    “Now, you need some rest. Would you like me to help you out of the rest of your sodden clothes, or would you prefer to do so yourself while I change the sheets?” 
 
    “I think I can manage myself, thanks,” Arbor said, taking the towel with a half-smile. “Though I could use some help getting over to the other room.” 
 
    Prudence bowed, then helped him as requested, half-carrying him into the small bathroom at the back. After helping him sit, she gently closed the door behind him, giving him the privacy to change on his own. 
 
    Arbor saw a set of pajamas sitting right next to him and felt another smile curl his lips. Prudence was really getting to know him by now. 
 
    Changing took longer than he’d have liked, but by the time he was done and pushed the door open, his bed had been remade and looked as comfortable and inviting as ever. They’d begun to move at some point, but with Prudence’s help, he was able to make it into the bed. 
 
    “Just call if you need anything, my lord,” she said as she turned down the lantern, plunging the room into darkness. 
 
    Arbor could hear the patter of rain on the roof above as he closed his eyes, and this time, he found that he really didn’t mind.  
 
    In fact, it was quite relaxing.
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    Zir stood before the massive portal, the towering monstrosity standing some thirty feet at its highest point. In essence, this thing was a giant arch, constructed with the proportions of Demons in mind. Long metallic wires stretched beneath his feet, tangled in large bunches. Someone had once tried to keep them neat and organized, but any semblance of order was long gone from this place. 
 
    Off to one side, a team of elves stood huddled around a large metal box, all fiddling with much smaller and delicate wires, trying to fine-tune this gigantic heap of metal and make it work. 
 
    He’d received the reports of his assassins’ work a couple of days back, and although it hadn’t been nearly as successful as he’d hoped, it had given him a little extra time. Now, he was scrambling to try and get this thing open before the enemy arrived. 
 
    “Have you been following my instructions?” 
 
    Zir turned to see the Infiltrator still parading around in Nina’s body swaying her way into the underground chamber. 
 
    Those working on the panel, both male and female, turned to watch her approach. The males were obviously more adoring, but the women watched with far more interest than they should, especially considering that some of them were married to men.  
 
    “Obviously,” Zir said, his cold voice breaking Nina’s spell and sending the elves scurrying back to their work. 
 
    “You’re no fun, you know that?” Nina said with a pout. 
 
    “This is war. It isn’t meant to be fun,” Zir said testily. “Tell me why this isn’t working.” 
 
    Nina, finally giving up on her seductress act, stepped up beside him and craned her neck back. There were several nodes that had been placed in intervals along the arch which had not been there before. They were constructed according to Nina’s specifications but needed a lot of delicate adjusting. 
 
    That had all been done, though, and the portal still wasn’t working. 
 
    “The nodes aren’t spaced evenly,” she finally said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zir asked, looking up as well. “They look fine.” 
 
    “You’re trying to punch through different dimensions,” Nina said. “Fine isn’t good enough. It needs to be perfect.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Zir said. “We can’t perfectly space each and every node. That would take weeks!” 
 
    There was some commotion from the entrance, and a moment later, a human soldier dressed in black armor came striding in. He had a confident sneer on his face, which told everyone nearby what he thought of them. Normally, Zir might have killed this arrogant bastard, but seeing as he was in charge of his military, he refrained. For now, anyway. 
 
    “What is it, Blackheart?” Zir asked in an annoyed voice. 
 
    The man stared at him, amusement and scorn dancing in his eyes, before going into a sweeping bow. 
 
    “The enemy has been spotted by our lookouts. Just thought I should tell you…your grace,” he said, adding it as an afterthought. 
 
    Zir felt his anger boil, but at the same time, felt his blood run cold. The enemy was here earlier than expected, and if these nodes needed to be perfectly aligned to work, his plan might be in trouble. 
 
    “Get the soldiers into formation and activate the defenses,” Zir said. “Prepare to fend off the enemy.” 
 
    “As you command, your grace,” Blackheart said, still with that mocking smile. 
 
    He turned and lazily began striding away, leaving a seething Zir to glare after him. 
 
    “You seem awfully worried about an enemy we outnumber by more than two to one, even without reinforcements,” Nina commented. 
 
    “That’s because I’ve seen what that bastard can do,” he growled. “Sure, numbers definitely factor into a battle, but tides can shift easily and alliances can change. I hate that damned human, but I’d be a fool to take him lightly.” 
 
    His eyes flicked back to the nodes, then to the elves gathered before him. They’d stopped fiddling inside the box and were all looking to him now. 
 
    “Everyone on those nodes!” he finally snapped. “I want them all aligned perfectly. Not even a fraction of an inch off! Do you understand?” 
 
    The elves jumped, then rushed to obey, dragging tall ladders and grabbing measuring implements. 
 
    “Will it work?” he asked in a lowered tone. “Once we line them all up?” 
 
    He didn’t know why he was placing so much trust in this monster – probably because there was no other option – but it made him feel uneasy. 
 
    “But of course,” Nina said, giving him a toothy smile. “I told you that it would, didn’t I?” 
 
    “We’d best hope you’re right then,” he muttered, going back to staring at the arch as elves frantically swarmed over it. 
 
    “I am,” Nina said, with the utmost confidence. “Now, if you don’t mind, Sylvester is waiting for me and you know how cranky he gets when I’m gone for too long.” 
 
    And Zir did at that. The last time she’d left Sylvester’s side for more than an hour, he’d eviscerated four elves, ripping their stomachs open and decorating the walls of the palace with their insides. Apparently, he’d heard them talking about how pretty Nina was and hadn’t liked it. Zir had a feeling she encouraged that behavior. 
 
    Then again, his nephew was basically a puppet for this creature by this point, though he still couldn’t see what she wanted with him. She seemed as infatuated with him as he was with her, but seeing as Zir felt none of those emotions, it was difficult for him to relate. He watched her for a moment as she swayed out of the room, once again drawing every eye in the area, then turned back to the massive arch and began yelling orders. 
 
    The enemy was at his gates, and if he could pull even a single Demon through, the battle – and the entire world – would be his. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylvester sat atop the wall, his chin in his hand, and blankly watched the approach of the enemy forces. He felt nothing. No fear. No trepidation. No excitement. All of those emotions had long since fled, along with anything else he’d once felt. There was only one person who made him feel anything, and that was Nina. 
 
    When he was with her, the entire world seemed to light up in brilliant color, but when she was away, everything looked to be completely gray. 
 
    His eyes flicked to the side where several human guards stood, readying their defenses. His hand twitched toward the ground, already subconsciously reaching for his magic. There was one other time when he saw color, and that was the red of the blood when he killed. It didn’t exactly make him feel, but the sensation gave him something approximating pleasure, though it was dull in comparison to Nina’s company. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Nina’s voice said, tickling his ear. “We need them for the battle.” 
 
    Her hand slid around his back, delicate fingers brushing against the back of his hand and staying his motion. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said, feeling his heart begin to beat faster. 
 
    “I had a little business to take care of with your uncle,” Nina said, her fingers tracing up his back and into his hair and sending chills down his spine. “You understand, don’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t like anyone else spending time with you,” Sylvester said, feeling a small twinge of rage at the very idea that his grubby uncle had been alone with her. 
 
    “It was necessary,” Nina said, whispering the words into his ear. “For our future.” 
 
    Her grip on his head tightened, and she turned him to face her. His nose was inches from hers, and her mesmerizing eyes, dancing with red and black light, bore into his, seeming to reach down into his very soul. 
 
    “You do want to spend eternity with me, don’t you, Sylvester?” 
 
    Her voice echoed in his mind, as though from miles away. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, his voice sounding hollow in his ears. 
 
    “Then we must do things we don’t like,” she continued. “Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    He barely even noticed when her weight settled into his lap or her arms curled around his back, pulling him close. All he could see were her eyes, so large that they seemed to blot out the entire world. 
 
    “Yes,” Sylvester found himself saying. 
 
    “Good,” Nina said, leaning in to brush her lips against his. 
 
    Sylvester felt his entire body become suffused with heat, and for just a moment, the entire world seemed to stand out in vivid detail. It was ecstasy the likes of which he never could have imagined before. The likes of which no one but him would ever feel. His grip on Nina tightened as their embrace grew more heated. 
 
    He knew there were others on the wall here with them, but he didn’t care, and the best part was, neither did she. In fact, she seemed to revel in their actions, making those around them extremely uncomfortable. 
 
    “Um, your highness?” 
 
    Sylvester growled, glaring up at the elf as Nina broke their embrace. 
 
    “Can’t you see I’m busy?” he said, his voice cold and dead. 
 
    The elf grew started to sweat but continued on despite that. 
 
    “The enemy is on their final approach. You’ve been requested at your station.” 
 
    Sylvester’s hand twitched as he prepared to destroy this insolent weakling for disrupting his time with Nina, but once again, she stayed his hand. 
 
    “We’ll get right to it, captain,” she said, giving the poor elf a dazzling smile. 
 
    He returned it in kind, then saluted and hurried away. If Nina didn’t already know she’d signed his death sentence by doing that, she was an idiot. But of course, she knew what Sylvester’s reaction to this would be. She encouraged that kind of behavior. After all, the more possessive he became of her, the less chance there was of him leaving or being distracted by some other woman. 
 
    He was hers and no one else’s, and if she had to burn this entire damned kingdom to the ground to make sure of that, she would do it without a second thought. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, tracing her index finger down his cheek. “Why don’t you carry me in front of all of the soldiers? Show them what we have and what they can only dream of.” 
 
    Sylvester smiled. It was a cold, cruel smile, mixed with his adoration for her. Nina giggled as she lifted him, basking in the sensation and power. 
 
    The enemy was upon them, but she didn’t even glance over Sylvester’s shoulder as they headed down off the wall. She was too busy enjoying all of the jealous glares the soldiers threw their way.
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    Arbor stood dressed in his full armor, arms crossed and glaive leaning against his shoulder. His army marched around him, pushing siege towers, ladders, and grappling hooks all designed to get them over the walls, which now towered far higher than Kya and Karria remembered. 
 
    His little sister stood beside him, dressed in her own forged armor that she’d made the day before. She was still a bit worn out from their previous fight – they all were – but the days of rest had allowed them to recover the bulk of their strength. 
 
    “Is there any news from the dwarves yet?” Arbor asked as Grak rode up to his side on the back of a brown and white battle horse. 
 
    “None yet,” she replied. 
 
    She clutched the reins with her remaining right hand, the stump of her left hidden by a leather glove with a series of wires stretching it out. It was strapped around her elbow and shoulder to keep it in place. The way she spoke, in a subdued voice, told him all he needed to know about her mental state. 
 
    She hadn’t been doing well since the loss of her hand. If ever there was a warning of the price of overusing magic, this was it. In fact, Grak hadn’t touched her magic since the night she’d lost her hand, and Arbor couldn’t blame her. She wouldn’t be participating in this battle. She would stay back and coordinate between their new sub-commanders and captains. 
 
    It was a miracle she was doing that much, considering what she’d lost. 
 
    “What does our weapons situation look like?” he asked, looking over to Hord, who appeared ready to charge in headfirst. 
 
    “We’ve got plenty of magical explosives,” Hord said, patting a pouch at his waist. 
 
    “It’s a shame that we couldn’t get more,” Arbor sighed. 
 
    “Not in my opinion,” Karria said, cutting in. “He needed to use the metal and bone marrow from those Mythic Hounds you fought to make them. More of those would have meant more monsters attacking you. I, for one, am perfectly fine with there being less.” 
 
    “You worry too much,” Arbor said, patting the top of her head. 
 
    “No,” Karria replied, swatting his hand away. “You worry too little.” 
 
    “I worry plenty about you,” he said. 
 
    “Which is very sweet,” Karria replied. “But in case you’re forgetting, you’re not the only one here afraid of losing their only family. What do you think I would do if you died? How do you think I’d feel? Do you think I’d just be able to move on and everything would be great?” 
 
    Arbor felt a small pang in his chest as Karria’s bottom lip began to tremble. It was a mark of her strength that she wasn’t tearing up or crying, and it was hard to remember that she was still only fifteen. Yes, she was just a couple of months from being a legal adult, but that didn’t mean she was ready for it. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Arbor said, crouching a bit and placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Once, he could have gotten down on one knee and met her eye to eye. Now, she was too tall for that. 
 
    “It’s taken me far too long to find you for me to just up and die in this battle. I won’t let you go so easily.” 
 
    “The same goes to you,” Karria said, placing her hand over his. “I know we can’t be together for this battle, but don’t you dare die on me!” 
 
    “So long as you promise not to take any stupid risks yourself like you did when battling those assassins,” Arbor said, meeting her eyes. 
 
    They were as clear and green as he remembered, shining brightly as the sun rose over the horizon, revealing the splashes of lighter and darker green and the small rings of yellow surrounding her pupils. 
 
    She smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling, and playfully slugged him on the arm. 
 
    “I can take care of myself. But yeah, I promise.” 
 
    He released her shoulder then, and Karria moved off to stand with Kya and Ramona, both of whom would be accompanying her for the battle. Two Elementals moved to join them as well. Arbor had requested their strongest to go along with her as extra protection. Well, as much protection as one could have in the middle of a chaotic battle. 
 
    “We almost ready?” Arbor asked, looking around to his small group. 
 
    In addition to Hord, Shelderoth and six other Elementals would be sticking with him, as well as a contingent of twenty gremlins. They would all be mounted, he on a horse and the rest on Yakdaws. They also wouldn’t be running directly into battle, with Arbor leading from the rear for the first stage of their battle plan then moving to the front once they breached the main walls and made it into the city. 
 
    “The soldiers should be making contact with the wall at any second,” Grak said, peering through a spyglass. 
 
    They were roughly a quarter-mile from the wall, and while Kya had informed them that trees had grown almost right up to it, it seemed that Zir had seen it fit to clear them out, which was smart from a tactical standpoint. It gave the enemy less cover and showed them coming from over half a mile out. 
 
    There was a loud ringing, followed by an awful clamor. Then, the ground before the walls shifted, and cages of all shapes and sizes rose, revealing animals trapped within. None of them looked too friendly, but luckily, Arbor could spot no Mythic Beasts among them. This was only the enemy’s first tactic, a defense before the walls. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, Perception magic running up to enhance his vision. The walls zoomed in, figures becoming visible as day atop the battlements. There were hundreds up there, all armed with bows and long pikes. 
 
    There were barrels of boiling oil and pitch, and he could see several heavy ballistae mounted at intervals. The approach would not be an easy one, especially as they suspected more hidden traps before the walls. Sure, it probably wouldn’t keep them back indefinitely, but it would slow and weaken them. 
 
    Any damage the enemy could inflict before they breached the walls would make it that much easier to crush them once they did. Worse, he could already spot the enemy Mages. They stood out from the rest, dressed in distinct robes with green sashes around their waists. He counted well over a hundred on just this section of the wall, already outnumbering their own pitiful ranks of magic users. 
 
    Worse, these would be hardened battle Mages, trained for combat and war. They wouldn’t go down easily, some having received a full ten years of training from the top instructors the elven nation had to offer. Being known as the race most adept at using magic, Arbor had already known what they were in for, but seeing it in person was quite different. 
 
    Screams and shouts rang out as the first skirmish began, the front line of soldiers –wearing heavy armor and carrying tower shields – clashing with the wild animals placed at the wall perimeter. 
 
    Arbor heard several orders going up as enemy archers began to fire on them. It was only seconds after the first clash when the screams of pain began. Arbor did his best to ignore them, watching as gremlins went down to the arrows of the enemy. Another order rang out, followed by the dull thwack of thousands of crossbows as they returned fire. 
 
    The elves ducked behind the parapets, but not all escaped unharmed. Several fell from the walls, their bodies crashing to the ground below. If they weren’t dead before they fell, they sure as hell would be when they landed. 
 
    It felt strange to Arbor, standing back and watching the battle but not actually participating in it himself. He had a strong urge to leap onto his horse and charge into the fray, but that wouldn’t be wise, especially not before they knew what they were up against. 
 
    As the last of the wild animals were put down and their soldiers began to advance, the enemy began to attack in earnest. Loud cracks sounded as the ballistae on the wall were unleashed. Horrible screams went up from their forces as the oversized scorpion bolts slammed into them, tearing through dozens of soldiers and leaving dead and wounded in their wake. 
 
    They returned with their own siege weapons. They’d been built by the dwarves, and unlike elven engineering, the dwarven weapons had been perfected over centuries and constantly improved. Small launchers were set up, lobbing what seemed like small pebbles at the walls. 
 
