
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    ORIGIN 
 
      
 
    Land of the Elementals 
 
    Book Three 
 
      
 
    AARON OSTER


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For my father. Thank you for helping me move all my stuff. I couldn’t have done it without you!


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Abyss was the very lowest of the Lower Realms. It was a place where only the most powerful of Demons dared to enter, and the place that the Lords of the Lower Realms called home. Shelderoth was not one of these Lords, nor was he a powerful Demon. No, Shelderoth was none of those, but rather, a Crimson-Ash Elemental, the very lowest in the chain of power that dominated the Lower-Realms. 
 
    Yet, somehow, through a series of extremely unfortunate circumstances, Shelderoth – a lowly Elemental – now found himself outside the doors of the Black Spire, the castle of the Demon Lord Krios. 
 
    The small Elemental had only been down here for about a minute, and already he could feel the extreme heat of this place breaking down his underwhelming form. Shelderoth, like most Elementals, was barely a foot and a half tall.  
 
    He stood before the massive set of doors, his entire body trembling despite the intense heat. He had been sent down here after seeing the Mezzo-Demon Vykamor, who hadn’t wanted to travel all the way here and risk the wrath of the Demon Lords. 
 
    All he had to do was report the sighting of the Origin in the Mortal Realm known as Laedrin. A human possessing the Origin was a clear violation of the Accords signed between the Upper and Lower Realms, and as a denizen of the Lower Realms, it was his duty to report such a sighting. However, when Shelderoth had originally taken this news to Lord Nilegard – who was a Lesser-Demon, not an actual Lord – he’d been expecting some sort of reward. 
 
    Shelderoth had been sure that Nilegard would want to deliver this message to the Demon Lords himself and claim whatever rewards they could bestow upon him. Instead, Nilegard had sent him down to Dunn, to report this to Vykamor. That had been terrifying enough as it was, but Shelderoth’s fate had been sealed when even she had refused. 
 
    Now he stood there, trembling before the massive castle of a true Demon Lord and trying to work up the nerve to knock. There were no guards outside the castle. Why would there be, when no one would even dare to approach? Yet, here he was, an Elemental, the weakest of the weak, about to try and gain an audience with a Lord. 
 
    Had he had the option, Shelderoth would simply have waited there for eternity, trying to work up the nerve. But his constitution wasn’t nearly robust enough to survive in the blistering heat of Abyss. He had maybe ten minutes before his body fell apart if he wasn’t let inside, and ultimately, that was what decided it for him. 
 
    Extending a shaking hand, Shelderoth rapped gently on the hundred-foot tall door. He hadn’t really been expecting the knock to even make so much as a sound. That was why, when a booming echo sounded from within, he jumped into the air, his tiny wings fluttering to keep him aloft as he prepared to flee. Before he could manage his escape, the doors swung open, not making so much as a single sound despite their massive size. 
 
    There, framed in the doorway and standing some fifty feet tall, was the Demon Lord in question. Krios had to be the single-most terrifying entity Shelderoth had ever seen. His skin was such a dark red color that it seemed almost black. Rippling muscle flowed over his frame, outlining bulging pectoral and abdominal muscles. He had massive arms and legs, and gigantic, pinioned bat-like wings. A pair of shining golden horns protruded from his scalp, and a thick, muscled tail twitched behind his back. 
 
    “How unexpected,” the Demon Lord said, his deep voice all but booming in the deafening silence. 
 
    Shelderoth’s body froze midair – literally – as the Lord’s slitted golden eyes fixed upon him. 
 
    “Tell me, little bug. What are you doing down here?” 
 
    Shelderoth, who’d had his body pinned in place by Krios’s immense power, suddenly found himself able to speak, though the rest of his body remained frozen. 
 
    “I…I…I c-come b-bearing a m-message from Vykamor, M-Mezzo Demon of D-Dunn,” Shelderoth said, stammering and stuttering so badly that he was afraid the Demon Lord might kill him for his insolence. 
 
    “Really? Vykamor sends me an Elemental messenger and expects that I would grant them an audience? I’m…insulted,” the Demon Lord said, his golden eyes narrowing. 
 
    Shelderoth didn’t think it was possible to feel any more terror than he had been when Krios had appeared. However, at the sight of his obvious displeasure, Shelderoth felt a new level of terror, one that he had not thought existed. 
 
    “P-Please, my L-Lord,” Shelderoth stammered, still unable to move. “I am only a l-lowly messenger. Vykamor-” 
 
    “Silence!” Krios roared, his voice so powerful that Shelderoth found it difficult to keep his form from being blown apart. 
 
    “Do you think to speak on behalf of a Mezzo Demon bug?” 
 
    “N-Not at all, m-my lord,” Shelderoth said, wondering if he might actually start crying in terror, something which he hadn’t done in thousands of years. 
 
    Krios seemed to contemplate that for a moment, stroking his pointed chin with the tips of his massive and wickedly clawed fingers. 
 
    “You are fortunate, bug,” Krios said after a few long moments. “You have caught me in an affable mood. So, I will allow you to speak. I do not think I need to emphasize what will happen, should your news displease me.” 
 
    Shelderoth swallowed past the lump in his throat, knowing very well that the news he had to deliver would not please the all-powerful Demon Lord. Still, he was here, and if he were to lie, Krios would be able to tell immediately and would likely obliterate him on the spot. It was better to just tell him the truth and hope he was the merciful type. Well, as merciful as a Demon Lord could be, anyway. 
 
    In a stammering and terrified squeak of a voice, Shelderoth told him all about what he’d seen — a human in one of the Mortal Realms who was in possession of the Origin. He also told him about how he had failed to kill him before his time ran out. Krios, thankfully, simply listened the entire time, his expression impassive. Shelderoth might have taken this as a good sign, if not for the fact that he was still trapped mid-air and could do nothing more than talk. 
 
    “…and then Vykamor sent me down here to notify you, my lord,” Shelderoth finished. 
 
    His story was greeted with complete silence, the Demon Lord’s eyes practically boring into his soul, as though he were looking for something there. It was obvious he’d told the truth, as no one would dare lie to someone who could read those as easily as he could see the ever-present fires of Abyss. But just because he’d told the truth, didn’t mean Krios wouldn’t destroy him. The news that the Accords had been broken was most definitely displeasing, and in the Lower Realms, the messenger was often the one who carried the brunt of the Demon Lords’ displeasure. 
 
    That was probably why he’d been sent here in the first place, as a sacrificial pawn. Despite his precarious situation, Shelderoth felt a small prickle of anger at that. Elementals were always being stepped on down here. They were always at the bottom, and so few ever advanced up the ladder, that it was almost laughable. Every other demonic being in the Lower Realms at least had the option and resources available for themselves. 
 
    If they put in the work to accumulate enough strength, they would eventually grow. There was a limit to how much power they could hope to gain, of course, but they could at least move past their humbler origins. Elementals, on the other hand, needed a more powerful Demon to give them a boost through that initial wall for them to become one of the Dufinity. From there, it was all up to the Elemental. 
 
    If memory served correctly, the last Elemental to join the ranks of the Dufinity had been well over a millennium ago, and even by the standards of the Demons, that was quite a long time. Even as he stood there, frozen in midair as the Demon contemplated his words, Shelderoth cursed their very existence. There had to be something better out there for his race, or a place they could call their own. They needed some sort of land just for the downtrodden Elementals. 
 
    “While your news is hardly what one would normally call good, I will allow you to live,” Krios said after nearly an hour of contemplation. “The Accords are broken, which gives us room to act in self-defense. The Heavenly races have been becoming big-headed as of late, and it will bring the Lords of Abyss great joy to see them brought to heel.” 
 
    Before Shelderoth could sigh in relief, the Demon Lord’s next words drove all warm feelings far from his mind. 
 
    “As for you, bug. You will remain here as my guest. I have a very special mission for you. One in which you will not fail.” 
 
    The Demon Lord turned then, heading back into his massive palace, and Shelderoth, still unable to so much as move, was dragged in along behind him, silently cursing at his horrible luck and the general mistreatment of his race as a whole. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zir, former Cofounder of the Defiants and new King of the elves, sat in his office, watching the small purple-tinged portal expanding from a pinprick to the size of a small mirror. Across him sat Sylvester, lounging back in an oversized chair, with the creature wearing the face of Nina lounging in his lap. 
 
    She looked oddly self-satisfied, both legs thrown over one of the armrests, and her back half turned so that she could face him. She lightly played with his hair as she whispered things into one of his long pointed ears. Sylvester, on the other hand, was completely unreadable. His expression was blank, and his eyes stared straight ahead, locked on the soon-to-be-filled portal. 
 
    Zir had no idea why an Infiltrator would attach itself to someone like Sylvester. They were supposed to be agents of the King of the humans, but for some reason, this one seemed to have gone rogue. He also couldn’t help but notice the small cosmetic changes the creature had been making to the poor girl’s body – not that Nina would care, she was long dead – but her parents were starting to suspect something, which meant he’d likely need to dispose of them soon. 
 
    Helpful as they’d been in overthrowing the kingdom, they were now starting to be too much trouble, and when assets became a liability, those assets needed to be cut loose. 
 
    Nina shifted slightly, her enlarged breasts straining against the fabric of the too-tight tunic and pressing against Sylvester’s arm as she laughed at something he said. The old Nina, the one Zir had heard described from his co-conspirators, had been rather plain looking, but this girl was getting close to rivaling the beauty of his adopted niece, Kya. 
 
    Her once plain brown eyes now shone a bright amber, and her once flat figure was now curved in a very pleasing way. Her facial features were sharper and more defined, and her skin was perfectly clear and pale. Had Zir not been completely asexual, he might have even appreciated the way she looked. As it was now, all he saw was a threat. A threat that needed to be handled very carefully. 
 
    Sylvester had taken his side and calmed the people, and despite all his new power, Zir needed them to remain calm. If the elves began to riot again, he’d be forced to kill more of them, and he needed them all to be alive for the months ahead. He had big plans, and he’d need an even bigger army for them to work. 
 
    Zir was snapped from his thoughts as a figure flashed into view on the other side of the portal — or rather, a small part of the figure did. In truth, all he could really see was a massive golden eye. 
 
    “You wanted to speak with me?” Zir asked, being careful to keep his voice respectful. 
 
    As much as he loathed working with Demons, it was only thanks to them that he’d managed to gain the power needed to overthrow his brother and take the Goldenleaf Forest for himself. 
 
    “Yes, mortal,” said the Demon’s sibilant female voice, practically hissing into the room. “I wish to hear how things are progressing.” 
 
    Zir nodded, having expected that, and began his report. For some reason, this Demon was less than patient, a trait that he found odd, due to their nigh-immortal status. 
 
    “The last of the rioting in Srila, Corkra, and Glenn have been quelled. The Goldenleaf Forest is under our control.” 
 
    “What are your plans moving forward?” 
 
    “As we previously discussed,” Zir said, leaning slightly forward. 
 
    “The Jagged Peaks then?” 
 
    “Indeed. It is high time that the dwarves bowed to the superiority of the elves,” Zir replied, feeling a small thrill of power as his Origin reacted to his words, a small crackle of green light running across his fingers. 
 
    “And what of the Defiants?” 
 
    “Put down like the dogs, they were, though some managed to escape,” Zir said, feeling his lips twisting down in annoyance. 
 
    “I hope your soldiers are hunting them as we speak.” 
 
    “Of course,” Zir said, his eyes flicking to the Nina-impersonator as she giggled softly. 
 
    “Very well,” the voice said. “And what do you have to report on our other objective?” 
 
    “I have not been successful thus far,” Zir said, feeling his mood sour even further. 
 