    However, when they impacted, they slammed into the walls with the force of a falling boulder. The elves screamed as the wall was rocked, the seemingly insignificant projectiles leaving five-foot craters in their place. The metal fired was Titansteel, enchanted to hit with nearly twice the force of a two-ton boulder. 
 
    Of course, such expensive constructs were rare, and they only had five of them, but they made up for a lack of quantity with sheer, destructive power! 
 
    The enemy Mages soon stepped in, their Origins flaring as they worked to counter the enchantments of the flying projectiles. They used their own attacks, trying to either lessen the impact of the missiles or divert them elsewhere. Some were successful. Others were less so. However, that didn’t mean the enemy had stopped doing damage.  
 
    They were now lobbing barrels of burning pitch into their forces, igniting shields, armor, and gremlins alike, engulfing them in a burning inferno. Screams rose along with the stench of burning flesh. Battle was an ugly thing, and although Arbor hated to watch, he forced himself to. These soldiers were fighting his war. He would not look away, no matter how gruesome. 
 
    The siege towers were slowly being pushed forward, despite the fire raining down around them. They’d been soaked to prevent them from being burned, and several heat-leeching runes had been carved into them. Still, more than one tower was in flames by the time they reached the wall. The soldiers pushed them on regardless, forcing those at the top to retreat for fear of being burned. 
 
    The ladders were the first to make real contact, and soldiers began swarming up. Mages appeared at the tops of some, sending gusts of wind, balls of fire, lighting, water, ice, and various other attacks down on the unfortunate soldiers. 
 
    Several ladders were toppled, falling back into burning earth, while others simply crushed those still trapped on them. The fortunate ones were killed by the Mages, but there were some who survived the fall, and they were the truly unfortunate ones. Arbor saw one gremlin, his broken leg trapped beneath a burning ladder. 
 
    There was too much chaos around him, and he was trampled by his own comrades as he tried to escape. The fire consumed him moments later, and the soldier began to scream. An arrow took him in the head a split-second after, surprising him. He turned to see Karria, standing several yards away, lowering her special crossbow. 
 
    Kya, standing next to her, looked pale, and he had a feeling that she’d pointed the unfortunate soldier out to her. It might have seemed cruel to kill one of their own, but with how slowly and painfully the gremlin had been dying, it was mercy. None of them could have reached him in time, not in this chaos. A quick death was the kindest thing they could have done for him. 
 
    Arbor’s jaw clenched as the battle raged on, their soldiers trying and failing to mount the walls. Over and over again, the enemy Mages pushed them back, preventing ladders from being set for more than a few seconds and successfully repelling the non-burning siege towers. 
 
    Their special catapults were causing damage but not enough to keep any section of wall clear for long. Some of the Mages had even figured out how to repel them completely, leaving certain parts of the wall untouchable. 
 
    “We’re getting nowhere,” Arbor growled, as yet another ladder was toppled. “We’re sitting ducks out here. We need a way up.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Hord asked, raising a small whistle to his lips. 
 
    Arbor knew that he’d left half the explosives he’d crafted with several soldiers throughout the army. They were extremely valuable, and he’d been hoping to save them all for once they were inside. That wasn’t going to happen, not unless they wanted to keep wasting lives. He nodded, and Hord blew the whistle. 
 
    For a few moments, nothing happened. Then, Arbor saw it, a glittering sphere of silvery black soaring into the air high above the wall. 
 
    Several enemy soldiers looked up, clearly confused as to what it could be. That confusion didn’t last long as a glowing seam appeared in the explosive. The metal casing opened up, whirling and twisting, to reveal a glowing black sphere at its center. It rippled and warped, trying to escape the casing, and for several seconds, nothing happened. 
 
    “Grenade!” one of the Mages yelled, trying to throw up a barrier. 
 
    Hord chuckled at that, and Arbor understood why. A grenade was powerful, yes, but these things were made with materials from a Mythic Beast. A bomb would have been a more apt description. 
 
    As a shield of iridescent blue rose over the wall, the explosive went off. The explosion was so massive that a twenty-foot section of the wall vanished, the sphere of black expanding to cover everything. The ground and air shook as the explosion faded, but the actual explosion was only the beginning. 
 
    The aftershock sent cracks radiating down the wall, and the force of the explosion tossed hundreds from their perch. Arbor winced at the volume, watching the results of that bomb going off in awe. Only ten feet of wall was left in the area of the explosion, and there wasn’t a trace of the soldiers who’d been in that area. 
 
    He could sense no one, not even the Mages. 
 
    “How many of those do we have?” Arbor asked, his jaw slightly agape. 
 
    “Eight,” Hord said, sounding supremely smug. 
 
    With eight more explosions like that, perhaps they could turn the tide of this battle. As Arbor watched his soldiers swarming over the gap in the wall, he felt just a bit more hopeful of a victory. 
 
    “Mount up!” he called, motioning Prudence forward with his horse. 
 
    It was time for them to follow and finally join in the battle.
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    Karria sat atop the small pony Arbor had seen fit to get her. She honestly wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or touched. She’d always wanted a pony, but it was hardly a beast worthy for battle. Then again, she was technically supposed to stay at a distance and only attack from a covered position, but she’d never been the type to take orders, even from Arbor. 
 
    She would do what needed to be done, consequences be damned. Karria had a lot to prove after what she’d allowed to happen with her Bestowal magic, and she was going to make a real difference in the battle, whether he wanted her to or not. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, lightly tapping her pony’s ribs. “The way’s been cleared for us. It would be rude not to enter.” 
 
    “About time,” Ramona said, tapping the sides of her horse – which Karria noted was much larger than her own. 
 
    “I don’t know about this,” Kya said, moving her own pony to Karria’s side. “Wouldn’t it be safer out here or maybe on top of the walls?” 
 
    They’d been pretty much emptied since Arbor’s forces had broken through. Now, most of the fighting was concentrated in the open area between the walls and the city limits. Karria was sure Arbor was pushing hard, with the Elementals pointing him in the direction of the portal to the Lower Realms, as well as Zir’s likely location. 
 
    “There’s no way Sylvester is going to be on top of the walls,” Karria said, her voice hardening. 
 
    The mere mention of her brother’s name caused Kya to snap her mouth shut. They both knew what Sylvester had done to Blyss and Alvine, and the betrayal cut all the deeper because of the kindness they’d shown him in raising him as their own. Karria wanted to see the little bastard dead. Kya wanted to know why, then see him dead. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” Karria said as light streamed from her body, forming a shallow ramp up to the lip of the wall for their horses. “You all have me with you.” 
 
    “It’ll also help that no one will be able to see us,” Ramona said. 
 
    Karria glowered at the woman with slight tapers to her ears but didn’t comment. She didn’t appreciate this babysitter. She would have been perfectly fine on her own. Or, if Arbor insisted, Karria would have been okay with Hord. She knew the dwarf, but this woman was still a complete unknown to her. 
 
    Kya seemed fine with Ramona, but she just rubbed Karria the wrong way. Perhaps it was the way the woman looked at her brother. Maybe it was Ramona’s stupid perfect hair, her perfect clothes, or the way she sat perfectly on top of her horse. 
 
    For a moment, Karria was tempted to remove a small part of the ramp and allow Ramona’s horse to trip. Maybe she’d be tossed from her saddle and wouldn’t look so perfect anymore. 
 
    “Stop it,” Kya said in an undertone. “You’re being unfair.” 
 
    “That bitch has it coming to her,” Karria muttered. 
 
    “Why? Because she has a thing for Arbor? I do, too. Are you going to toss me off the ramp with her?” 
 
    “No,” Karria begrudgingly admitted. “But I actually want him to like you.” 
 
    “Let me let you in on a little secret,” Kya said as they crested the wall and Karria made another sloping ramp down. “One in every two women we pass thinks the exact same thing.” 
 
    “What?” Karria exclaimed, a little too loudly. 
 
    “You seem surprised,” Kya said. “But think about it from their perspective. Arbor is a handsome lord. He’s rich, charismatic, has powerful magic, and genuinely seems to care about his people. Wouldn’t you be attracted to a man like that?” 
 
    Karria obviously hadn’t thought about it that way. Arbor was her brother, after all. But when Kya explained it that way, she could see where she was coming from. Maybe she was being too hard on Ramona. Maybe. 
 
    The din of battle grew, snapping Karria from her thoughts. She paused for a moment, and Kya, Ramona, and the two Elementals stopped as well as she surveyed the battlefield. As she’d suspected, the fighting was starting to spill into the streets, with the majority concentrated in the area before them. 
 
    It had spread wider as the forces that poured in needed more space and those inside moved to accommodate. It was sheer chaos as the gremlin forces fought to push back the humans and elves. Wild explosions went off constantly and there were several wide swaths of cleared space where the Mages fought. 
 
    From here, she could see where Arbor was, as the area around him was quite clear. Anyone with half a brain would know to stay out of his way, at least those on their side. Enemy Mages were trying to gang up on him, but he didn’t seem to be having too much trouble. 
 
    For a moment, Karria debated moving in to join, but at a nudge from Kya, she turned to regard her friend. 
 
    “I can feel him,” Kya said. 
 
    Her hands, which were clutching the reins, were trembling and Karria could see the barely suppressed rage in her eyes. Kya was a far gentler soul than she. In fact, Karria had very rarely seen her friend angry. But the rage that now filled Kya’s eyes was like nothing she’d ever seen before. 
 
    “Where?” Karria asked, already knowing who she was talking about. 
 
    “The east side of the city,” Kya said, gripping the reins with white-knuckled fury. “He’s there with nearly fifty soldiers and two Mages. They’re guarding something, but I can’t exactly make out what. Not through all the noise.” 
 
    Karria’s eyes flicked to Arbor, who seemed to be making straight for the city’s heart. Sylvester wasn’t guarding the portal. But what else could be so important that he would remain stationary? 
 
    “We’re going after him,” Karria finally decided. “Can you keep us all hidden?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” Ramona scoffed, idly twirling her sword. “I could make them all think there’s a mountain coming down on their heads if I wanted.” 
 
    “Invisible is fine, thanks,” Karria said, turning away from the woman. 
 
    She kicked her heels into the pony’s side, and it took off at a swift trot, heading down the ramp and turning away from the main battle. The others followed close on her heel, though Ramona quickly outstripped her on her battle horse and was forced to slow down. Karria was once again tempted to throw a rock in her path but resisted the urge, knowing that remaining unseen was important if they were to make it to where Sylvester was. 
 
    “There’s a big group up ahead,” Kya warned as they neared the first buildings. 
 
    “Is there any way to get word to the others?” Karria asked. 
 
    This was probably an ambush waiting to happen. 
 
    In answer, Ramona used her magic, and gigantic letters appeared in the sky, right above a massive arrow pointing straight down. The word ‘ambush’ was clearly visible. No one would be able to hide from that. 
 
    “That works,” Karria said. 
 
    Ramona didn’t say anything, though it was clear by the way she was smirking that she knew Karria was impressed. 
 
    There was a commotion as they entered into the shadow of the buildings. Humans, dressed in leather armor, were all pointing up to the sky, having noticed they’d been found out. Karria felt extremely unnerved as they just rode straight past, the soldiers looking straight through them as though they weren’t even there. 
 
    There were thousands of soldiers, all packed into every alley, building, and street. They were standing on the tops of the buildings, and Karria could see more oversized weapons mounted there. She felt sick seeing those. It meant that they would be willing to fire into their own ranks just to kill their enemy. 
 
    She looked over to Kya, who was resolutely staring ahead, ignoring all the people. Her eyes were fixed on Sylvester’s location, where she would finally have her answers and revenge. 
 
    They continued to ride past soldiers as they maneuvered through the streets, finally making it out of the slummy areas and into the marketplace. Unlike the slums, which were packed with soldiers, this area was a ghost town. Not a soul was to be seen anywhere. 
 
    Carts and stalls stood abandoned, some with fresh bread or colorful wares still inside. 
 
    “I can feel them all hiding in their basements,” Kya said. 
 
    Her voice was somber but hard. 
 
    “They’re terrified. They have no idea what’s happening. All they know is what Zir told them. That a great enemy has come to kill and enslave them all. That their only chance of salvation lay with him. Many don’t believe him. They’ve seen the horrible things he’s done. But they don’t have anyone else to turn to.” 
 
    “We’ll free them all,” Karria said, trying to sound reassuring. “After we kill all of the bastards who sacked this city in the first place, we can rebuild. Make Srila whole again.” 
 
    “Who will rule, though?” Kya asked sadly. 
 
    Karria didn’t have an answer. Blyss and Alvine were both dead and had left no heirs. Zir had no children and none of the devious nobility could be trusted after having sided with him. 
 
    “We can worry about that after,” Karria finally answered. 
 
    They continued riding in silence through the markets, turning from one empty street to the next. Their horses made no sound – to their ears, anyway – as Ramona hid it with her magic.  
 
    The sounds of battle were fading, now just distant rumbling on the far side of the city. They were now moving past the center, circling around the richer district, where those with means lived, and heading toward the eastern markets and storage areas, where food supplies and other such items were kept. 
 
    They passed another battalion of men, all waiting in uneasy silence along the inner gates separating the wealthy from the not-so-wealthy. In the distance, Karria could see the tops of manors, likely those belonging to the traitorous nobles who’d caused all this damage in the first place. Without their complicity in overthrowing the king and queen, they would both still be alive and Srila would be at peace. 
 
    Karria would butcher those nobles personally if she got the chance. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” Kya said about fifteen minutes later. 
 
    The manors of the nobility were now far behind them, having been replaced by large buildings shaped like domes. Kya pointed to a large warehouse, a building made of metal and stone. Karria had never been to this part of the city before, so she was following her friend’s lead. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked, already mentally preparing herself for the battle to come. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Kya said with a nod. “He’s in there alright. Now let’s go take that bastard down!” 
 
    Karria wanted to charge straight ahead, forge a battering ram, and smash the doors down. Before she could, Ramona dismounted and pulled the heavy door open. It was unlocked apparently, and to Karria’s eyes, the door still seemed to be in place. However, with Ramona slowly moving aside, it was obvious she was opening it. 
 
    She quickly dismounted as well, rushing to the entrance as Ramona released the door, Kya following closely behind her. The two Elementals brought up the rear, and together, they entered the building. 
 
    Karria hesitated as they walked through the solid door though, taking in the massive single room at a glance. Her eyes were immediately drawn to a gigantic lump at the center, covered by an oversized tarp. 
 
    “What do you suppose is under there?” Karria muttered, scanning the room for Sylvester, but seeing no trace of anyone, let alone the traitorous elf. 
 
    “I’m sure we can find out,” Ramona said, taking a step forward only to be stopped by Kya’s outstretched arm. 
 
    “Careful,” Kya said, her eyes flicking all around the empty space. “This room is littered with traps.” 
 
    “Sylvester?” Karria asked. 
 
    Kya pointed to a seemingly blank section of the wall. 
 
    “Behind there.” 
 
    “Do you know where all the traps are?” Karria asked. 
 
    Kya shook her head. 
 
    “All I know is that there are a lot of them. The Mages in there seem pretty confident that no one can get through. So much so that they don’t even see any point in being here.” 
 
    “Well,” Karria said, slamming one fist into an open palm. “Let’s see if we can prove them wrong.”
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    Arbor charged forward, following the five guards who insisted on riding in front of him and smashing through a line of opposing soldiers. The area was beginning to become too crowded to safely maneuver with a horse, and the time to dismount and continue on foot would be coming soon. Until then, he was going to keep pushing forward. The closer he could get to the center of the city on horseback, the better. 
 
    The battle was going well for now, but Arbor knew that as his soldiers began to tire, the enemy’s greater numbers would soon begin to show. In the city like this, it would be hard to surround them, especially as he’d been insistent that they guard their rear. Additionally, he was pretty sure that Zir would have scattered forces throughout the city to try and lay ambushes. 
 
    Even as he thought that, a massive arrow with the word ‘ambush’ floating over it appeared in the sky, pointing to a relatively empty area of the city, one which his soldiers had yet to enter. There was only one Mage he knew for sure could do that, and that would be Ramona. The former Cofounder of the Defiants couldn’t actually conjure anything, but her Misdirection magic had grown strong enough to project illusions – at least ones this simple – to thousands, if not more. 
 
    Arbor was snapped back to the battle as a streak of yellow light buzzed past his cheek, slamming into one of the gremlins at his rear and frying her in her armor before she could so much as scream. 
 