    The Demon let out a hiss of displeasure, and Zir felt his Origin tighten in response. He hid his wince because he knew that any sign of weakness before a being such as this was inviting death. 
 
    “Do I need to stress once more how important this is, mortal?” the Demon boomed. 
 
    “No,” Zir replied. “I’m working on it.” 
 
    “Well, you had better…!” The Demon cut off mid-threat as something on her side caught her attention. 
 
    Zir perked up a bit, his keen ears trying – and failing – to capture what was being said on the other end. The Demon turned back, her giant golden eye filling the portal once again. 
 
    “I have just received new orders. It seems someone higher up wants this done quickly and in a way that will not alert our enemies.” 
 
    Another portal opened above Zir’s desk, and a wooden chest roughly a foot long dropped onto its surface. Zir cracked the lid just enough to peek in, but not enough for Nina or Sylvester to see. The contraption within was odd-looking, unlike anything he’d seen before, and Zir knew he’d be spending the next few days trying to figure out exactly what it did and how to use it. 
 
    “Your soldiers will use this item on their next attempt,” the Demon said, her voice implying that this was not a request, but an order. 
 
    “Very well,” Zir said, closing the chest and placing it carefully in a drawer, which he magically sealed with the signet ring on his index finger. 
 
    “Do not fail this time, mortal. We will not be happy if you miss another opportunity.” 
 
    Zir only gave a single curt nod, not trusting himself to speak. Then, the portal winked out, leaving the three of them alone once again. 
 
    “Vile, rotten, maggot-riddled, shit stain,” Zir muttered, curling his fingers into fists. 
 
    Who did that Demon think she was, ordering him around like that? 
 
    “Is something the matter, uncle?” Sylvester asked, his creepily flat voice breaking him from his internal raging. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” Zir replied, forcing the anger down. “Now, let us be off. The execution will begin shortly, and I’m sure it will be something you don’t want to miss.” 
 
    For the first time that day, a very ugly and disturbing smile stretched across Sylvester’s face. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure it will be just horrid.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Palmine, former Professor at the Goldenleaf School of Magic, watched from the center of the gathered crowds as Blyss and Alvine, the former King and Queen of the elves, were dragged onto the execution platform. She felt her heart sink as she witnessed their poor state, wishing she could go up there and help them. There hadn’t been so much as a glimpse of the royal couple in weeks, but the construction of the execution podium, complete with two hangman’s nooses, was more than enough of a hint as to what would be happening. 
 
    She watched, brokenhearted, along with most of the others in the crowd, as their necks were both fitted with a noose, the human soldier tightening the rope with obvious glee, before stepping away. Blyss seemed beyond gone by this point, but Alvine stood strong, straight-backed and facing the crowd, teeming with his former subjects. 
 
    Zir stepped onto the stage then, dressed in a flowing black cloak with the crown that had once been Alvine’s perched upon his brow. The crowd went immediately silent, the fear this elf commanded almost palpable in the air. Sylvester stepped onto the stage next, eyeing his adoptive parents with the indifference of someone observing a bug. 
 
    Had Palmine seen hatred, she might have understood – not that she would have known why he was so angry with them. But seeing his expressionless face chilled her down to her very bones. Sylvester looked more like an emotionless golem than a living elf, though when the girl Nina, the one who’d magically flourished over the last few weeks, waved to him, his expression changed – just for an instant – to pure infatuation. 
 
    Then, it was gone, and he was walking over to face his adoptive parents. He didn’t say a thing, simply staring at the two of them as Zir faced the crowd. 
 
    “People of Srila,” he said, his voice echoing out in the silence. “And of course, honored nobles.” 
 
    Several elves, all dressed in finery, all nodded in his direction at his acknowledgment. 
 
    And why wouldn’t they, Palmine thought bitterly. 
 
    It was obvious how Zir had gotten this many soldiers to the city without detection, and how so many explosive devices were placed throughout the city in the first place. These nobles had wanted more power and had been willing to betray their king and queen to get it. Knowing Zir’s tactics, none of them would be long for this world. 
 
    ‘Once a traitor, always a traitor.’ 
 
    The old adage was a saying for a reason. 
 
    “We have all gathered here to witness the end of these ill-meaning monsters. They are the ones who stole my rightful throne and ruled you all without the proper authority. Watch closely, and don’t you dare look away. There is no room for traitors in our great elven nation, and not even former kings or queens are immune to the law!” 
 
    Zir turned then, giving the signal, and Sylvester pulled on the wooden lever extending from the stage. 
 
    Blyss looked up at that moment, her wild eyes locking onto her adoptive son. 
 
    “Sylvester, don’t…!” 
 
    The floor collapsed out from under the former king and queen, snapping the ropes taut and turning the queen’s plea into an ugly gurgle. The crowd watched in silent horror as the bodies of their former rulers thrashed, their legs kicking as their faces went red, then purple. Palmine felt sick to her stomach, yet like the others, dared not look away. 
 
    Alvine’s body went still first. His wide and bloodstained eyes were nearly bulging from his head, and his tongue lolled out of his half-open mouth. Blyss continued thrashing for a few moments longer, her heels kicking helplessly in the air and her wild hair flying about her face as she tried to find purchase. Then she joined her husband, going completely still. Her head was craned to the side, her dead eyes staring accusingly at Sylvester. 
 
    Silence reigned over the gathered crowd as Blyss and Alvine, their king and queen for nearly thirty years, swung silently from their ropes. 
 
    “Let this be a lesson to all who wish to defy me,” Zir said, his voice echoing in the silence once again. 
 
    He turned, his cape swirling out from behind him as he headed off the stage, followed closely by Sylvester, who still wore no expression at all. 
 
    Palmine watched their former rulers for just a moment more, then turned away, heading swiftly from the stage. She needed to get out of the city as soon as possible. The elven nation was well and truly lost, and the only ones who could save them now were the girls she had helped escape. 
 