    He sprang from his horse, dropping to the ground and rolling over his shoulder as he drew his glaive. He came up in a single, fluid motion, the bladed end of his weapon flicking out and sending a lance of destructive white Origin magic in the direction of the attack. 
 
    There was a scream of pain as the elf, who was charging up for another attack, had a hole blasted through his stomach, the lance of white power continuing through him and tearing the arm off a nearby human soldier. 
 
    The others came to a quick stop near him, pulling their mounts to a halt and leaping from their backs. People scattered all around him, moving to give him the space to fight as enemy Mages moved to flank him. 
 
    “We’re not here to fight you, we’re here to free you,” Arbor called, his eyes flicking from Mage to Mage as he took in the location of their Origins and tried to get a good sense of their power. 
 
    None of the elves answered, all powering up their various magics. Several darted in, moving too fast to be natural, while others stood back, extending their arms and sending up flares of light, barriers to try and prevent escape, while others still prepared ranged attacks. 
 
    Arbor didn’t want to become bogged down with fighting every Mage they came across, but thankfully, he wasn’t the only fighter here with magic. 
 
    “We can handle our fair share,” Shelderoth said, holding his hand palm up. 
 
    A miniature twister of swirling crimson fire and ash began to form there. The other Elementals with him began to channel their own power as well, preparing for the fight ahead. His gremlin soldiers moved to cover them, already fending off the braver soldiers who thought to try and take them by surprise. 
 
    “Attack!” one of the elves screamed, and Arbor lunged forward. 
 
    Bolts of power shot at them all at once. The ground shook, stone shrapnel rising and peppering them with massive force. Powerful winds tore at them, lighting arched down from the sky, and a sickly green mist began to cover the area. Several elves came in to attack him directly, and Arbor immediately engaged, fighting off four elves at once. 
 
    One’s arms were massive, bulging with muscle and crackling with orange light. Each blow Arbor blocked felt like he was trying to hold back a mountain. He could feel the power of those attacks reverberating through his entire body, and had he not already reinforced himself with his Perception magic, he likely would have buckled under the strain. 
 
    His glaive twirled and twisted, repelling the elf who sped around them, trying to hammer him with lightning-fast attacks while the powerhouse elf tried to smash him into a bloody pulp. The other two elves had basic enhancements and were both stronger and faster than average but didn’t pose nearly the same threat at the first two. 
 
    Arbor felt his arms vibrate as he was forced to block a blow directly, his knees buckling under the force of the impact. The fast elf came in, hammering a series of punches into his ribs. His armor absorbed most of the damage and his magic repelled the rest, but he knew that eventually, he would start to feel it, especially if he did nothing about it. 
 
    The muscled elf roared, then brought his other arm down like a hammer on an anvil. Arbor spun out of the way of that one, the ground splintering and cracking under the force of the attack. The two enhanced elves attacked as he dodged, one slamming a punch into his left shoulder and the other into his right hip. 
 
    His balance was completely thrown off, and Arbor staggered back, only to be hit behind the knees by the faster elf, driving him to the ground. The massive-armed elf lunged, hands clasped and arms raised over his head. Arbor threw his glaive up in a block, channeling an unhealthy amount of magic into his arms. 
 
    He groaned as the impact drove him nearly half an inch into the solid stone of the street, his arms straining to hold back the overwhelming power this elf possessed. He tried to rise as the elf pulled back, but the other three were right there, making sure he couldn’t so much as move. This teamwork was seriously aggravating, especially as it seemed these elves were used to working together. 
 
    Arbor caught another of the massive blows on his glaive, feeling his arms straining to hold back the sheer power being dropped on him. Another attack like that, and one of them might actually give out. As the elf pulled back for a third attack, Arbor knew he had to act. There was something he could do. He could turn the bladed end of the glaive at the elf. The problem with that, though, was that the elf’s momentum would not be arrested. 
 
    Even if he died instantly, Arbor would take nearly the entire attack on his chest and even with his armor and toughened body, that kind of power would definitely break bones. Still, it was either that or allow this elf to wear him down to the point where he couldn’t defend himself. 
 
    The elf lunged with a roar, and Arbor swung his glaive around to meet him head-on. Right before the elf landed his attack, a swirling twister of burning gray and crimson slammed into his chest, tossing him back and burning a hole into his chest. 
 
    Arbor reacted immediately, slamming a palm into the ground and ejecting a bust of black creation magic. The stone splintered and cracked as vines sprouted all around him, snagging the legs of the two elves who’d already been moving in to attack. They staggered, off-balance, and Arbor struck out at knee-height, his glaive streaming through both elves at the knees. 
 
    Blood sprayed in the air as they both toppled backward, screaming in pain, their legs still locked in place by the vines. The fast elf tried to retreat, but two blasts of power, one from Shelderoth and another from a purple Elemental, halted him in his tracks. 
 
    The condensed twister of gray and red, and the jagged bolt of black and purple, arced in the air before the elf Mage, but he managed to avoid them both by skidding to a stop. He tried to turn in place and run, only to feel a painful impact on his back. When he looked down, over a foot of glittering blade poked through his chest, his own blood dripping off the tip. 
 
    He tried to turn, to glare at the man who’d killed him, but Arbor injected a small burst of Origin magic into the blade and the elf was torn apart, blood and gore showering his surroundings. 
 
    “Good work,” Arbor said, looking around to the Elementals, who were finishing off the last of the elven Mages. 
 
    He noticed that one of them was missing, and Shelderoth explained before he could ask. 
 
    “Naritar was banished by a combination attack from three Mages. She’ll pull herself together in a couple of days. Look out!” 
 
    Arbor whirled, his Perception Field flaring a warning as the massive, muscled elf came charging in. In all the confusion, he’d completely forgotten that the elf was still alive, and now, he was too close for Arbor to use his glaive. He’d been keeping his Perception Field contained to just a couple of feet from his body to conserve power throughout the battle, trusting that he would be quick enough to react to any attack within that time. 
 
    The elf loomed over him, eyes wide with rage and pain. There was a nasty burn in the center of his chest where Shelderoth’s attack had hit, but clearly, it hadn’t been enough to finish the brute off. Not having much choice, Arbor dropped the glaive, bracing himself and twisting into an attack of his own. 
 
    His open palm slammed into the elf’s chest as both his arms came down on Arbor’s head. Arbor’s Origin magic flared, and a spiraling beam of white power blasted through the elf’s back. Arbor winced as his legs were driven into the ground, his shoulder creaking with the strain of the impact. 
 
    He’d been afraid this would be a crippling blow, but as the elf’s blood fountained out of the hole in his chest and the man was hurled back, eyes rolling up in his head, Arbor realized that Shelderoth’s attack must have done more damage than he’d realized. The elf’s power had been greatly lessened. Though even with that, Arbor’s shoulder still hurt. 
 
    He grimaced, rolling his shoulder and feeling at it gingerly. Nothing was broken, but it would definitely bruise. His armor was great against bladed weapons, magic, and even blunt attacks, but the force of those attacks would still be felt by his body. He was sturdy, but with power like the elf had, there was only so much damage he could mitigate. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Arbor said as Shelderoth handed him back his glaive. 
 
    The elf was unmoving, so he was confident he was dead. Soldiers were closing in on all sides, and as they moved forward, they had to begin fighting their way through. Arbor’s glaive flickered back and forth, stabbing, hacking, and slashing as he butchered any soldiers in his way. 
 
    The Elementals were equally as brutal, their magic tearing through enemy ranks as they tried to force their way deeper into the city. His army was all around him by now, their soldiers intermingled with those of the enemy as they fought their way onward, some with reckless abandon as they tried to avenge the fallen. 
 
    There was a roar from his right, and Hord, covered in more blood and gore than Arbor had ever seen, came tearing through the enemy ranks to join him. His armor was dented and his helm was missing, but the mad dwarf was grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Thought we’d lost you for a minute there,” Arbor said as the dwarf shattered a man’s kneecaps, then crushed his head with a swing of his hammer. 
 
    They’d gotten separated pretty quickly after entering the city. Arbor hadn’t thought the dwarf was dead, only that they’d be meeting back up once the battle was over. If there was an after. 
 
    “Just had some business to take care of,” Hord said with a wink. 
 
    Before Arbor could ask what he meant, the ground rumbled and shook, giving him pause. The tide of soldiers had considerably thinned around them as they’d plowed through to the other side. For a moment, he suspected another trap, but he soon realized that it was far worse than that. The sky, which had been mostly blue and clear, took on a distinctly red tinge as a massive beam of light shot upward from the center of the city. The sun turned crimson, and the air began to grow noticeably hotter. 
 
    The battle paused for a moment, everyone, friend and foe alike, all turning toward the center of the city as the beam of red continued firing into the sky, dying it a deeper and deeper red until it matched the color of the blood on the ground. All color seemed washed out now in comparison to that red, the very air beginning to feel oppressive and heavy. 
 
    Arbor, though, could feel what was happening. At the center of the city, a portal had been activated and something was trying to force its way through. They still had a little time, but not much. 
 
    “Come on!” he yelled, slamming his glaive into the ground and unleashing a truly massive blast of destruction. 
 
    The ground buckled and was then blasted away, chips of stone and mortar tearing themselves up and flying in all directions. Enemy soldiers were not immune to this either, being tossed into the air with broken and shredded legs and finally clearing a path out of the melee. Hord and the Elementals were right on Arbor’s heels as he ran, making for the center of the city and the portal where a Demon from the Lower Realms was trying to emerge out into their world.

  

 
   
    59 
 
      
 
    Kya leaped back with a squeal of terror as a beam of condensed water shot through the space where she’d just been. It slammed into the opposite wall, carving a thin line in the stone before petering out. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” she panted, giving Karria a grateful half-smile. 
 
    “Just watch where you’re stepping,” Karria said, her eyes scanning the area once again and seeing if they’d accidentally set anything else off. 
 
    They were about a quarter of the way through the room, Karria having forged a detection device to try and sense out any hidden metals. It was only proving to be partially successful though, as some of the traps were magical in nature and didn’t have any metallic components. She could have made a sensor for that as well, but she’d need to find an intact one and examine it first. 
 
    Then, she’d have to experiment with something until she found a tool that could sense them, and a process like that could take hours. According to Kya, Sylvester already knew they were here – how could he not, with all the noise they were making? – and they needed to get through here as quickly as possible. 
 
    Worse, Kya said that something outside felt very wrong, which Karria took to mean that the portal they were afraid of was now working. They had to get Sylvester as quickly as they could, then rush to help Arbor. If he was going to be fighting some hellish demonic being, then he would need all the assistance they could offer. 
 
    “This is becoming extremely tedious,” Ramona said. 
 
    Karria could detect a hint of sourness in her voice, and it gave her the utmost pleasure. Ramona was likely upset that her magic wasn’t doing anything for them at this point, what with how many traps had gone off. It had been impossible to block all the noise, and thanks to that, the enemy was aware of them. 
 
    Karria knew it was petty to feel this way, but she just couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Hold,” she said as her construct began vibrating. 
 
    It reached a certain spot, and the construct confirmed that another trap was buried here. 
 
    “I wonder if there is a faster way through here,” Ramona commented as Karria marked the area by dropping some forged ink on it. 
 
    “Sure,” Karria said, stepping around the big X on the ground. “You can always just run through and see if you blow up.” 
 
    “If they know we’re here anyway, why don’t you just build some construct and roll it through the room? It’ll clear our path and save us the hours it’ll take to get through here otherwise.” 
 
    Karria was about to snap back at the woman and tell her that it would be a waste of energy, but after a moment of thinking, she realized that Ramona was probably right. Even if it did take up some of her strength, the time they would save would be invaluable. It was especially important with Demons on the way. 
 
    “Just so you know, I’m doing this because I want to,” Karria said, turning her back on the woman. 
 
    She could feel the smugness practically radiating off Ramona in waves. When this was all over, she was going to kick that bitch’s ass from here to the other side of Laedrin. 
 
    Karria ground her teeth together, fighting down her anger. Her temper always got worse in stressful situations, and having someone like Ramona around didn’t help. 
 
    “Just breathe,” Kya said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Karria felt a calming pulse of power run through her, soothing her frayed nerves and helping her concentrate on the task at hand. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said in an undertone. “I needed that.” 
 
    “I’m here to help,” Kya said. 
 
    Karria could feel Kya’s hand trembling on her shoulder though. Despite outward appearances, Kya was barely keeping her own rage in check. Sylvester was right behind that wall, just waiting for them, and she couldn’t wait to get her hands on the bastard who’d killed her parents. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Karria said, letting out a long breath. 
 
    The wagon formed in her mind’s eye. It wasn’t big, nor tall, standing around their height and two feet across. There was nothing special about it, with its four wheels and a light base so it would move across the room with a single push. Karria knew that she would probably have to forge several of these as they took the brunt of the traps, so she tried to waste as little energy as she could. 
 
    Her magical source might be infinite, but how much she could use before dropping was an entirely different story. 
 
    The wagon formed in an instant, colorful lights spiraling out of her body and condensing into the shape she desired. It was a bit more draining than she’d have liked, but this was the fastest, most efficient way across. 
 
    “You might want to brace yourselves for this,” she said, then shoved the cart forward. 
 
    The destruction that rained down on it was far more than Karria had expected. The cart had barely moved ten feet before a gout of acid blasted up from the ground, melting half of it in an instant. Several jets of water sliced into it, two explosions went off, tearing the wheels from the cart, and a blast of fire incinerated the construct to motes of light. 
 
    The entire group stared, slack-jawed, as the construct was completely wrecked. 
 
    “What the hell are they protecting?” Karria exclaimed. 
 
    “Whatever it is, I’m sure we’re going to want it,” Ramona said. “Make another cart.” 
 
    Karria glared at her, then pointedly turned and made another one. It took seventeen carts to make it to the other side of the room unscathed. Karria could feel a headache coming on as they finally made it to the far side, leaving the sheer chaos behind them. The warehouse had been obliterated, for lack of a better term.              The only part that still stood was the section of building that Sylvester was supposed to be in. 
 
    The roof had been torn off, revealing a red sky to their group. Both of the Elementals with them looked very worried. One of them was trembling as much as Kya, though this wasn’t rage. It was terror. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” Karria said, slamming a glowing sphere of Mythic magic into the wall. 
 
    She wasn’t going to be polite about entering this room, and everyone needed their minds set back on their goal, rather than on the potential Demon coming into their realm. 
 
    Karria’s ‘knock’ blasted a ten-foot hole in the wall, ripping a hidden door from its hinges and sending it tumbling and clattering down a long corridor. 
 
    “How rude. That door was quite expensive, you know. Uncle Zir won’t be happy.” 
 
    Sylvester’s voice, flat and emotionless, echoed down the corridor toward them. Karria couldn’t see him just yet but had a feeling that it opened up into another room. From the outside, this part of the building shouldn’t exist, but she could see the floor sloping downward, which meant that they would soon be underground. 
 
    “Guess you should have built a better door,” Karria retorted, holding an arm out to stop Kya from directly charging in. “There might be more traps,” she muttered, already preparing to conjure another cart. 
 
    “There are no more traps,” Sylvester’s voice echoed out. “Why don’t you all come in and greet me properly? It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.” 
 
    “Either he’s the best liar in the world, or there are no traps,” Kya grudgingly said. 
 
    Karria still wasn’t sure how much she could trust Sylvester, so she forged a ten-foot pole, then slowly began inching forward, tapping the ground with it. She couldn’t have risked something like this in the big room, as a trap going off could have thrown her to the side and set off another one, but in here, where the walls were only six or seven feet apart, she wasn’t too afraid of that. 
 
    She had to wonder how Sylvester knew it was her. Perhaps he had some sort of viewing construct, or one of the Mages with him could see what was happening outside the room. Whatever the case was, she found that she was glad he knew it was them. Revenge would be sweet indeed. 
 
    There was an explosion then, and Karria’s pole was wrenched out of her grip and tossed to the ceiling. A series of powerful blasts went off down the corridor, one after the next in a chain reaction, making Karria very glad that she hadn’t trusted Sylvester. 
 
    “You bastard!” Karria yelled, feeling her anger flare. 
 
    “You’re still alive?” Sylvester asked, his voice floating up to them. “Shame.” 
 
    “I guess he’s a pretty good liar,” Ramona said as Karria imagined all the ways in which she’d torture the bastard before she killed him. 
 
    It seemed that any information Kya got from his mind would be unreliable though, so getting the truth out of him might be a bit difficult. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Kya said, placing a hand on Karria’s shoulder. “The sooner we get to the end of this tunnel, the sooner we’ll get our answers.” 
 
    Karria nodded, taking a deep breath and forging another pole, just in case. They continued on down the dimly lit tunnel, their group now moving much slower because they knew there would be more traps. Once more, the pole was jerked from Karria’s hand as a series of explosions went off. 
 
    Sylvester’s voice floated out once again, but this time, Karria didn’t respond. 
 
    “I know you’re not dead,” his voice came a moment later. “I was just being polite.” 
 
    Karria ground her teeth together, but didn’t respond to his comment. That seemed to only encourage him, and Sylvester continued talking. They ignored him, walking down the corridor until it finally opened up into a sprawling underground chamber. 
 
    However, instead of being made of stone and steel as she’d expected, they emerged into a jungle. The air was damp, the ground soft and covered in grass, shrubbery, and snaring tendrils of vine. Trees swayed in an invisible breeze, the leaves touching the ceiling, which was also covered in grass. 
 
    Sylvester was clearly visible, sitting on an elaborate chair made of twisting vines on the opposite side of the room. Around him stood a squadron of human guards, with the Mages slumped in stools and leaning against the walls. 
 
    “How lovely to see you all—” Sylvester began. 
 
    Three guards whirled on him, detaching themselves from the group and charging with their spears lowered. Sylvester clicked his tongue, and with a single gesture, the ground before them writhed, coming alive. Thorny vines shot from the earth, wrapping around the soldiers and hauling them into the air. 
 
    They struggled and thrashed as the thorns bit deep, the vines twining around their throats, pinning their arms to their sides and holding their legs together. Kya abandoned those soldiers and seized ahold of two more, but with another gesture, Sylvester snared them up as well. 
 
    “Please! We can’t breathe!” one of the soldiers yelled, now free from Kya’s control. 
 
    However, Sylvester didn’t let them go, meeting Kya’s eyes with a blank stare as the vines tightened, thorns digging deeper and deeper into the soldiers’ bodies. Karria wasn’t surprised in the slightest at the display, but the other soldiers watched in horror as their comrades were slowly strangled to death, the thorns only adding to the pain, but not making it come any swifter. 
 
    Eventually, the bodies went slack, the corpses hanging limply by their throats and their blood slowly dripping down to patter onto the grass below. 
 
    “Would you like to try that again?” Sylvester asked. “I can kill them all without even trying.” 
 
    The soldiers reacted poorly to that, some turning to run, while others turned on him outright. Perhaps Sylvester shouldn’t have killed those five men, but none of the soldiers who attacked, nor those who ran, fared any better. Within moments, they were all either dead or slowly suffocating as Sylvester idly checked his nails. 
 
    Only the fourteen soldiers who’d remained were still alive, rooted in place by fear or loyalty, though Karria very much doubted it was the latter. Sylvester sighed, finally looking back at them as the soldiers continued to thrash. 
 
     “Good help is so hard to find these days. Almost makes me wish I didn’t have to deal with lesser people. Now, are you ready to talk? Or are we going to go straight to the fighting?”
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    Karria would have gone straight to fighting, but she knew Kya wanted answers, so she waited. 
 
    “How could you?” Kya yelled, taking a step forward, her entire body trembling with rage as tears poured down her face. “After all they did for you. After they raised you like their own son! How could you do that to them?” 
 
    “They were in the way,” Sylvester replied, his voice still flat and emotionless. “They had to die. I won’t lie and say it didn’t feel good, because it did. Casting off the yoke of their smothering control and freeing myself was the best decision I ever made. If they were standing here before me, I’d kill them all over again.” 
 
    Kya screamed and several more soldiers turned to attack Sylvester. They didn’t fare any better than the ones from before. Karria briefly wondered why Kya was doing this, when one of the Mages that had been lounging against the wall suddenly shot to her feet, a look of alarm on her face. 
 
    “What the hell are you—?” she began, then both her arms shot up and a beam of light flashed from her outstretched palms, slamming into Sylvester’s throne with searing heat and burning it to ash in an instant. 
 
    Karria felt a small chill run down her spine as she realized the significance of what Kya had just done. Up until now, she’d only controlled the minds of normal people, but if she could control Mages, then who knew how much destruction she could cause if she got inside of someone really powerful? 
 
    Sylvester looked annoyed as he rolled away, the tail-end of his cloak on fire. He himself had managed to avoid the worst of it, though everything around his throne was ablaze. 
 
    “Stop it!” the Mage yelled, her eyes wide as her body swung around as if controlled by puppet strings. 
 
    No, Karria thought, as the elf unleashed another blast of searing light. This wasn’t like Kya’s normal control. The Mage seemed to be aware of her actions, which was unusual. Normally, when Kya dominated someone’s mind, they obeyed her with absolute loyalty. Now, it seemed like Kya was controlling this Mage’s body and nothing else. 
 
    Vines swarmed up from the ground, snaring the Mage and seeking to entangle her limbs, but her body radiated heat and they burned away. 
 
    “Get out of my head!” the Mage screamed, her voice becoming shrill. 
 
    Karria whirled on Kya, and with a start, realized that her friend was bleeding. Blood dripped from her nose, ears, and the corners of her eyes and mouth. Kya was pushing herself way too hard, and if she didn’t stop, she’d end up killing herself. 
 
    “You need to stop this!” Karria yelled, grabbing her friend by the shoulder and trying to shake her out of it. 
 
    “Stay back!” Kya screamed, veins standing out on her forehead as she forced the Mage to keep fighting for her. 
 
    The soldiers turned, unsure of who to target, and a searing beam of light tore through them, ripping them apart. 
 
    “Stop it, you’re killing me!” screamed the Mage as light poured from her skin through small cracks that began forming. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Ramona whispered, as the Mage, still screaming, continued sending lances of light at Sylvester, the elf trying to snare her and avoid attacks at the same time. 
 
    “What?” Karria asked, knowing that there was something here she wasn’t seeing. 
 
    “She isn’t just controlling the Mage,” Ramona said. “She’s overloading her Origin to the point where the elf is going to blow!” 
 
    Karria had thought the elf Mage had seemed a bit too powerful, what with the intensity of her attacks, but with that last bit of information, it all clicked into place. The Mage must be in extreme agony as Kya forcibly overclocked her magic. Her body, unable to handle the strain, was tearing itself apart, while the Mage herself was forced to endure all of that pain. 
 
    It was a truly horrifying sight to behold. 
 
    Kya dropped to one knee, screaming as she tried to force the Mage to destroy Sylvester, but the elf was extremely slippery. A beam of searing light flashed across the distance between them, catching the other Mage who’d tried to intervene and blasting him off his feet. Sylvester disappeared into the ground, the earth swallowing him up as though it were made of water. 
 
    He slid out of the ground a moment later, now standing right over Kya, vines whipping up from the ground and slamming into the defenseless elf. Kya hit the ground hard, her shoulder buckling, but her concentration didn’t falter. Even from her position on the floor, bleeding, with her arm dislocated, the light Mage fired another beam of power. 
 
    Sylvester was forced to retreat as Karria rushed over to her friend. There was no talking sense to her, she was too far gone. Right now, she had only two options; either hope the light Mage expired before Kya did or knock her unconscious for her own good. 
 
    Before Karria could do anything, the Mage screamed, then went flying across the room, as though jerked on invisible strings. Her entire body was covered in cracks, her skin glowing from the inside. 
 
    “Please!” she screamed, right as her eyes started glowing. 
 
    That was the last thing she ever said. As she came within five feet of Sylvester, who was already slipping into the ground, the elf expired violently. Her body exploded in a flash of burning heat, scorching the earth and leaving a crater nearly a foot deep and twenty feet across. Just as the elf screamed, Kya let out a scream of her own, her eyes rolling up into the back of her head as she finally passed out from the strain. 
 
    The blast had been too large for Sylvester to escape this time, and he’d been tossed free of the ground, the robes over his chest burning away and leaving bleeding red patches all over his torso and face. He’d managed to partially protect himself with his magic, and now hung in the branches of a tree, which were slowly lowering him to the ground. 
 
    Karria was still crouched over Kya when Sylvester let out a scream, a line of red appearing across his chest. Ramona was gone, which made her the likely culprit. Karria motioned the Elementals to go help, while she placed a hand on Kya’s neck to check for a pulse. After a few heart-stopping seconds, she finally felt it, though it was weak. 
 
    “We’re going to have a long talk when this is all over,” Karria muttered as she forged a metal dome over her friend’s prone form, making sure to coat the ground as well. 
 
    It cost her more than she’d have liked, but she wasn’t about to leave Kya unprotected. 
 
    “Show yourself, coward,” Sylvester snarled, finally starting to show some emotion. 
 
    He was surrounded by whipping vines, flashing out blindly to try and keep the invisible Ramona at bay. A beast the size of a small house tore itself from the earth to his left, and with a start of surprise, Sylvester whirled to attack it. 
 
    There was a loud clang, and Ramona appeared an instant later, her sword having been blocked by an unfamiliar woman who’d appeared from nowhere. 
 
    “Best watch your back around this one, darling,” the woman said. 
 
    Her voice sounded familiar, though Karria had a hard time placing it. However, as she turned to face her and their eyes met, she recognized her. It was Nina, though she looked almost nothing like Karria remembered. The younger sister of Eletha had been as plain as plain could be, and yet here she was, looking like the most stunning woman Karria had ever seen. 
 
    Had she not recognized the voice, she might have thought it was someone else entirely, but there was no hiding the way she sounded and there was no denying who this was. The way Sylvester’s face transformed when he turned to look at her was a dead giveaway as to their relationship. 
 
    The last Karria had heard, Nina had been locked away in a dungeon, awaiting her trial. Her appearance here explained some things and gave her a bit of insight into Sylvester’s actions. If he was in love with her, then it might have been enough to get him to turn on his family. 
 
    I’ll kill her first, Karria thought, leveling her crossbow and firing off the glowing bolt that formed on the string. 
 
    Nina moved exceedingly fast, her sword, a curved saber, flashing up and shearing the bolt from the air. That was fine. It was only her opening attack. Karria dropped the crossbow, the weapon fizzing away into motes of light, then forged a dagger, snagging it as she dashed forward and hurling it at the elf. 
 
    A vine snapped up in its path, but the dagger tore through it. Ramona lunged at the same time, aiming for Nina’s throat, but the elf parried, knocking her sword aside and returning with a cut of her own. Ramona let out a cry of pain as a jagged wound opened in her chest. Karria felt her heart skip a beat until Nina twisted in place, her blade ringing out as it collided with an invisible sword aimed at her neck. 
 
    “You’re a prescriptive one, aren’t you?” Ramona said, appearing before her. 
 
    In a flash, she drew a dagger from her belt and tried to plunge it into the elf’s side, but Nina’s hand snapped out, knocking it aside. 
 
    Karria continued advancing as they fought, hurling more daggers and loading small traps onto several of them. They were quick constructs, so nothing too fancy. Either they would rupture, destroying the dagger and sending forged shrapnel everywhere, or slow right before impact to throw off the enemy’s timing. 
 
    Sylvester threw several more vines in the path of the daggers, slowing several and stopping a few more. He lashed out at Karria, the ground around her coming alive as vines and grass all grasped at her. Karria jumped, twisting in the air and avoiding most of them, and the few that did hit, merely scraped off her armor. 
 
    Sylvester kept working, trying to ensnare her in a net of thorny vines. They twisted and writhed, firing up in her path. A long-bladed sword appeared in Karria’s left hand. It vibrated at such a high frequency that it made a high-pitched whine that set her teeth on edge. Holding a construct like this together was difficult, but as she slashed out with the blade, it easily sheared through Sylvester’s attacks. 
 
    He’d gotten much better since the last time she’d seen him and had power on a whole other level. Still, Karria’s magic had always been far superior to his, so she had little trouble breaking through. 
 
    Ramona and Nina were entangled in a storm of metal, Ramona using all of her tricks and deceptions to try and give herself an edge, while Nina somehow countered and retaliated. The real Ramona was actually starting to pick up a few minor injuries, while Nina was completely unharmed. 
 
    She moved unnaturally fast, her movements seeming almost inhuman at times. And while she was technically an elf, they didn’t move any differently than humans did. 
 
    Karria finally closed with Sylvester then, after hacking and slashing her way through a forest of vines. The elf was breathing hard by now, the efforts he’d had to go through to avoid first the Mage, then Ramona, and now her, finally taking their toll. Sylvester was strong, but they were stronger. 
 
    Karria burst through the last of the vines, the vibrating sword vanishing as she lashed out with a powerful punch. Sylvester let out a cry of pain as his head was rocked to the side. Karria wasn’t a brawler, unlike her brother, so the punch didn’t send him flying or splatter his skull all over the wall, but it did send him staggering back. 
 
    “Sylvester!” Nina yelled, whirling to try and cover him. 
 
    At that moment, the Elementals, who’d been waiting for their chance, struck at once. Dark purple light streaked from one, warping into a monstrous creature that bit down on Nina’s arm. At the same time, the other smacked her hands into the ground, the earth warping and twisting, turning to liquid fire beneath Nina’s legs. 
 
    The elf screamed as the searing magma hardened around her legs, creeping their way up and burning all the while. Her clothes caught fire, her skin beginning to melt away and disfigure that perfect body she’d gotten herself. 
 
    Sylvester cried out, trying to get to her, but Karria drove a dagger into his stomach — the crimson one with the head of the tiger on its hilt. Sylvester’s eyes went wide as his magic fled him, the power of the dagger robbing him of it. He dropped to his knees and Karria grabbed him by the hair, wrenching his head up and forcing him to watch. 
 
    Nina’s screams grew louder and louder as the purple beast tore her arm off. Fire continued to lick at her body, burning her hair and face. 
 
    “Watch!” Karria snarled, pulling hard on the elf’s hair as he struggled in vain to go to her. 
 
    Karria felt no pleasure. No joy. She also felt no pity, forcing the elf to watch as the woman he loved was burned alive and torn to pieces. 
 
    Finally, Ramona appeared before the awful elf, and without a second’s hesitation, drove her sword through Nina’s heart. Her eyes went wide, her jaw going slack as Ramona twisted her sword before ripping it free. Nina dropped to her knees, the molten stone around her legs hardening. 
 
    She was unrecognizable at this point as even once having been an elf. Her skin was charred, her face and hair so horribly burned that it sickened Karria to even look at her. She met Sylvester’s eyes, then collapsed onto her face. She didn’t move. 
 
    An unearthly scream tore itself from Sylvester’s throat as she fell. He tried to tear himself free of Karria’s grip, but enhanced by her forged armor and with Karria still holding the dagger in his gut, he couldn’t move. 
 
    “Now do you understand how Kya felt?” Karria asked, whispering into his ear. “You took everything from her, and now, I took everything from you. If I were as cruel a person as you, I would let you live so that you could feel the pain of that loss every day, just as she does.” 
 
    She wrenched his head around, forcing him to meet her eyes. They were filled with hatred and pain. She could understand those feelings. Karria continued to meet his eyes as she wrenched the dagger from his stomach and slowly drew it across his throat. She felt the dagger hit bone, the scraping sensation traveling up her arm as she killed the person she’d once considered a great friend. He was the first elf she’d met when she’d been trapped in Ramson’s wagons, bound for a life of slavery. 
 
    Blood poured down the front of Sylvester’s chest, a low, gurgling sound coming from his body as Karria released him, dropping his twitching body to the ground. She watched him bleed out, the pool of blood around him growing until it began lapping at her forged boots. 
 
    Finally, when Sylvester stopped moving, she looked up to the others. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” she said. “The battle isn’t over quite yet, and Arbor might need our help.” 
 
    The others nodded and moved to follow her as she left. Karria opened the sides of the metal dome over Kya, then forged wheels onto the bottom, so that the Elementals could push her out. She would need to be taken to see a healer, but she was still breathing, and her pulse was steady. Kya would live. Karria just hoped that there would be no long-term damage due to the strain the elf had put on her mind. 
 
    When she woke up, Karria would be able to tell her the good news. The man who’d killed her parents was now dead. Blyss and Alvine had been avenged.
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    Arbor dashed through the empty marketplace, making straight for the towering metal gates at the center of the city. Hord ran alongside him, flanked by the dozen remaining gremlin guards and the Elementals bringing up the rear. 
 
    “We’re getting closer,” Shelderoth said as they neared the gates. “I can feel the power of the Lower Realms growing. We need to hurry.” 
 
    Arbor didn’t need to be told that. The sky was continuing to grow darker and the gigantic red beam firing up from the center of the city was a pretty obvious giveaway. 
 