    Karria and Kya would need to return to the Goldenleaf Forest, and Palmine would see that happen, even if it were the very last thing she did.


 
   
  
 

 1 
 
      
 
    The coach rattled softly as it sped down the bumpy road, the advanced shock-absorbent enchantments woven into its structure keeping its occupants from feeling the worst of it. The warm weather outside the window was quite pleasant. The trees on the sides of the road were in full bloom and displaying their colorful array of floral bouquets before the inevitable new growth of leaves took their place in a few weeks. 
 
    All of this was lost on Arbor, whose troubled mind kept him from enjoying the grandeur of spring. The coach’s other occupants, Grak, Hord, and Frunk, all spoke quietly, so as not to disturb him. After nearly two weeks of travel, they’d learned not to bother him when he got into these odd moods, though Grak was planning on talking to him about them once they arrived at Arbor’s new estate. 
 
    The newly crowned Viscount, along with his entire army, was headed toward Ryevine, his allotted land in the region of Vergara. From what he’d been told, the area was rich with farmland, mostly good for growing grain and vegetables, though there was a single vineyard as well. The land of Ryevine was located near a volcano, one that had gone dormant many years prior. Its presence had seeped into the soil, making it rich and fertile. 
 
    It was quite far from Fivora, all the way on the other side of Vergara. Had Arbor not been assured by Frunk to the contrary, he’d have thought he was being shoved into some backwater lands to keep him out of the way. From Frunk’s explanation and reading the map, he’d discovered that he’d been given a strategic borderland between them and the Flatlands, which were located some hundred miles west of his palace. 
 
    Arbor’s thoughts weren’t on that at all, though. Instead, his mind was elsewhere, on the night when Ramona, the woman he’d been sure had betrayed him, had shown up in his room asking for help before collapsing. It had been two weeks since that had happened, and the Cofounder had still not stirred. As far as Arbor could see, nothing was wrong with her. She’d been healed by him personally, yet she refused to wake up. 
 
    He needed answers. Like, why she’d been sending assassins after him, and where the rest of the Defiants were. He was tired of constantly looking over his shoulder, expecting an attack. Guards now surrounded him wherever he went, and he was seriously starting to tire of their presence. His Perception Field, the technique he’d developed by mixing his Perception and Origin magics, was more than enough to detect anyone, visible or otherwise, that entered into its field. And by this point, he’d gotten so used to keeping it active, that it was hardly taxing at all. 
 
    The wagon suddenly jarred, hitting a particularly deep rut and snapping Arbor from his thoughts. He wasn’t distracted for long, as his mind immediately turned to another worry — his little sister. Now that he was a Viscount, she would be protected, but only if she were found in the human kingdom of Laedrin, which, for some reason, shared a name with the world in which they lived. 
 
    Frunk had explained something about the Kings of old and their superiority complexes. Naming the human kingdom Laedrin implied that the very world revolved around them or some such nonsense. Regardless of their hubris, Karria’s safety was a constant worry that nagged at the back of his mind. 
 
    He knew she hadn’t been sold as a slave, at least not in Fivora, as neither she nor Ramson had been seen in the city. His worry was that she’d been sold to some far-off merchant and was halfway across the country by now. He had people searching for her, and he’d made sure to tell Marquess Sindra about her. He always made sure to give everyone he could her name and other basic information. He’d received assurances that Karria would be found, but it had been two whole weeks and he’d yet to hear a thing. 
 
    “Arbor, I know you’re busy worrying about one thing or another, but we really need you to pay attention right now.” 
 
    “What?” Arbor asked, snapped from his thoughts once again by Grak. 
 
    The gremlin woman, who he’d once considered in a romantic light and had now become his most steadfast friend and personal aide, stared at him with unhidden annoyance. Her bright blue eyes contrasted nicely with her light red skin and sharp features. A long curtain of dark blue hair tumbled around her shoulders, framing her heart-shaped face. 
 
    She was dressed in a set of tight black leather armor with Arbor’s new emblem, the roaring visage of a Roc-Jaguar, emblazoned across the chest. Her weapon, the Mythicallium rapier that had been forged from claws of the very jaguar gracing her breastplate, sat against the cushioned seat, within easy reach. A dagger, forged by Hord from the metal of the Azure-Leopard that he’d killed during the competition, sat next to it, the shining blue hilt contrasting with the green of the rapier. 
 
    Hord looked much the same as he had before. He had the same bright red hair and short beard. His facial features were gruff but smiley, and he had a set of muscles that would make a grown bull feel inadequate. Much like Arbor, he’d removed his armor, the heavy plate mail sitting in the overhead racks within easy reach. His enchanted hammer, now coated in a layer of shining blue metal, sat ready by his side. 
 
    The only one who didn’t look ready to run headlong into a fight was the wagon’s fourth occupant. Frunk, much like Grak, was a gremlin, though judging by his lanky build and wide spectacles, it was clear he wasn’t a warrior. Frunk had to be one of Arbor’s most valuable advisors and was the head of his army. 
 
    Though Frunk was still keeping it a secret, Arbor knew he had magic, the type of which made him ridiculously intelligent. It was only due to Funk’s foresight and planning that he’d managed to come in first place in the competition, and it was Frunk’s ideas that had gotten so many new gremlins heading toward his new lands. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Arbor said, leaning forward and giving Grak an apologetic smile. “What were we talking about again?” 
 
    Grak rolled her eyes, but thankfully, Frunk cut in before she could say anything rude. 
 
    “We were discussing the plan and distribution of the freed slaves among the towns and villages in Ryevine, as well as new construction for both them and the arriving gremlin forces.” 
 
    “How much space do we have that isn’t being used as farmland, and how many people are we expecting?” Arbor asked, wanting to refresh his memory. 
 
    “We freed roughly fifteen thousand slaves, eight thousand of which have elected to come along with us,” Frunk said, not needing to check the proper documents. “At last count, we have an additional twenty-thousand gremlins coming to join us, not counting the four thousand that have already.” 
 