    There were a series of shouts and battle cries as soldiers poured from either side of the street, exiting from the narrow alleyways of the empty market and moving to flank them. Without a moment’s hesitation, Hord lobbed one of his grenades into the crowd. The explosion rocked their surroundings, tearing a couple of buildings down and killing many of the soldiers, and yet, still more poured from the opposite side. 
 
    Arbor knew that he couldn’t afford to simply fight them all, not when they were so pressed for time. However, he couldn’t speed on ahead and leave the Elementals here. For one, because he needed the magical support when he went to confront Zir at the portal. There might already be a Demon coming through, and if he had to face a monster like that, there was no way he was doing so alone. 
 
    Secondly, he just wasn’t that cruel. It was true that they would reform in a few days, but he wouldn’t let the Elementals be killed off because it was more convenient to leave them behind. They were nearly at the gates, but as more soldiers continued to rush from the alleyways, Arbor could tell that they weren’t going to make it. 
 
    Just as he was slowing to prepare to meet their charge, a massive explosion went off some five hundred yards to the west. Everyone paused momentarily as a plume of black smoke curled into the sky, visible even in the strange flatness cast by the red light. 
 
    Arbor watched the smoke for a few seconds, as did the enemy, until they turned back to their small group and continued their advance. There had to be well over a thousand now, moving to trap them up against the metal gates. There was nowhere to run. Hord reached for another grenade, but Arbor knew it wouldn’t be enough to make a difference. It might buy them a few seconds, but that would be all. 
 
    The enemy numbers were too overwhelming, but they wouldn’t be so easily dissuaded. 
 
    A roar went up from behind the enemy, and for a moment, Arbor thought that even more soldiers had come to join them. He tensed, his hands tightening on the haft of his glaive as the front line of enemy soldiers closed within a few feet of their group. 
 
    However, when the cries of alarm and pain began to sound, he hesitated. So did the enemy, turning to see what was happening. Arbor himself couldn’t see, as the massing soldiers and poor lighting were throwing off his normally flawless sight. When the first explosion went off, followed by a rush of cold, Hord began to laugh. 
 
    “Looks like our backup finally decided to show up!” the dwarf boomed, smacking the head of his hammer into his open palm. “You ninnies best be on your way. Dwarves don’t fight clean.” 
 
    His grin grew wider as the screams rose in pitch and volume, letting the enemy know exactly what he meant by that. 
 
    “We can still kill them!” one of the soldiers yelled, only for Hord to step forward and bring his hammer up in a powerful swing. 
 
    The enemy soldier was hit so hard that his feet actually left the ground. His scream of pain joined the others as he collapsed on the ground, clutching between his legs. 
 
    “That was unnecessary,” Arbor said with a sympathetic wince. 
 
    “What?” Hord asked with a shrug. “I needed to make a point.” 
 
    The front line of enemy soldiers hesitated, then turned to face the new enemy at their rear. Arbor could finally see them now, short figures dressed in gleaming plate armor. The ones all the way in the rear were hurling glittering spheres into the massed enemy soldiers, detonations of freezing ice, burning fire, and acidic gas going off each time one landed. 
 
    “Well, I guess that takes care of that,” Hord said, turning back to the gates. “Shall we?” 
 
    In answer, Arbor stepped forward and slashed down at the gate in their way. His glaive, made of Mythicallium and enchanted to cut through anything, had no trouble at all shearing through the steel bars. Two more swift cuts, and they had an opening into the center of the city. 
 
    Their group ducked in and kept running, making for the spiraling beam of red that grew closer and closer with each passing minute. Arbor wished they still had their mounts, as running with Hord was difficult. The dwarf’s short stature made keeping a good pace almost impossible. He could run like this all day if needed, but right now, they needed speed, not endurance. 
 
    The streets here were a lot more open. They were wide, cobbled, and in good repair. The houses – if they could even be called that – were widely spaced, each hidden behind a gate of their own. It was hard to make out exact colors or details with the red light washing everything out, but the extravagance was easy to see. 
 
    The ground shook again, now a constant hum beneath his feet. He could feel the power at the center of the city growing, morphing, and changing. His Origin now seemed to thrum in time, along with the power pulsing at the city’s center. 
 
    They encountered no soldiers, which Arbor found to be quite odd. This place should have been teeming with them, what with how important this portal likely was to Zir. Then again, none of the enemy soldiers seemed to have any idea what the red light was when it had started. They’d been just as surprised, which likely meant that Zir had kept this from them. 
 
    After all, who would willingly fight for a leader who was bringing Demons into their world? 
 
    Their group slowed as they finally reached the towering beam of light. It was situated in the center of a grand manor — or at least, what had once been a grand manor. The gates and ground were still very much intact, but the area where a building must once have stood was now occupied by the twisting pillar of power. 
 
    Arbor reached for the gate, only to realize that it was made of Reflum. His eyes flicked about, looking for an alternative way in but not finding one. 
 
    The gates themselves would be easy for him to jump, but the rest of his company wouldn’t be able to so easily manage it. 
 
    “Anyone have any ideas for ways we can get over?” he asked. 
 
    They had no time to go looking for an opening. The fastest way forward was over. He could feel the power settling, as the beam of twisting light had stopped fluctuating as frequently. He had a feeling that when it completely settled, a Demon would be coming through. 
 
    “This might work,” Hord said, walking right up to the gates and swinging at it full-force with his hammer. 
 
    It slammed into the metal, leaving a small dent, but aside from that, nothing else happened. 
 
    “Well, I’m out of ideas,” Hord said with a shrug. 
 
    “Allow us,” one of the Elementals said, stepping forward. 
 
    His skin was a dark green, and he was lankier than most. He crouched, placing both hands on the ground, and a moment later, the cobblestone beneath their feet began to ripple and writhe. The blocks tore themselves from the ground, layering into stairs as they traveled to the top of the gates. However, when they reached the peak, they would go no further. 
 
    “This manor seems to have a defensive measure,” the Elemental said. “I cannot pierce the area with my magic.” 
 
    “Will we be able to use magic inside?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “You should be able to,” the Elemental replied. “I believe this is meant to prevent magical projectiles from being launched into the grounds.” 
 
    “Then we’ll be fine,” Arbor said, already moving up the stairs. “It’s only about a ten-foot drop.” 
 
    “Only a ten-foot drop?” Hord asked with a raised eyebrow. “That’s like two and a half of me.” 
 
    “If you can’t handle it, I can always catch you,” Arbor called back with a half-grin. 
 
    “Out of my way!” Hord yelled, shoving the gremlin who’d been about to follow Arbor aside and stepping onto the stones himself. 
 
    Arbor hid a smile as he reached the top of the stairway. He could feel a sort of barrier pushing against him as he passed through, and with his Perception Field active, he could feel how far it stretched. It covered the entire grounds in a dome, though the power firing up from the center didn’t seem to be at all affected. 
 
    Perhaps this enchantment didn’t block magic coming from the inside, which, if Arbor thought about it, only made sense. 
 
    His knees flexed as he landed on the other side. Then, despite himself, he turned, holding his arms up to Hord as the dwarf reached the top of the stone stairs. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Hord. I’ll catch you, I promise.” 
 
    “Screw you!” the dwarf yelled, then purposefully leaped in the other direction. 
 
    There was a loud curse and an instant later, the dwarf crashed into the ground. Arbor kept on grinning as Hord rose to his feet, brushing clumps of grass from his armor and daring him to say anything. Arbor wisely kept his mouth shut as the gremlins followed, dropping to the ground one by one. 
 
    The Elementals had the easiest time of it, as they were the tallest. It didn’t take long for them all to be inside the manor grounds. 
 
    “Any ideas on how to get in there?” Arbor asked, turning to face the red beam which was now only around fifty yards away. 
 
    From this close up, he could not only feel its power, but see it in a lot more detail. It wasn’t a single beam, as he’d originally thought, but rather, made of up thousands of smaller beams all twisting together. Occasionally, one would crackle and spark, acting almost like lightning. It would lash out at its surroundings, either scorching the ground or releasing a reddish mist into the air. 
 
    The ground beneath their feet vibrated and shook, and the low humming he’d been feeling was now reverberating throughout his entire body. 
 
    “There must be a hatch somewhere around here,” Hord said. “Spread out and look. There should be some pretty obvious signs, even if the door is hidden.” 
 
    Arbor nodded to his soldiers, and everyone moved to do as ordered. Arbor, who was the fastest, dashed around to the opposite side of the beam. He didn’t dare open his Mage Sight here, as he feared being blinded, so he would have to search the old-fashioned way. His eyes kept flicking to the twisting beam as he searched, and curious, Arbor decided to open his third sight, the one he used the least. 
 
    His True Sight activated as he pulled a mix of his black and white Origin magic up to coat his eyes. Immediately, the color spectrum shifted, the entire world turning black and white. Intricate, twisting lines appeared in place of the red beam, swirling into delicate scripts of such ancient origin that he had no idea what to make of them. 
 
    He continued craning his neck upward and felt his jaw drop. There, in the sky, where the red beam cut off and colored the entire world red, was a single massive circle of script. It stretched for miles, swirling runes and ancient letters all shifting into place. He had never even imagined something this massive could exist. 
 
    Using his True Sight, he could clearly see that the circle was still broken, letters and symbols moving and locking into place as they continued to be provided by the stream of light firing into the sky. The way the runes were shifting and connecting finally gave Arbor a bit of a timeline as to how much longer this would likely take. However, the timeframe wasn’t at all enough to make him feel any better. 
 
    His eyes flicked down, and he could see the lines that made up the portal, as well as the makeup of all who were down there. There were surprisingly few people who stood around the archway, but one immediately stood out to him. The lines making up this man’s body were twisted, frayed, and corrupted. That was the best word Arbor could use to describe what had happened to him. He guessed that that was Zir. 
 
    “Arbor! We found it!” 
 
    Arbor was snapped from his staring by the shout from one of the Elementals. He quickly cut off his True Sight, and the world turned red once more. He looked up to see Hord running around the side of the beam, waving his arms and pointing. 
 
    He quickly ran over, Hord already turning to lead him back. They soon reached the opening, a large, metal trapdoor having been pulled back to reveal a wide staircase leading down into the darkness. 
 
    “I think I know how much time we have left,” Arbor said, staring up to the sky once more but not activating his True Sight. 
 
    “And?” Hord asked. 
 
    “Five minutes at best,” Arbor said grimly. 
 
    “Then what the hell are we doing, just waiting around?” Hord exclaimed. “Come on!” 
 
    Arbor agreed wholeheartedly, stepping down onto the first of the stairs and beginning their descent toward the final confrontation with Zir.
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    Golden-red light began to fill the staircase about halfway down, coming through the opening at the bottom. There was no door, just an archway leading deeper into whatever room was being used to house the portal. 
 
    Arbor hurried as quickly as he could without leaping the stairs ten at a time. The others followed, their footsteps echoing off the dark stone walls as the earth closed in around them. Reaching the bottom didn’t take all that long, but Arbor was aware of their timetable. They didn’t have much time before a Demon would be poking its head into their world, and he very much wanted to avoid battling an other-planar being today. 
 
    “That must be it,” Arbor said, picking up his pace as they reached the bottom. 
 
    There was a long corridor, at the end of which stood a heavy door. He began to pick up his pace, his glaive flashing out and unleashing a lance of destruction at the door. He half expected it to bounce right off, as he suspected it was made of Reflum. That was why, when the door crumpled inward before being blown clean off its hinges, Arbor was so surprised. 
 
    He dashed out of the corridor and into a colossal underground cavern. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Hord whistled as they entered, taking the entire room in at a glance. 
 
    It was full of wires, copper tendrils running across the floor, walls, and even places on the ceiling. Large metal boxes stood all around the area as well, wires running in and out of them and all leading to the same place, the massive arch taking up most of the room. The beam of red extended up from the arch, encircling it completely. 
 
    At the very center, Arbor could see a small pinprick of black, and through it, he could make out an eye. It was a pale yellow with a slitted pupil that radiated malice. It was so palpable that Arbor could feel it even here, on the far side of the cavern. 
 
    “Well, it looks like you made it just in time to greet our guests.” 
 
    Arbor turned away from the portal to see Zir. He looked just as Arbor remembered him — smug, with an arrogant swagger to his step and looking for all the world like he’d just won the lottery or this war. He was flanked on either side by several Mages. Arbor’s Perception Field extended to encompass them all and he gritted his teeth. 
 
    All of the Mages were at the Destructor class, which meant they would not go down as easily as the others they’d been battling up until now. Zir had to be at Wrecker class, and a strong one at that. It was likely a perk of making a deal with Demons. 
 
    “We don’t have time for you,” Arbor said, leveling his glaive at the portal. “So, I’ll just be breaking that, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    A lance of power blasted from his glaive, slamming into the side of the arch. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Did you really think destroying a demonic portal would be that easy?” Zir said with a sneer. “You are an arrogant bastard, aren’t you? Allow me to show you the error of your ways!” 
 
    Zir hurled his cloak aside, revealing a gleaming breastplate made of black metal. Arbor had never seen metal like that before, but it radiated the same power as that of the portal, which meant that it had to be made of something only found in the Lower Realms. 
 
    The elf dashed at him, and Arbor met his charge. 
 
    “Take care of the others!” he yelled. “And someone get to that damned portal!” 
 
    His glaive flashed out, flickering forward to strike at Zir’s unprotected head as they drew near, but the elf reached behind his back, drawing two black blades in a fluid motion. One of the blades knocked the attack aside while the other flickered out, aimed at his heart. 
 
    Arbor turned with the motion and was shocked as the blade screamed across his breastplate, leaving a white line in the metal. He wasn’t sure why he was so shocked that the Mythicallium would be damaged. After all, his last fight with a Demon had seen one of his gauntlets sheared in two. It only made sense that their otherworldly metal would be able to damage Mythicallium. 
 
    This meant that Arbor would need to be careful in how he blocked attacks as well. The glaive was incredible, but its blocking power came with the knowledge that nothing short of another Mythicallium weapon could damage it. 
 
    Arbor pulled his blade back, quickly checking its edge and noting that no damage had been inflicted. It seemed that the powerful enchantments worked into the blade were holding up. Now, he just had to kill this bastard before the portal opened completely. 
 
    Zir lunged again and Arbor stepped back, tapping into his Perception magic and speeding up both his body and mind. This fight needed to be quick. He couldn’t allow Zir to hold him up for too long, or he wouldn’t be able to stop the portal in time. 
 
    The world around him slowed as his Perception sped up. He deftly avoided Zir’s strikes, then stepped around and struck at the side of his neck. Arbor’s blade made contact, cutting just a fraction of the way into the elf’s skin before Zir sped up as well. 
 
    Zir’s blade flashed up, knocking Arbor’s aside. Arbor was shocked that the elf was able to keep up with him at this speed, but when Zir turned, a wide smile stretching his lips, Arbor could see his eyes shining red. 
 
    “I am no ordinary elf,” Zir yelled, his other blade slashing out and scoring another line on Arbor’s armor. 
 
    Arbor twirled his glaive, coating it in the white power of his Origin magic and retaliated. The spiked end of the weapon smashed into Zir’s upraised sword. Clearly, the elf overestimated his own strength, as the power of Arbor’s attack smashed through his defenses. 
 
    There was an explosion of power as the heavy spike slammed into Zir’s chest, detonating with enough force to shatter a horse’s ribs and sending him tumbling end over end and slamming into the far wall. Zir had barely begun falling, when Arbor was there, flashing across the room in an instant and hammering the elf into the ground. 
 
    Zir’s eyes went wide as the spiked end of the glaive drove into his back, his body sinking an inch into solid stone under its force. Arbor twirled the glaive around, slicing his blade across the elf’s back, the Mythicallium blade screaming across the armor, though slightly less grating than Zir’s blades were. 
 
    A dark line appeared in the breastplate, but as Arbor pulled back for another strike, green mist exploded from the elf’s body, burning at Arbor’s exposed skin. He flashed back, overclocking his legs for an instant, to escape the poisonous mist. 
 
    Zir leaped to his feet with a snarl, green blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. It seemed Arbor had done some internal damage. The elf slashed with one of his swords, and a crescent-shaped attack shot toward Arbor. He saw how the bottom edge tore straight through the stone, the green energy leaving a smoking line in its wake. 
 
    Arbor retaliated with an attack of his own, a white lance of destruction meeting the green energy mid-flight and detonating on the spot. He instantly felt the backwash of the explosion. Arbor’s eyes flicked to his right, where Zir had appeared, one of his blades pulled back to strike, only to be met by one of Arbor’s open palms, already coated in white light. 
 