    “And that brings our total to…?” Arbor asked, already thinking of the logistical nightmare. 
 
    “Roughly thirty-thousand gremlin and five thousand human soldiers,” Frunk said. “Roughly three of the eight thousand freed slaves wish to settle down. We’ve found many craftsmen, traders, and the like among them, as well as dozens of farmers and even a few former household staff to other nobility.” 
 
    “What’s the current population of Ryevine?” he asked, rubbing at his temples. 
 
    “At last count, there were somewhere around fifteen-thousand people living there.” 
 
    “And how much empty space is there?” 
 
    “Ryevine is quite a large plot of land, due to all the farms in the area. There is also a roughly fifty-square-mile gap between the palace grounds and the nearest village, which should give us plenty of space for expanded barracks and the area to raise a new city.” 
 
    “And who are you putting in charge of this massive undertaking?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “I believe Saiko will be a good fit for a project of this scale.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, glad that he’d managed to snag the Mage and convince her to come along with them to Ryevine. Someone like her would be invaluable to their cause, especially with her specialty in blueprints and large-scale construction. 
 
    “Did we get any other Mages on board?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    “Just one, I’m afraid,” Frunk said. “He is a man by the name of Igwana. I have yet to meet him, but Saiko assures me he’s reliable and will be helpful in the agriculture of your lands. Seeing as agriculture will likely be our main export, he will be very useful to have around.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, taking a deep breath and channeling his Perception magic to soothe his growing headache. The blue magic at his center flowed up to his head, calming the agitation and allowing him to relax. 
 
    “We need more Mages,” Arbor said after he’d soothed his pounding head. “Have we tried reaching out to anyone?” 
 
    “We have,” Frunk said. “But I’m afraid we have not had any luck thus far.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s time we consider other options,” Grak said, cutting into the conversation and giving him a meaningful look. 
 
    Everyone in the coach knew what she was talking about. Arbor’s ability to awaken dormant magic in others was known to them, but they never said as much aloud, out of fear that they might be overheard. This wasn’t the type of information one would want to get out. 
 
    “I think you may be right,” Arbor said, leaning back into the cushioned seat. “As much as I’d hate to advertise the fact, I think we may be out of options.” 
 
    “If I may, sir,” Frunk said. “I believe that you said that sensing magic has become easier as of late. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor replied, understanding well that Frunk knew that Arbor knew his secret. 
 
    The gremlin had not approached to speak to him about it, nor had either of his two brothers, Grab and Shukle. Until the time when they came to him, Arbor would mind his own business and pretend they were just as ordinary as the others. 
 
    “The emergence of Grak’s magic came along at a time when you were far weaker. If I may ask, have you tried looking for more dormant Mages without physical contact?” 
 
    Arbor shook his head in the negative, though now that Frunk mentioned it, he didn’t see why not. He had indeed grown a good deal stronger than he had been back then. He was now a Tier 7 Mage and judging by the lack of any reduction in his growth, Frunk was sure he’d keep going for quite some time before hitting his limit. 
 
    His body could now handle far more than it once had, his strength, speed, endurance and just about everything else having taken huge leaps in power. His entire frame was packed with dense muscle. In fact, he was so muscular that they now had to custom make his every outfit, which pleased Sebastian, his head butler, to no end. Thankfully, his armor, the rare Mythicallium breastplate crafted by Hord, was an easy adjustment. 
 
    The new piece that the dwarf was crafting from the claws and bones of the Azure-Leopard was a bit trickier, but Hord had assured him that he’d figure out how to make the metal expand along with him for continued growth. 
 
    “I would recommend a field test,” Frunk advised. “One that we can even perform tonight when we stop to set up camp.” 
 
    Arbor nodded slowly, liking the idea. He had about two-thousand gremlins following behind on their shaggy mounts, while the freed slaves and the remainder of the forces were taking a shorter way through the forest. They would arrive roughly a week after they did, but Arbor wasn’t too concerned. 
 
    “When will the main gremlin forces arrive?” he asked, wondering if they’d have enough time to erect barracks and housing for over twenty thousand gremlin soldiers and their families. 
 
    “Maybe two weeks, perhaps a bit longer,” Frunk said, checking over his notes. “And not to worry, Saiko has already arrived and begun work. The land should all be plotted out, and markers should be set by the time we arrive tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    Arbor relaxed at that, glad that he had someone like Frunk to manage all the minutia of running such a large section of land and managing so many people. He remained relaxed for all but five seconds before Grak shattered his illusion of peace. 
 
    “Yes, we’ll arrive tomorrow afternoon, at which time you’ll be giving a speech to all of the heads of the various towns and villages within your domain. You’ll have the night to yourself, and then we’ll have the next ten days to tour your lands as you make appearances in all the towns and villages to talk to the people.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” Arbor asked, sounding almost whiney. 
 
    He didn’t know the first thing about being a leader, and this was honestly the very last thing he wanted to do. Giving a rousing speech on the battlefield was one thing, but talking to a bunch of villagers about how he, a total nobody from some backwater town, was going to lead them, was a different animal altogether. 
 
    “Yes,” Grak said in a tone that would brook no argument. “As a leader, they will expect you to ignore them, just as most of the nobility would. But you are not an asshole and will make a personal appearance in all the towns and villages.” 
 
    Arbor slumped in his seat and just nodded bitterly. 
 
    “You’ll have a day to recoup when you return, and then you can expect to host a dinner for all the Barons under your direct command.” 
 
    “Great,” Arbor muttered. “More fancy dinners.” 
 
    “It’s expected of a right pompous ass like you to throw a party,” Hord boomed in a voice far too loud for the small coach. “I honestly can’t wait to see the outfit Sebastian forces you into!” 
 
    “Think that’s funny, do you?” Grak asked as Hord roared with laughter. “Well, guess what, mister! As an emissary of the Jagged Peaks and a prince, to boot, you’ll be joining him.” 
 