    Zir’s blade met the lance of destruction, and the elf was hurled off his feet. Arbor followed, hammering his blade into the elf’s chest. The tip of the sword pierced Zir’s armor, but only just. Considering how much power Arbor put behind the blow though, he did manage to drive the elf into the solid stone once again. 
 
    The elf coughed, blood spraying into the air as his eyes went wide. Arbor yanked the blade back, but instead of striking with the glaive, he swung his foot up and down, trying to splinter the elf’s skull. Zir, not having the room to maneuver his blades, dropped one of them and brought his arm up, misty green energy coiling around his palm. They collided with a massive explosion. 
 
    Arbor was tossed into the air, the force of the blast tearing at his face and hair. The glaive was ripped from his fingers, spinning away from him. Arbor slammed into the ceiling, then fell to the ground, colliding with it face-first. He groaned, his ears ringing as he shoved himself to his feet and took stock of their situation. 
 
    Hord and the Elementals were locked with the enemy Mages in a silent battle, while the black hole at the center of the portal widened, revealing more of the Demon standing behind it. Arbor now caught a glimpse of golden skin flecked with black, and the hint of a gold-white horn curling from the side of the Demon’s head. 
 
    His eyes flicked back to Zir, who was staggering to his feet. His arm was missing up to the elbow where it had collided with Arbor’s attack, but it wasn’t gushing blood as Arbor might have expected. A green energy coated the stump, which was probably how Zir was even conscious right now. 
 
    Arbor gritted his teeth, standing up straight and tapping into his Perception Origin. Power flooded his channels, flowing to reinforce his arms, legs, and spine. The magic sank into his muscles and nerves, and steam began to drift from his skin as it began to glow red with heat. His hand slid down to the falchion at his side, the cleaver-like sword glowing white-hot along its edge as Arbor activated its enchantment. 
 
    He was tempted to tap into his breastplate, but he resisted that urge, knowing that he might need it if the Demon made it through. 
 
    Zir spat to the side, then hefted his remaining sword. Green power boiled around the black blade, lancing out and tearing streaming furrows in the stone. Arbor could sense a substantial amount of power building up behind that attack and he knew that he could not allow that to hit him. 
 
    With an explosion of dust, Arbor was standing right in front of Zir. The elf’s speed might have been impressive, but with Arbor now tapping into the full might of his Perception Origin, Zir couldn’t keep up. Arbor’s fist slammed into the elf’s stomach, tossing him into the ceiling. 
 
    The explosion of stone and debris showered down on him, along with the elf’s sword. It glittered as it spun down, digging into the ground next to him. Zir fell, still somehow holding onto his attack. His face was contorted in a snarl and he punched downward. 
 
    There was a dull thrumming sound as his attack shot downward, a green bar of power cracking with red around the edges. Not really having much choice, Arbor punched upward, channeling his Origin magic into the attack. A flash of white illuminated the cavern, his attack slamming into Zir’s and halting it in its tracks. 
 
    Arbor felt the immediate strain as they fought against one another, Zir’s attack driving him down, while his own kept the elf suspended in the air. Arbor was shocked that he’d managed to counter the destruction magic, much less that the elf was managing to hold his own in this battle. He tapped deeper into the Origin, pulling more power out and widening the lance to a beam the size of his outstretched palm. 
 
    Zir cried out as the white magic began eating away at his own. However, even as Arbor pushed back, he began to notice how truly destructive their clash was. Zir’s green magic was almost like a liquid, splattering to both sides and spraying the room in the acidic energy. Pockmarks formed in the stone, eating away at it. One of the Elementals caught some of it and dropped to her knees as the magic began to consume her. 
 
    However, unlike normal attacks, this was full of demonic energy. The Elemental screamed a scream the likes of which Arbor had never heard before. She tore at the wound, trying to rid herself of the corrosive energy, but it continued to eat away at her. Shelderoth was at her side in an instant, red power flashing from his open palm and shearing a chunk of her shoulder away. 
 
    The screaming stopped immediately, now turning to low sobs as the Elemental shook. Arbor had no idea what that attack had done to her, nor did he have the time to try and figure it out. He would do so later, after they’d stopped the Demon from entering into their world. 
 
    The portal widened just a bit more with each second Arbor fought against the elf. He pushed harder, his power driving Zir all the way back into the ceiling. The elf screamed, veins standing out on his forehead as a second beam of green power shot from his chest, colliding with Arbor’s own. 
 
    Arbor released his falchion, tapping deeper into the Origin and forging a spindly gauntlet over his hand. The edges of his fingers glowed as he clawed upward, lines of white slicing into the green energy and deflecting it. The gauntlet shattered as soon as the attack was launched, but Arbor blasted another lance of white, joining the first. 
 
    Zir couldn’t hold it any longer. His Origin faltered, his body at the limit of what it could endure. Arbor’s power crashed over him in a wave as Zir screamed. The twin beams of white light engulfed the elf, Arbor’s attack slamming first into and then through the ceiling. He didn’t let up until the powerful beam of destruction punched through the other side, lancing into the sky alongside that of the red beam. 
 
    Arbor breathed out, relaxing his Origin magic and looking around for Zir. A few stray pebbles fell from the gaping hole where the elf had been just seconds before. But of the elf himself, there was no sign. 
 
    Arbor had destroyed Zir so completely that there was nothing left.
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    Arbor snatched up his falchion and spun. Several of the Elementals were still engaged in battle, but he needed them. The portal was nearly open, the Demon already testing it by brushing massive, black-clawed fingers against the invisible barrier. 
 
    Arbor’s muscles screamed as he dashed across the room, the falchion arcing with white light. Heads flew as Arbor decapitated one Mage after the next, the white-hot edge of the blade easily slicing through magical defenses. Aided by Arbor’s massive strength, the battle was over within seconds. The last Mage dropped to his knees, his head thumping to the ground half a second later. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Arbor spun and felt his heart skip a beat as Karria came dashing in, followed by one of the Elementals he’d sent along with her. 
 
    All of the other Elementals, Shelderoth included, were now staring at the portal. 
 
    “That is Moromondeth,” Shelderoth said. “Greater Demon from Chaos, the eleventh realm.” 
 
    “So, it isn’t a Demon Lord?” Arbor asked, snatching up his glaive. 
 
    “He doesn’t need to be,” Shelderoth said. “Nilegard, the Demon you fought, was only a strong Lesser Demon. This Demon makes him look like a bug in comparison.” 
 
    Arbor well remembered his near-death experience at the hands of Nilegard, and although Arbor had managed to escape the Lower Realms, he didn’t exactly count their fight as a victory. If this Demon made Nilegard look like a weakling, then he didn’t much like his chances against him, improved fighting skills or not. 
 
    Arbor’s True Sight overlayed his own, the world of black and white lines becoming visible once more. 
 
    “We still have a little time left!” he shouted. “We need to destroy that portal!” 
 
    “On it!” Hord yelled, ripping the remaining grenades from his waist and tossing them all at the spiraling red light. 
 
    The explosion was so massive that the roof was blown clear off the underground chamber, revealing the red-tinged sky above, as well as the gigantic circle of script that was nearly complete. Stone and debris rained down all around them, and had Karria not forged a giant barrier overhead, some of them would likely have suffered crippling injuries. 
 
    “Warn us next time!” Arbor yelled. 
 
    Hord, who’d been blown clean off his feet, looked sheepish. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’ll do that.” 
 
    Karria let out a groan, then shifted the transparent barrier, allowing the massive rocks that had fallen to slide off. She fell to her knees, panting hard and looking like she was about to throw up. 
 
    “Well, that did something,” Arbor said, eyeing the twisting beam of red. 
 
    He could now see clear cracks in the barrier, fractures that the blasts of power had caused. 
 
    “Now let’s see if we can pry it open!” 
 
    He stabbed forward with the glaive, and white destruction poured out of him. Arbor could immediately feel his head begin to pound as it slammed into the barrier, the white destruction splashing to either side. He dug his feet in, vines twining around his ankles as he tapped into the other half of his Origin magic. 
 
    Black power spiraled along the beam of white, colliding with the barrier as well. Unlike the white power, which was shunted to either side, the black power began to writhe and crawl all over the barrier. With his True Sight, Arbor could see the lines along the barrier cracking. 
 
    “I need some help here!” he growled as the portal began to solidify. 
 
    Karria stepped up beside him, her face twisted in a grimace as she held both hands out. She seemed to be in a fair bit of pain, but an iridescent sphere of multicolored energy was spiraling out in front of her, growing larger by the second. The Elementals stepped up as well, all lending their power. 
 
    Jagged bolts of lightning, fire and ash, corrosive energy, pure force, and several others smashed into the barrier alongside his attack. Arbor could feel it giving. All it needed was one last push. 
 
    “Now!” he shouted, straining his body and mind to the limit and pumping more magic into the blast. 
 
    At that moment, Karria unleashed the attack she’d been building, the sphere of multicolored magic slamming into the barrier. Like the sound of a thousand panes of glass cracking all at once, the barrier shattered, the scripts fragmenting into millions of little pieces. The portal began to close almost immediately as the script in the sky began to collapse. 
 
    The Demon on the other end roared, shoving both arms forward. The monster was absolutely enormous, standing well over twenty-five feet tall. Its skin was golden and flecked with black. It appeared humanoid from the waist up, but had six legs covered in shaggy black fur. Its fingers, tipped with wicked claws, seemed to dig into the space between them. His powerful muscles flexed, and red light shone along his body. 
 
    “Oh, that does not look good,” Karria groaned. 
 
    She was on her knees, one hand planted on the ground for balance as she watched the Demon struggle to force the portal open. 
 
    There was a tearing sound, like that of ripping parchment, and the invisible film between them and the Demon began to split. The portal was closing, but if nothing were done, this Demon would make it through before it was fully blocked. 
 
    Arbor sucked in a deep breath, then planted his glaive in the ground and stepped forward. 
 
    “Everyone, keep back,” he ordered. “Karria, throw up a barrier if you can. Shelderoth, you and the others might want to get even farther back.” 
 
    Shelderoth nodded, hauling the injured Elemental up with the help of another and retreating. Unlike the others, he’d seen what Arbor was about to do once before, back when they’d been training in Somerset. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Karria asked, forcing herself shakily to her feet and trying to move toward him. 
 
    “Stay back!” Arbor ordered, reaching down for the clasps on his armor and beginning to undo them one at a time. 
 
    “Listen to him,” Shelderoth said. “You will not want to be near him when he uses his magic. It does not discriminate between friend and foe.” 
 
    Karria looked like she wanted to argue, but as the tearing grew louder and one of the Demon’s claws poked through into their world, she did as instructed. 
 
    Groaning, she began constructing a barrier. It was clearly difficult, her magic faltering several times before she managed to get one up successfully. 
 
    “Another,” Arbor said, not even looking back. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Another,” he ordered, dropping one of his bracers to the ground and reaching for the other. 
 
    Karria growled, then dug deep, forging another towering barrier between them. These barriers were a new discovery. She had no idea what they were actually made of, only that they were clear and extremely durable, far more so than any wooden or even metal shield. 
 
    “Keep forging them until you literally can’t make another,” Arbor said, dropping the second bracer and reaching to the clasps on the side of his breastplate. 
 
    They came undone with a series of loud clicks, the tight confines of the armor loosening around his torso. Normally, he might have kept this armor on, but this attack would not work with the Mythicallium’s enchantments interfering. Before, he’d thought that allowing the armor to take the brunt of the strain would be a good idea. But when Shelderoth had informed him of just how powerful this Demon was, he’d realized that nothing short of his best would suffice. 
 
    Using this wasn’t just risky to others, but to himself as well. Gold had warned him about using this attack before he unlocked the sixteenth Tier, stating that his body might collapse under the strain. But facing down the possibility of a Greater Demon entering Laedrin, Arbor decided it was worth the risk. 
 
    He could sense Karria erecting another barrier as he stepped out of his greaves, kicking his legs back and allowing the metal to clang to the ground behind him. 
 
    “Human!” the Demon growled, his voice now audible to those in the cavern. 
 
    It was deep, resonant, and held so much malice that Arbor could feel its intent to kill as though it were crashing into him in waves. 
 
    He breathed out, then slammed both his fists together. Arbor released his hold on his Perception magic, tapping into the Origin and pulling the white of destruction up his right arm and the black of creation up his left. 
 
    His body began to glow, his sodden shirt and pants billowing out and starting to tear as the energy built between his hands. Black on one side, white on the other, the power roiled, coiling into a crackling sphere around him. Life bloomed on one, grass and flowers blooming from the destroyed ground. Death resulted on the other, whatever plants remained there getting torn to shreds. 
 
    The Demon roared as Arbor’s attack built, his muscles tensed and straining. The cavern shook under the Demon’s fury as space continued to tear. His upper body was already leaning through the hole. The edges of the portal reached his fingers then, and the Demon’s power flared, forcing it back. 
 
    “You will not stand in my way!” the Demon roared, opening his mouth wide. 
 
    Red energy began to condense there, and through his True Sight, Arbor could see the power contained in that blast. If it were allowed to hit, not only would he be wiped off the face of this world, but the entire city would go along with him, as well as a huge chunk of the Goldenleaf forest. 
 
    Jagged cuts appeared along his arms as the backwash of his own magic began to tear at his body. He growled, imposing his will over his magic and trying to force it into submission. Karria, seeing what was happening, tried to forge another barrier at his back but faltered. She had reached her limit. 
 
    His magic was tearing at the barriers now, putting his sister and allies in danger, but Arbor trusted that Karria’s magic was strong enough to repel his, at least for a few more seconds. If he didn’t get this attack under control, there wouldn’t be anything left of any of them. 
 
    The attack built, even as the Demon strained to hold the portal open. It was only because of that extra effort that the attack was taking so long to build. 
 
    The Origin magic continued to tear at Arbor’s skin, and had it not been for his toughened physique, he doubted he’d have been able to stand up to it. As it was, the pain was immense, and he nearly lost his concentration as a particularly painful gash was opened across his chest. 
 
    Arbor roared as his fists tried to push apart, creation and destruction trying to repel one another. This was the most challenging part of the attack, forcing the two halves into a singular whole. It was monstrously difficult, and for several seconds, Arbor didn’t think he still had the strength in him to do it. 
 
    Then, he felt the resistance fade, his own will pushing through and forcing the two powers into one. The lancing magic was sucked back in an instant, condensing into a silver-gray sphere between Arbor’s hands. 
 
    He panted, his fists uncurling, palms facing inward, the sphere of the combined power pulsing softly between them. He breathed, threading the power to both palms, then slowly pulled them apart. The gray energy stretched, forming into a long lance. 
 
    To all of his senses, it radiated power that could kill even the most stubborn of beings. 
 
    The Demon opened his mouth wider. Arbor didn’t hesitate, drawing his bleeding arm back and hurtling the gray lance right at his chest. There was a dull whoomp as the lance streaked away from him, the aftershock of its passing blowing apart the ground in front of him in an ever-widening wedge. Stone flaked and cracked, and Arbor had to dig his feet in to stop himself from being blown away from the aftermath of that attack. 
 
    The lance impacted with enough force to drive the Demon back, slamming into his chest and spearing into his tough hide. The Demon screamed, the blast of power firing upward and only partially exiting the portal. There was nothing to get in its way, so the Demon’s power shot harmlessly into the sky. 
 
    Black blood sprayed from where the lance had lodged in the Demon’s chest. His hands, having slipped from the portal edge, now clutched at the wound, as gray tendrils shot from the lance still buried there. He tried to grasp it, screamed, then released it. The last thing Arbor saw as the portal winked out was the Greater Demon dropping to his knees and roaring in pain as Gray light surrounded him. 
 
    Arbor dropped to his own knees as cracks formed in the massive arch, pieces of metal and sparking wire beginning to rain down around him. 
 
    His vision fuzzed for a moment, blood dripping from the multiple, self-inflicted wounds. However, Arbor refused to pass out. Not when there was a chance he’d miss the end of this bloody war. 
 
    Zir was dead. The portal was destroyed. There might still be some fighting, but once that news spread, the elves would take their side and drive the human mercenaries from their home. Without Zir there to command their loyalty, the humans probably wouldn’t put up much of a fight. 
 
    Arbor looked up and gave his sister a tired smile. 
 
    “Is…Is it over?” Karria asked as her cracked and damaged barriers began to dissolve into motes of light. 
 
    “It’s over,” Arbor said, then collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    He didn’t pass out, merely rolled onto his back, staring up at the clear blue sky as the last hints of red vanished. 
 
    The war was over. They had won.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Seven was sitting in her room, lightly humming to herself and trying to come up with a new song for Chainey. After all, she would have to put her best friend away forever soon, and she wanted to give her a proper farewell, as any great Chainey deserved. A knock interrupted her train of thought just when she was figuring the best part out. 
 
    She growled, reaching for her belt before realizing that no daggers sat there. She was wearing a dress, as any Duke’s daughter should. Blowing out a frustrated breath, she called for the person to enter, making the annoyance in her tone very clear. 
 
    “Oh, good, you’re awake,” her father said as he walked into the room. 
 
    “Of course I’m awake, Daddy,” Seven said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    This might have been a normal reaction, had it not been four in the morning, when any normal person would be asleep. Seven was not normal, and Carve…Well, Carve was a Duke. There were always schemes and planning to be done, and the best time to do that was when no one else was up to see what he was doing. 
 
    “I just wanted to give you some good news,” Carve said, waving a piece of paper with a cracked seal. 
 
    “That’s a piece of paper, Daddy, not news,” Seven said, wondering if her father was beginning to slip in his old age. 
 
    “The news is on the paper,” Carve said in an exceedingly patient tone. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you just say so?” Seven asked, examining her nails. 
 
    “It’s about Arbor,” her father said, instead of continuing this line of discussion. 
 
    Seven was on her feet in a flash, snatching the paper from her father’s hand and opening it eagerly. 
 
    “He was successful in overthrowing the elven usurper and should be returning home soon. He has also proven himself to be a capable leader and has now made a powerful ally in both the elves and dwarves. Reports also say that an odd variant of the gremlin race has been cropping up, one that no one has ever seen before. They’re supposed to be quite good with magic.” 
 
    Seven barely heard her father’s boring talk after Arbor was no longer the main topic of conversation, her eyes eagerly scanning over the piece of paper. It said pretty much what Carve had told her, but she’d wanted to see it for herself. Finally, she put it down, letting out an excited squeal and feeling a shiver run through her. 
 
    “My darling is coming home!” she exclaimed, jumping up and down with a wide, stupid smile on her face. “We’re going to be getting married!” 
 
    “It’ll still be a couple of months at least,” Carve began, but when she shot him a glare, he continued. “But yes, you will be getting married. I’ll have our staff start working on invitations and begin planning.” 
 
    “Pie?” Seven asked, her tone containing a challenge. 
 
    “You behaved very well. So, yes, we’ll have pie.” 
 
    Seven didn’t think she’d ever been happier. Arbor was coming home. She was going to be married, and to top it all off, there would be pie! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Krios, Demon Lord of Abyss, sat in his oversized throne. He looked down at his subordinate, the Greater Demon Moromondeth, with a mixture of disgust and pity. 
 
    “How much did you lose?” Krios asked. 
 
    The Demon had been kneeling by his feet for well over a day now, waiting for him to speak. Truthfully, Krios had wanted to start right away, but making a failed subordinate sweat was expected of a Demon Lord. 
 
    “Almost all of it,” Moromondeth said. 
 
    His voice was ragged, his muscles deflated. His skin hung off him in clumps and there was a black hole at the center of his chest, still leaking blood. 
 
    “Pathetic,” Krios said as he allowed his senses to wash over the kneeling Demon once more. 
 
    That single attack from the bearer of the Origin had knocked him down several levels. Greater Demon was only the General class of Demon. Within the Greater Demon class were thirteen levels of power. Moromondeth had been at the second-highest of ‘Legendary.’ Another level up and he’d be at the ‘Mythic’ stage. One step up from that would have seen him become the first new Demon Lord in millennia. 
 
    Moromondeth had been the most promising Greater Demon in thousands of years, and now, he’d been reduced down to the lowest level within the Greater Demon spectrum, the ‘Lesser’ level. 
 
    “How did this happen?” Krios finally asked after Moromondeth failed to respond to his criticism. “The bearer of the Origin could barely keep up with the likes of Nilegard just months ago.” 
 
    Had Nilegard taken the same attack as Moromondeth, he would not have lived to tell about it, and that, more than anything, worried Krios. If someone as powerful as the Greater Demon could be brought so low, then there was no telling how much more powerful this human would become. 
 
    “I do not know,” Moromondeth said, his voice rasping out. 
 
    He coughed several times, blood spraying from his mouth and pattering to the floor. His wound was slowly closing, but Krios could still feel him losing power. By the time he was all healed up, Moromondeth would be a Greater Demon no more. Someone who lost that much power would never truly recover. 
 
    If Moromondeth ever reached the lowest ranks of the Greater Demon class again, that would be as far as he would go. 
 
    “Leave me,” Krios said. 
 
    The Demon vanished in a puff of smoke, leaving behind only the bloodstains as evidence of his passing. 
 
    “You seem to be having a bad day.” 
 
    Krios looked up as Talianoth, one of the Demon Lords of Abyss, appeared in his throne room. She lounged on a throne of her own, having brought it along with her. 
 
    “And you seem awfully happy about it,” Krios growled. 
 
    “One Demon’s misery is another’s greatest pleasure,” Talianoth said, her dark purple lips pulling up in a predatory smile. 
 
    “The situation has become dire,” Krios said, not returning the smile. “If the bearer of the Origin is allowed to grow any stronger, he will be a threat to us all.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have some sort of plan cooking in that head of yours,” the other Demon Lord said, not at all concerned. 
 
    “While it’s true that Zir was a useful pawn, there is another way into Laedrin,” Krios said after a few silent moments. “Someone has left a nearly complete portal buried deep underground, in the territory of the dwarves. We just need to make another deal with some power-hungry fool who is willing to do our bidding, and victory may still be within our grasp.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for then?” Talianoth asked. 
 
    “The right opportunity,” Krios said, finally allowing a hint of a smile to crack his stony expression. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Heavenly Messenger Glad flapped his wings for all he was worth, rocketing upward toward the highest of the Seven Uppers Realms known as the Divine. Normally, it would be considered ill-mannered for someone of his station to exert himself so, but the news he’d received was terrible enough to elicit such a response. 
 
    Flying as fast as he was, it didn’t take him long to break the final barrier and enter into the highest realm. He could feel the supreme magic in the area, the Divine aura already attacking his unprepared and too-weak body. 
 
    Before he could try and exert some effort of will to keep it at bay, Glad felt himself seized by an immense and crushing force, dragging him through the drifting purple clouds at the fringes of the Divine realm and out into the open courtyard of the Divine Transcended, the highest-ranking of the Upper Realms. 
 
    Soaring pillars of golden clouds stood all around him, with towering beams of white light ascending even higher into the heavens. There was a theoretical eighth realm, which was where the Almighty resided. It was said that any Transcended whose pillar reached high enough might one day be graced with his presence. 
 
    Of course, it had never happened, but those who lived up here obviously believed it, as the Divine Transcended ranked themselves in order of pillar height. Currently, there were two who stood at the top of them all, their towering pillars of light stretching so high that the other Divine Transcended residents’ pillars dwarfed in comparison. 
 
    Glad caught sight of several of the Divine watching him as he was dragged along and did his best to ignore them. It was best not to get on the bad side of these beings, as they could be as cruel as the Demons at times. Still, as he came to a sudden halt before the tallest pillars, he couldn’t help but wish that someone else had been tasked with carrying this message, even if he were going to be graced in the presence of the most powerful beings in the Upper Realms. 
 
    He could feel his body trembling as he stood, locked in place before the shimmering towers that vanished into the sky. The Divine aura was no longer attacking him – he was being shielded by those who’d dragged him here. But he almost wished he were, because it would mean that he could have come here under his own power. 
 
    “What brings one so low as you to the realm of the Divine?” 
 
    Two figures appeared, emerging from their towers as though they were as insubstantial as they appeared. Glad knew that despite appearances, those towers would need a monstrous amount of power to even scratch, let alone enter. 
 
    “A message for the Divine Transcended,” Glad said, happy that his voice only trembled slightly. 
 
    Rangarel and Vivliel, the two most powerful Transcended in the world, stared down at him, scrutinizing the puny messenger for any sign of deceit. They both stood well over seventy feet tall and had sixteen feathered golden wings extending from their backs. Their skin was white-gold, their eyes solid white with no pupil or iris, as was fitting for one of their station. 
 
    Aside from those details, the two Transcended could not have been more different. For one, Rangarel was male and Vivliel was female. Their forms were as perfect as perfect could be. Their faces were inhumanly beautiful, to the point where it hurt to look at them directly. Glad knew that of the two, it was more dangerous for him to gaze upon Vivliel. The opposite would be true for a female Messenger. 
 
    He did his best to keep his gaze locked on their feet, which were hidden beneath flowing skirts of yellow and violet, but it was extremely difficult to keep his eyes from drifting to Vivliel, even though he knew it would be dangerous. Thankfully, they spoke once more, in unison, their voices overlapping in a harmonious way that was both musical and tore at his very being. 
 
    “Speak your message, Messenger.” 
 
    “The bearer of the Origin has changed, and the Demons are on the move. They attempted to breach Laedrin but were stopped.” 
 
    That was the entirety of the message, but it was enough. 
 
    “The Demons will not be so easily stopped,” Rangarel said. 
 
    “One attempt is never enough,” Vivliel said. 
 
    “The accords are broken. The Demons seek to undermine us. We must intervene and take the Origin for ourselves.”  
 
    That was said in unison. 
 
    “You may go, Messenger,” Rangarel said. 
 
    “Your message has been received,” Vivliel said. 
 
    Before Glad could say or do anything else, he felt an immense pressure bear down on him. The next moment, he found himself back in the lowest of the Upper Realms, Nexus, with the stunning sky he was so used to stretching out on all sides. He let out a sigh of relief. Meeting the Divine Transcended had been a truly terrifying experience. He was just glad to have gotten out of there alive, and without being roped into some horrifying scheme. 
 
    Back in the Divine realm, Rangarel and Vivliel had retreated back into their pillars, moving to the central meeting area and awaiting the arrival of the others they deemed worthy. 
 
    “It seems that we will need to find new agents in Laedrin,” Gargiel said, interlacing his fingers and frowning. 
 
    “Indeed,” Vivliel said, mirroring his posture. “I do not like this one bit. Why would the bearer of the Origin break the accords after so many centuries? He must have known what a turmoil it would cause.” 
 
    “Perhaps he saw no other path forward,” Gargiel said. “The Demons are always scheming and plotting. One close call too many might have forced his hand.” 
 
    “But a new bearer?” Vivliel asked, her frown deepening. “It would have been far better for it to have remained in the capable and well-trained hands of the one who forged the accords in the first place. A new bearer means that they are vulnerable.” 
 
    Gargiel shrugged. 
 
    “Who knows why mortals do what they do? But this has presented us with a golden opportunity to seize the Origin for ourselves and give us the advantage we’ve needed over the Demons. Once we have it, we can finally turn the tides in our favor.” 
 
    “And if the Demons get to it first?” Vivliel asked. 
 
    “Then the Almighty rest our souls,” Gargiel said, his voice grim. 
 
    They were now in a race for survival. Whoever got to the Origin first would come out the victor, and the Demons already had a head-start. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you can’t come with us?” Karria asked, feeling her eyes grow moist. 
 
    It had been nearly a week since the battle had ended, and their forces were finally getting ready to leave Srila and head back to Ryevine. 
 
    “My people need me now more than ever,” Kya said, placing a hand on Karria’s shoulder. 
 
    Her friend had made a full recovery, even after straining herself during the battle, but she’d seemed more subdued since coming around a few days ago. Perhaps the battle itself had taken more of a mental toll than Karria knew, and although the healers had proclaimed her to be healthy, there might be longer-lasting effects. 
 
    “You can always come visit,” Kya said, trying to give her a smile but failing miserably. 
 
    “Yeah,” Karria said, feeling her throat tightening up. 
 
    But they both knew the truth. Ryevine was months away from the Goldenleaf Forest. Even if Karria used a construct, it would take several weeks, and making a trip like that more than once a year would be nearly impossible. 
 
    They both also knew that Karria wasn’t going to stay here with her. She’d finally been reunited with Arbor and wasn’t about to leave his side. Not even if it meant leaving her best friend behind. 
 
    “I really wish you’d tell him how you feel,” Karria said. “If the two of you got married, then—” 
 
    “But we’re not,” Kya said with a sad smile. “Arbor loves someone else, and forcing my feelings on him just wouldn’t be right. I’ll content myself with being his ally and friend. Besides, he’s done more for my people than I ever could have hoped, and so have you.” 
 
    “Who’s going to lead?” Karria asked. 
 
    There had been some discussion over the last week as to who would be taking over the responsibilities of running the Goldenleaf Forest, now that Zir was gone and all of the nobility had been imprisoned. The elves, although grateful to Arbor’s forces for their help, hadn’t allowed them into their discussions on leadership. 
 
    Kya looked down at that, scuffing the tip of her boot against the ground, her cheeks turning a bit pink. 
 
    “Wait,” Karria said, reading the elf’s actions far louder than anything she could have said. “You?” 
 
    “They offered,” Kya said, still not looking up. 
 
    “And?!” Karria asked, finding herself oddly excited at the prospect. 
 
    “I told them I’d think about it,” the elf replied. 
 
    “What’s there to think about?” Karria exclaimed. “You’d better take it.” 
 
    “Why?” Kya asked, finally looking up. “It’s not like I qualify at all. I’m not a noble, I have no family of which to speak, and I’m far too young. There are others far more suited to the position.” 
 
    “If anything, those are all reasons you should take them up on the offer,” Karria said, feeling oddly enthusiastic about it. “You’re not a noble, which is exactly what people need right now. It was nobles who turned on them and let Zir in. Having no family means that you have no loyalties other than to the people, and the fact that you’re young, means you won’t be warped by older perceptions of how things are ‘supposed’ to be. 
 
    “Plus, you were adopted by the old king and queen, so you know the responsibilities of ruling. You’d make an amazing queen, and if it were up to me, I wouldn’t choose anyone else.” 
 
    Karria knew that if Kya took up this position, it would only create more distance between them, making it even harder for her to visit. But she also knew that Kya was the right choice – the only choice, in her opinion – to bring the elves to a brighter future. 
 
    “I’ll have to think about it,” Kya finally said, letting out a sigh. 
 
    “Well, if you need any help deciding, I think someone you like will be staying here to help.” 
 
    Karria cocked her head to the side, bringing Kya’s attention to Ramona, who was saying her goodbyes to Arbor and the others. She’d decided to stay here – much to Karria’s delight – as she wanted to get to know the people from whom she was descended. 
 
    “At least someone I know will be staying,” Kya said, finally cracking a small smile. “I can feel how happy you are about that.” 
 
    The two of them looked back to Arbor as he walked away from Ramona, heading toward his coach. Kya had already said her goodbyes to him a bit earlier, but he turned to wave one last time before Prudence opened the door to let him in. 
 
    “I don’t know who I’m going to miss more,” Kya said, for once not blushing as she admitted her feelings for Karria’s brother. 
 
    “Me, obviously,” Karria said with a cocky grin. 
 
    The joviality left then as the two of them embraced, Karria squeezing for all she was worth and Kya returning in kind. There were no tears. Those had already been shed over the last few days, both for the lost and those whom they were going to be leaving behind. 
 
    They held each other for a few moments more before Karria finally pulled away. 
 
    “Here,” she said, reaching down to her neck and removing the necklace with the silver lily. “To remember me by.” 
 
    “I can’t take that,” Kya protested, but Karria slipped it over her head anyway, reaching around Kya’s neck to pull her hair through. 
 
    “Arbor can always get me another one,” Karria said. “He got you so many pretty pieces. I just wanted you to have something of mine.” 
 
    Kya’s bottom lip began to tremble then and Karria quickly turned away, knowing that if she didn’t, she would begin crying once again. She didn’t like sad goodbyes. 
 
    She only turned once she reached the coach doors, looking at her best friend in the entire world one last time before entering and closing the door behind her. 
 
    Kya had been smiling, even as tears streamed down her cheeks, and she looked more beautiful than she ever had before.  
 
    And that was how she would be remembered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arbor sat back as the coach began to move, letting out a tired sigh and closing his eyes. The end of the battle had come shortly after he’d destroyed the portal, preventing the Demon from entering into their world. It hadn’t been easy to stop the fighting, and his casualties numbered near fifteen thousand. 
 