    That got Hord to stop laughing, a look of abject horror crossing his face. 
 
    “You can’t be serious, lass. There’s no way I’m gonna…” 
 
    “You will, or I’m going to write to your wife and tell her she needs to come down here and straighten you out.” 
 
    Hord’s expression turned to pure terror then, like it always did when Grak mentioned his wife. Arbor enjoyed seeing the dwarf squirm, especially with how hard he’d laughed at the idea of Arbor being forced into another suit. 
 
    “There’s no need to be hasty, lass. Let’s not bring my wife into this,” Hord said quickly. 
 
    “Am I to assume you’ll behave then?” Grak asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Hord nodded quickly, and Grak’s countenance shifted instantly, giving the dwarf a large grin. 
 
    “Excellent. I’m sure the Barons will all be thrilled to see you there!” 
 
    Neither Hord nor Arbor dared to contradict her. The gremlin woman could be truly terrifying when she wished, and neither of them wanted to face her wrath. Especially if she’d gone through all the trouble of setting this thing up. 
 
    “Now, all we need to do is have Sebastian fit the two of you for something appropriate,” Grak continued, taking down a few notes. “But I’m sure he’s already got something in mind, seeing as I’d informed him of this dinner last week.” 
 
    “Is that why the old bastard has been looking so smug?” Hord hissed in an undertone. 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, Arbor thought back and noticed that Sebastian had been looking particularly pleased with himself. If there was a dinner with other nobility involved, Arbor had a very bad feeling about what the butler had planned. All he could do now was hope that it wouldn’t be too horrendous.
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    Arbor walked among his troops that night, accompanied by Grak. Hord had set up his portable workshop and was banging away at something, while Frunk had gone off to speak with Grab about the movement of the troops and get a progress report from the scouts running between them and the traveling force headed by Shukle. 
 
    Arbor spent his time talking to the various gremlins, asking about their traveling conditions and commiserating with them about their sore behinds. He, of course, had traveled in relative luxury, but he’d spent enough time on horseback to know their pain. And though the Yakdaws were a far smoother ride, riding on one’s back for two weeks could really start to wear on a person. 
 
    He wasn’t idle as he walked among the gremlins, actively trying to feel for hidden or dormant magic. It wasn’t easy, as he had to narrow his Perception Field down from its usual ten feet to just a few inches off his body, in order to concentrate enough on spreading his awareness. 
 
    As far as he knew, his Origin magic would only allow him to feel the Origins of those who already had active magic. His Perception, on the other hand, had been what allowed him to see and awaken Grak’s magic. It was far different than his Origin magic, which made it very taxing to spread an aura about himself with purely Perception. 
 
    While Origin magic wanted nothing but to escape and run wild, the Perception magic fought to remain within, empowering him and no one else. That was why he had to retract his Perception Field. Walking around with steam pouring off his skin would be a dead giveaway that he was doing something. 
 
    As it was, Arbor could feel his mind and body straining to keep things going. It wasn’t that he was running out of magic; as far as he knew, it was pretty much an endless source of power, but it was limiting in two ways. Firstly, at a certain point, the body could no longer handle the strain. When that happened, one had to stop using it, or they would suffer serious consequences as a result. 
 
    Secondly, the Origin itself placed limiters on how much power could be accessed at once to try and mitigate damage. These limiters were called Tiers, and as the body grew more accustomed to the usage of magic, more Tiers would be unlocked as a result. Even at the 7th Tier, Arbor was struggling to keep a cloud of his Perception magic hanging around him. 
 
    He suspected that if he had been a couple of Tiers lower, this would have been quite damaging, both to his body and mind. Now, though, it merely caused strain, which, in reality, did more to help train and toughen his body. Still, like a tough workout, the pain was ever-present and constantly trying to force him to stop. 
 
    It wasn’t until he nearly made it to the center of the large camp, that Arbor finally got his first hit. As he was passing one of the dozens of smaller fires, he felt a flash of something from a smallish male gremlin with uncommonly pale skin for one of his kind. 
 
    Arbor stopped at the group under the pretense of asking how they were, and used the opportunity to examine the gremlin closer. Sure enough, when he focused on the pale gremlin, Arbor could feel it. There was a small, still sphere of pale yellow in his left knee. He had no idea what type of magic it could be, but he noted the gremlin down in his mind before moving on. 
 
    “The pale one has magic,” Arbor said in an undertone as they headed toward the next camp. 
 
    Grak made a note on her pad, marking the insignia and rank number down from the gremlin’s uniform. The plan was for her to submit this list to Grab, who would then covertly send those few gremlins to Arbor once they reached his manor. 
 
    “I’m surprised that he’s only the first we’ve found,” Grak commented as they moved on to the next group. 
 
    “Mages are very rare,” Arbor said. “I’m surprised we even found a single one.” 
 
    “I know,” Grak replied. “But I’d assumed the number of suppressed or sleeping Origins would be much higher.” 
 
    Truthfully, Arbor had as well. For some reason, he’d thought that the number of unknown Mages would be staggering in comparison to the awakened ones, but it seemed he’d been mistaken. 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about,” Arbor said. “Remember, we’ve still got a huge number of gremlins and humans to check on once they arrive. Not to mention all the people living within Ryevine.” 
 
    “There’s that,” Grak said, trying to force a smile. 
 
    It was clear she was troubled, and Arbor couldn’t blame her. They needed Mages, and desperately so. Powerful as he was, he could only be in one place at a time, and just by becoming part of the nobility, he’d already made some enemies. Having a few extra Mages around would never be a bad thing. 
 
    By the end of their walkthrough, Arbor and Grak had not located a single other Mage, which was a bit disheartening. Even so, an extra Mage was an extra Mage. 
 
    “I’ll get this report over to Grab,” Grak said as Arbor headed for his coach. 
 
    “You’re not going to eat with me?” Arbor asked, disappointed. 
 