    Even with the help of the dwarves, this war had taken a serious toll on their forces, and while there were more being trained back home, many families would now be without fathers and mothers. He would need to speak with Frunk about setting up some sort of fund to assure those children were taken care of. 
 
    As an orphan himself, he understood the pain of losing family better than anyone. It would not be easy for them, especially for those who’d lost both parents. 
 
    Perhaps he would adopt the same laws as the elves and take in anyone who had no family. He wouldn’t be able to raise them as the old elven king and queen had, but he could arrange for them to have a comfortable upbringing and perhaps even place them in homes of those who couldn’t have children. 
 
    Talks with the elves had gone well, though they had been exhausting. After what he’d done for them, he could now count them among his allies. Along with the dwarves and gremlins, that meant that he now had allies among all of the races who were still prevalent in Laedrin these days. 
 
    After his marriage to Seven, his influence would increase, granting him many more allies among the humans. With so much influence, he could make a real difference and perhaps end hostilities between their peoples. 
 
    Another time, he thought, forcing all ideas of peace talks from his mind and trying to simply relax. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    Arbor wanted to groan as Grak asked him the question but resisted the urge and cracked his eyes open. 
 
    The gremlin woman sat across from him, her legs crossed and a clipboard balanced on one knee. She held it in place with the stump of her left arm as she slipped the pen into a small slot at its side with her right. 
 
    Hord had already been talking to her about some sort of replacement, one that might even work as an actual hand if he could get all the right parts. That had definitely perked her up, giving her hope that she might be whole again. It was because of that that she’d started talking again and participating in their conversations. 
 
    “Something that Karria said is still bothering me,” Arbor said, deciding that his sister probably needed a distraction right now. 
 
    He still wasn’t sure what Karria’s true feelings for Kya were, but regardless, it couldn’t have been easy to say goodbye. 
 
    “What?” Karria asked, looking up from her moping. 
 
    “About the thing that Sylvester guy was guarding, as well as the missing corpse?” Arbor asked. 
 
    Karria nodded. It definitely was odd, to be sure. They had returned after the battle to search for whatever it was Sylvester had been guarding, only to find that Nina’s corpse had disappeared. There was also a square-shaped hole in the ground at the back of the room where the item had presumably been. 
 
    “You don’t think she was still alive, do you?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “No chance in hell,” Karria said vehemently. “She was toasted in lava and run through with a sword. She was a charred corpse when we left her, so unless someone came in and resurrected her from the dead, there was no way she walked out of there on her own.” 
 
    “Then what?” Grak asked. “Someone took the item and carried the corpse out to throw us off the trail?” 
 
    “That seems to be the most likely case,” Arbor said, stroking his chin. “Regardless, there isn’t really anything we can do about it now.” 
 
    It still bothered him. From what he’d heard, the item had been pretty well guarded. Whatever it was, it must have been both valuable and important, and whoever had come and taken it probably wasn’t on their side. He was oddly curious about the item, but his mind was redirected to other, more exciting things as Grak started talking again. 
 
    “Now that the war is over, we have a wedding to begin planning for.” 
 
    Arbor had been so caught up in the war effort that Seven had almost slipped his mind. Now that it was over, they would be getting married. He felt an odd mix of excitement and apprehension begin to bloom in his chest and chose to stay out of the conversation as Karria and Grak began to talk about wedding gowns and how they would style their hair. 
 
    Prudence served supper as the sun began to set, and Arbor finally relaxed and prepared for bed. That was, until his Perception Field, which was spread to all sides of the coach, picked up a familiar presence. 
 
    “Stop the coach,” Arbor said, stepping quickly out of his room. 
 
    The others, who’d all been extending their seats into beds, looked to him questioningly as the coach slowed to a stop. Arbor didn’t say anything, heading quickly out of the coach and turning back the way they had come. 
 
    There, standing in the middle of the road and looking as though he’d aged a good ten years, was Silver. His eyes were bloodshot, and his face contained a hint of red-gray stubble. He wore a heavy cloak despite the warmth of the late evening and carried a walking stick, on which he leaned quite heavily. 
 
    “Congratulations on driving that Demon back into the Lower Realms,” Silver said as Arbor approached, Karria following right on his heels. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Arbor asked. 
 
    He hadn’t seen the man since he’d left them in the Lower Realms. Silver could have been dead for all he knew, and yet here he was, popping up out of nowhere, which Arbor realized was pretty normal for him. 
 
    “I’ll tell you later,” Silver said, waving a dismissive hand. “But I’m not here for that.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Karria asked, looking both apprehensive at what he had to say and happy to see him. 
 
    “I’m here to warn you,” Silver said, his voice grave. “What you accomplished by freeing the elves was astonishing, but you now face an even greater threat. A calamity the likes of which Laedrin hasn’t seen in thousands of years.” 
 
    Arbor stared at Silver for several long moments, then stood to one side and gestured to the coach, from which Grak, Hord, and Prudence were all poking their heads out curiously. 
 
    “Then I think you’d better come inside. If I’m going to listen to more doom and gloom, I’m going to be comfortable at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    King Elith II, the ruler of the human kingdom of Laedrin, stared down at the bowing Infiltrator in the guise of a stunning elf. It had come to him after the collapse of the Goldenleaf Forest’s previous regime to make its report. 
 
    He growled deep in his chest as he replayed the Infiltrator’s report over in his mind. He could force it to repeat itself, but hearing the news once was more than enough. 
 
    This Infiltrator had been sent to undermine the elven rule, eventually twisting a candidate for the throne to its control, and by extension, his own. The Goldenleaf Forest had been as good as his, and once again, this Viscount Arbor Emerald had gone and ruined everything! 
 
    First, he’d stolen his gremlins. They were leaving en masse to join his cause. While some might have believed they were doing so because others of their kind had, King Elith knew the truth. This Arbor must somehow have gotten his hands on the Control Pendant, and the magically binding loyalty which his family had commanded for centuries was now all but gone. 
 
    His ancestors had attempted to rule the world by force. They had failed. Elith was smarter than them and had tried to take a more subtle approach. It had taken years of careful planning and cultivation to get to the point where he was poised to overthrow all races. 
 
    His plants in the dwarven homeland had been starting their own whisperings and had already discovered the perfect candidate, but with this Viscount Emerald on the way, he was likely to sniff them out. According to his spies, Arbor now had allies among the elves and dwarves. 
 
    The gremlins were basically his to command, and once he married Duke Gregmar’s daughter, he would hold sway over a massive faction of the human kingdom as well. 
 
    There was only one explanation as to how a nobody had become so powerful in such a short amount of time. Less than two years ago, no one had even heard of this Arbor. A Mage that powerful should have been known the world over. But he had come from nowhere, taken the top prize in the noble competition and had garnered the affections of the Duke’s insane daughter. 
 
    “He has the Origin,” Elith finally said, clicking his tongue in annoyance. 
 
    There was no other explanation. The reports he’d gotten about Elementals and Demons cropping up, as well as the portal Zir had been trying to build, would make a lot more sense if the Origin had swapped hands. He hadn’t heard so much as a whisper from Silver, the man his father had warned him about, and with his magic, he should be able to see everything. 
 
    Only someone with the power to warp fate could escape the bounds of probability, especially with how far into the future he could see. 
 
    “Not all is lost, Your Highness,” the Infiltrator said, speaking in the honeyed tones of the elven woman it was impersonating. 
 
    “How so?” Elith asked, looking down to the pawn prostrating itself at his feet. 
 
    “An item taken from the Lower Realms,” it said, reaching into its extremely revealing dress and removing a metal cube from within. 
 
    It was small, no larger than six inches across, but any item from the Lower Realms was worth having. 
 
    “What is it?” Elith asked, extending his hand. 
 
    “A treasure entrusted to Zir upon his completion of the portal,” the Infiltrator said, placing the box in his open palm. 
 
    Elith, now intrigued, found the hidden seam, cleverly hidden beneath a quintuple-bluffed sequence of catches. He slipped a nail under it and released a soft pulse of magic, activating the rune carved within. 
 
    A brilliant green glow filled the room as the box unfolded, revealing a transparent bubble, with a small, twisted stone floating within. Elith’s eyes widened just a hair as he realized what this was. 
 
    “Good work,” he said, tearing his eyes away from the glittering jewel to gaze upon the Infiltrator. “You have chosen the name Nina. Is that how you wish to be addressed?” 
 
    “Very much so, Your Highness,” the Infiltrator said, sweeping into another bow. 
 
    “And what reward do you seek for bringing me this treasure?” 
 
    “Only to be by your side when you conquer the world and perhaps find me a few toys to play with along the way.” She said this with a coy smile, one that was far too cold and predatory for the pretty face she wore. 
 
    “An elven face will be useful if we are to rule the world, and giving you a few people would hardly be an inconvenience. Your request is granted. You have two days off. I expect you to report back first thing in the morning on the third day.” 
 
    The Infiltrator bowed, smiling too widely once more, before sweeping out of the room and leaving Elith alone with the glowing gem. 
 
    He was tempted to reach in and grab it immediately, but his vast intellect overruled his more impulsive side. He already had the blood of the salamanders in his veins in addition to his own human blood. 
 
    However, it would take the blood of all five races if he wanted to implant the heart of a Demon into himself.

  

 
   
    Mage Classifications: A complete study 
 
      
 
    Mages were first given Classifications by King Hanaby, one hundred and fifty years after the founding of Laedrin. He found that Mages were starting to grow in power once again, though it seemed to differ – sometimes drastically – from one person to the next. And thus, the Classification and Tier system was born. 
 
    All Mages are born with a limit to their power. This power can never be surpassed, no matter how hard one tries. However, no new Mage has the ability to access their full might right away. The human body (as well as those of other races) has developed a defense mechanism against the overuse of magic. Seeing as new Mages lack both control and experience, the body places a limiter, what we call Tiers, on the Mage’s Origin, stopping them from accessing all but a small portion of their potential magic. 
 
    Over time, the body becomes more accustomed to the use of magic, and so it allows the Mage more access to their power, which we call a higher Tier. However, the Mages who have more overall potential gain more power with each successive Tier. This is where the Classifications come into play. In order of power, Classifications are: Non-combat, Enhanced, Over-enhanced, Destructor, Wrecker, Shatterer, and Calamity. 
 
    What do these Classifications mean exactly, and what is the difference in power? That was the question that bothered the king and his advisors for years. But after long study and gathering of intelligence, the following was discovered. Listed below are the Classifications, how much power is unlocked with each successive Tier, and what the final expected power range of the Mage in question could be. 
 
    To simplify matters, the power has been measured by how many regular men could theoretically match said Mage. 
 
      
 
    Non-combat: Ratio of power: 1/1 
 
    Mages of this Classification do not fight, as their magic is not suited to combat. Instead, they can be found doing a wide variety of tasks, from enchanting to smithing to carpentry. Some even specialize in things such as information or intelligence, while others still could be completely oblivious to their power. This is the most common type of Mage. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced: Ratio of power: 1/3 
 
    Mages of this Classification are typically just a bit stronger than an average human. Every successive Tier will unlock between a 4th to a 3rd of their power, for a maximum of 4 Tiers. Enhanced Mages are normally just enhanced versions of an average human, able to perform tasks that would otherwise be impossible without an Origin. 
 
      
 
    Over-enhanced: Ratio of power: 1/10 
 
    Mages of this Classification can handle small groups of people on their own. Every successive Tier will unlock between a 6th and 4th of their power and is three times as potent as an Enhanced Mage’s. The maximum number of Tiers for this Classification is 6. Over-enhanced Mages are typically trained for small-scale attacks and ambushes. 
 
      
 
    Destructor: Ratio of power 1/100 
 
    There is a vast difference in power between the Over-enhanced and Destructor Classifications. Destructors are uncommon, and every successive Tier will unlock between a 10th and 5th of their power. The maximum number of Tiers is 10, and each successive Tier is three times as potent as that of an Over-enhanced. As noted above, the strength of Destructors, as well as all successive Classifications, can vary drastically. Destructors can typically match small battalions and have even been known to destroy minor fortifications. 
 
      
 
    Wrecker: Ratio of power 1/500 
 
    Wrecker Mages are few and far between. This Classification wields massive power and can destroy entire cities. This Classification is normally only seen among the nobility, and each successive Tier will unlock between a 12th and 6th of their power. The maximum number of Tiers is 12, and each successive Tier is three times as potent as that of a Destructor. Not much is known about these Mages, only that they are enemies to be reckoned with. 
 
      
 
    Shatterer: Ratio of power 1/5000 
 
    Shatterer Mages are so rare that only eight have been recorded in the history of the kingdom. These Mages wielded enough power to topple cities and even small countries. Entire armies have fallen before these powerful forces of nature. From the few examples that were recorded, it is believed that each Tier will unlock between a 21st and 15th percent of their power. Each successive Tier is thought to be five times as potent as that of a Wrecker, though this is up for debate. As far as is known, the maximum number of Tiers is 21, though this research is inconclusive. 
 
      
 
    Calamity: Ratio of power 1/500,000 (Estimated) 
 
    Mages of this Tier are only theoretical, as none have existed to our knowledge. If a Calamity Mage were to be born, it is estimated that each successive Tier would unlock anywhere from a 20th to a 40th of their total power. It is estimated that each Tier will be ten times as potent as that of a Shatterer Mage. A Calamity Mage would have the power to destroy the world as we know it, bringing entire races to their knees. This is all theoretical, though the Shatterer is typically known as the most powerful Mage.

  

 
   
    Afterword 
 
      
 
    What’s up, Super-People?! Thank you so much for reading another one of my books! It’s crazy to think that the next book in the Land of the Elementals series will be the last. So, if you want a book of epic proportions, please make sure to leave a review (positive preferred, of course). Every review will add 1,000 words to the book. If you want Arbor’s last adventure to be larger than anything I’ve done before, make sure to let me know. 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much, and I’ll hopefully see you all back for the Land of the Elementals finale. 
 
      
 
    If you love GameLit or LitRPG as much as I do, you should check out these amazing pages. You can keep up with your favorite genre of books, all while being part of an awesome community. 
 
      
 
    GameLitSociety 
 
    Spoiled Rotten Readers 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
      
 
    You can check out my website for all news on current and upcoming releases, blog posts, artwork on characters, and other exclusive content. You can also contact me directly through the site if you have any questions. 
 
      
 
    AaronOsterAuthor.com 
 
      
 
    You can support me on Patreon if you want some exclusive previews, benefits, and access to a full beta read of the books before they release. You can also follow me on my various social media accounts, as that is where I do giveaways and the like. 
 
      
 
    Patreon: Rise to Omniscience 
 
    Instagram: Aaron Oster 
 
    Facebook: Aaron Ostreicher 
 
    Facebook Fan Group: Aaron Oster's Supermage Army 
 
      
 
    A HUGE thank you goes out to my Beta readers, Josh & DJ. You guys are awesome as always! 
 
      
 
    A special thanks goes out to my Patreon Beta readers: Michael Tunsil & Scott. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coming Next 
 
      
 
    Buryoku Book 6 (June 2021) 
 
    Time of Titans: Shattered Kingdoms Book 2 (July 2021) 
 
      
 
    Series by Aaron Oster 
 
      
 
    Complete 
 
      
 
    The Rules 
 
    Somerset: Book One 
 
    Pendrackon: Book Two 
 
    Grempire: Book Three 
 
      
 
    You can also pick up the series as a box set! 
 
      
 
    Ongoing 
 
      
 
    Rise to Omniscience 
 
      
 
    Supermage: Book One 
 
    Starbreak: Book Two 
 
    Skyflare: Book Three 
 
    Solarspire: Book Four 
 
    Stormforge: Book Five 
 
    Silverspear: Book Six 
 
    Sandqueen: Book Seven 
 
    Sunscorch: Book Eight 
 
    Serpentlord: Book Nine 
 
    Book 10 (Series Finale) TBA 
 
      
 
    Buryoku 
 
      
 
    Power: Book One 
 
    Light: Book 2 
 
    Water: Book 3 
 
    Wind: Book 4 
 
    Fire: Book 5 
 
    Book 6 coming June 2021 
 
      
 
    Land of the Elementals 
 
      
 
    Rampage: Book One 
 
    Emerald: Book Two 
 
    Origin: Book Three 
 
    Reign: Book Four 
 
    Book 5 (Series Finale) TBA 
 
      
 
    Shattered Kingdoms 
 
      
 
    Age of Ancients: Book One 
 
    Time of Titans: Book Two coming July 2021 
 
      
 
      
 
    All dates are only an estimate and are subject to change. Please check my social media for any and all updates. 
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