    Hord was busy working, and so was Frunk, which left only Grak available. Arbor found eating alone to be a little depressing, so he was disappointed that everyone he usually dined with was busy. 
 
    “Sorry,” Grak said with an apologetic look. “I have some things to take care of first, but I can be there to tuck you in and read you a goodnight story if you want.” 
 
    “Oh, ha ha,” Arbor said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “See you in the morning, my lord,” Grak said with a mischievous wink, before heading off toward the main tent. 
 
    Arbor let out a sigh and turned back to his coach. It would be a depressingly lonely dinner, but he’d had them before. The main problems he’d face would be in keeping his mind off Karria or worrying about Ramona. The latter woman was being transported on another wagon, guarded night and day by gremlins who’d been warned of her illusions. In fact, two of them were chained to her at all times as a precaution just in case she woke up. 
 
    Worrying was something that Arbor did a lot of now. He’d never wanted to be a noble. He had never wanted to be a leader. He never wanted anything other than a quiet life with the woman he loved. Despite all those wishes, here he was now, a Viscount on his way to lead a massive parcel of land, four other Barons, and well over fifty-thousand people. Arbor let out another long sigh as he swung open the door of the empty coach. He briefly debated grabbing his glaive and going off to do some practice, but after a few minutes of contemplation, he decided he just wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    A lackluster dinner of chicken and stringy vegetables further soured his mood, and by the time a servant came in to set up the bed, Arbor was well and truly ready for the day to be over. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There it is. The Ryevine estate,” Frunk said as Arbor looked out at the absolutely monstrous castle sprawling before them. 
 
    They had actually been inside Arbor’s new lands for several hours by now, but they had purposely taken a route that avoided any settlements, towns, or farms. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Grak asked as Arbor all but gawked at the massive manor. 
 
    “Can I live somewhere else, like maybe a small cabin in the forest?” Arbor asked as more of the massive house was revealed to him. 
 
    It wasn’t just the castle that was huge, but the estate grounds as well. An intricate wrought iron fence spanned the entire length of the grounds, marking the personal territory of the Viscount in charge. A cobbled path led up to the front gates, which were, as of now, unmanned, and a sprawling garden lay beyond. It was clearly in need of some tending, but it was beautiful, nonetheless. Arbor counted at least two fountains, several brooks, and over half a dozen gazebos — and this was just the front of the property. 
 
    The manor itself really stood out clearly. Shining a brilliant white and made entirely of marble, Arbor had to wonder how no one more important hadn’t wanted to lay claim to this place. Unlike the older palaces in Fivora and the other cities, the Ryevine manor had only been completed some six or seven years ago. The Ryevine family had wanted a remodel and had supposedly spent about twenty years gathering the materials needed. It was a shame that they’d upset the king to the point where they had been wiped out to a man, because all that time now seemed to have been wasted. 
 
    The house, because it looked more like a huge house than a castle, sprawled for thousands of feet, standing some forty feet tall. Instead of spires and towers, it contained triangular edges, raising into many peaked roofs and giving it a feeling of symmetry, each displaying glass panes, open to the rooms beyond. Gargoyles carved of black marble dotted the corners, standing out amidst all the white. 
 
    Tall, arching windows lined the bottom floors, allowing light to spill into the corridors, and a massive cherry-colored set of doors stood open beyond the gates. All in all, Arbor was completely appalled that he’d have to live here, which was why his first reaction had been to ask about a small cabin in the woods. 
 
    “You can sure as shit try, lad,” Hord said with a chuckle. “But somehow, I don’t think that butler of yours would allow it.” 
 
    “And neither,” Grak said, shooting him a dirty look, “would you or I.” 
 
    “Of course.” Hord immediately agreed, though it was clear he was only complying because of the threat of his wife being called in. 
 
    “I’m sure it will not be as bad as it appears, sir,” Frunk said, looking up from a blueprint of the manor. “From what I can see, the living area is well and truly sectioned off from the rest of the manor, so you should have at least some privacy.” 
 
    “Just tell me what I’m in for,” Arbor said as they stopped, allowing Sebastian to ride out in front, along with a contingent of servants to open the gates and allow them in. 
 
    “The manor, as I see it, has four main floors,” Frunk said, looking up from the blueprint. “There’s the main entrance, which is on the first floor, obviously. This includes the entryway, main corridor, main ballroom, and dining hall. The second half is sectioned off for the kitchens, servants, and merchants that will be coming in and out of the manor. A place like this requires constant maintenance, and as such, a large portion of the first floor is dedicated to the servants.” 
 
    “All that is just on the first floor?” Grak asked, letting out a small whistle. 
 
    “That is what I just said,” Frunk said, hiding his annoyance at being interrupted. “Now, as I was saying. There are two main staircases leading up to the second floor. These will be open to guests. On this floor, there is the general lounge and entertainment area, several pools for swimming, an indoor bath, and several stalls set into the walls where guests might ask for refreshments or snacks. The second half of the floor is dedicated to a tearoom, an art room, armor display, and smoke room for those who partake. 
 
    “The third floor is all living space for guests or permanent residents of the manor. It contains thirty-six bedrooms and eight suites. The floor also contains three general lounge areas and dining rooms, as well as a main ballroom for the more exclusive guests staying here. And finally, we have the fourth floor. 
 
    “This will only be accessible with the correct key, and there are two separate entrances as the floor will be split in half. One half of the floor will contain two Royal Suites, as necessitated by the king. These two rooms are reserved for the king or his family, should they wish to come for a visit. 
 
    “No one under the rank of Duke or Duchess will be allowed up there, so the rooms will remain vacant for most of the time. The second half is your living space and is completely sealed off from the public. There is one entrance from the third floor, and another from the outside that goes directly up. Your living space contains twelve bedrooms, including the master and two suites. There is also a lounge area, a water pool, baths, and an area we can clear for personal training, should you wish to do it inside, as well as a fully staffed kitchen. 
 
    “There are also half a dozen balconies, two of which are covered and provide ample room for entertaining, should you wish to invite company over.” 
 
    “Oh…Is that all?” Arbor said in a weak attempt at a joke as Frunk finished reading out all of the features of his new home. 
 
    “Of course not,” Frunk said. “There are over a dozen separate buildings for various merchants, smiths, winemakers, and the keepers of foreign foods such as fruits, vegetables, and plants. Several doctors are always on hand, and there is as a guardhouse within the grounds. There’s also the cellar, which contains several cells, a wine room, and a master vault in which to keep your belongings.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked,” Arbor muttered as the coach swung around and stopped before the front entrance to his new home. 
 
    The doors swung open several seconds later, and Sebastian stood there, bowing slightly at the waist. His clothes were immaculate, his suit was perfectly pressed, and a pair of pristine white gloves reflected the sunlight almost as badly as the white marble of the manor before them. 
 
    “Welcome, Viscount Emerald, to Ryevine Estate. My apologies for the mess. I will have things well in order in just a few hours.” 
 
    “Um…thanks,” Arbor said, stepping out of the coach and watching two servants, dressed similarly to Sebastian, pushing the massive doors wide. 
 
    He had a feeling he’d have stood there idly forever, if not for a sharp kick in the rear from Hord to get him moving. 
 
    I guess this is my home now, Arbor thought, eyeing the monstrosity dubiously and feeling an odd wave of sadness washing over him. If only his mother, father, and Florren could see him now. 
 
    He let out a long sigh as the others, led by Hord, began trundling in, talking amongst themselves in excitement. 
 
    This was his life now, so he may as well get used to it.


 
   
  
 

 3 
 
      
 
    Karria’s head craned upward as she tried to see the top of the city walls. From this close, it was a bit challenging, and had Kya not been standing behind her, she suspected she’d have lost her balance and toppled backward. As it was, Karria’s sudden fall nearly took the elf girl to the ground as well. 
 
    “Careful!” Kya said, stumbling back as she caught her friend. 
 
    “Sorry,” Karria said sheepishly as Kya pushed her back to her feet. “I’ve just never really been in a big human city before. I didn’t realize they built the walls so high.” 
 
    “They didn’t always,” Akkard said, eyeing Kya’s head covering carefully. “And pull that band down a bit more, Kya.” 
 
    The elf’s eyes widened for just an instant when she realized that her long sweeping ears had become partially uncovered. She was quick to rectify that by pulling down on the side of the floral head-covering they’d picked up in a small out-of-the-way village on their way here. Though everyone knew of the elves’ existence, none were ever seen outside of the Goldenleaf forest, and, when they were, they became prime targets for slavers, due to the high price demands of such a rare find. 
 
    “How do I look?” Kya asked, turning to Karria and biting her bottom lip nervously. 
 
    “You look fine,” Karria said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    If she’d thought that something as simple as a floral cloth that covered the top of the elf’s head and concealed her ears would diminish Kya’s beauty, she’d have been dead wrong. Not that she had made that assumption. By this point, Karria suspected that her friend could don rags, smear her face with mud, and still look prettier than just about anyone in all of Laedrin. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Kya said, flashing her a warm smile. “For a moment there, I was afraid someone had seen.” 
 
    “Oh, people are definitely seeing,” Karria muttered. 
 
    She would have had to be blind to not notice all the looks Kya was attracting. Not because of her elven heritage, but because of the aforementioned looks. It wasn’t just her extremely attractive and curvy figure that grabbed the eye, but her large hazel eyes, full pink lips and the way her honey-colored hair always seemed to perfectly frame her heart-shaped face. 
 
    It also didn’t help that they’d had to buy some clothes that were designed for a ‘one size fits most,’ and unfortunately for Kya, she was not in the ‘most’ category when it came to the chest department. Which, in turn, led to a very obvious straining by her bust, which would immediately draw the eye. It wasn’t like the elf girl was dressed immodestly, as much like Kya, her neckline only came down a little past her collarbone, but it was the tightness of the dress that made people stare. 
 
    “Stop being so petty,” Kya said, playfully swatting her arm. “You might not have noticed it, but you’re getting plenty of looks as well. If you’d like, I can start pointing them out to you. I’ve even gotten a few bits and pieces from several…” 
 
    “No! I’m fine!” Karria said quickly, dropping the subject entirely and purging the emotions from her mind. 
 
    Kya had Connection magic. It was a type of magic that allowed her to sense and influence the emotions of others, and, on occasion, read minds. Kya could also control minds if she really concentrated, but that was an entirely different aspect of her magic to what was being talked about at the moment. 
 
    “No, really,” Kya said, continuing on, her voice practically dripping with faux concern. “That old man standing near the gate is practically oozing with des…” 
 
    Karria cut her friend off mid-sentence by clamping her hand over Kya’s mouth. 
 
    “I don’t need to hear about every old creep who ogles me. I’m happier not knowing.” 
 
    Kya’s eyes danced with mirth, and when she removed her hand, the elf had to suppress a laugh. 
 
    Karria didn’t understand what was so funny and let out a huff, folding her arms beneath her chest and staring back to the open gates once more. In Kya’s defense, she had to admit that while not on the elf’s otherworldly levels of beauty, Karria wasn’t bad looking herself. Her body was slowly filling out, the dress clinging much tighter to her hips and chest than it would have a few months ago, and her arms and legs were looking more toned by the day, due to all the exercise and training she put herself through. 
 
    She had bright green eyes, a small nose, and pert lips. Her skin was tanned lightly, and a splash of darker freckles ran across the bridge of her nose, highlighting her cheekbones, which were becoming more defined every day as she grew from a girl into a woman. Her long brown hair, which she still refused to cut, fell in long waves, tumbling halfway down her back. Karria was only fifteen, but in half a year, she’d be old enough to be considered an adult. Kya, who was four months older than her, was just two short months away, though she was sure that marriage was the last thing on either of their minds. 
 
    The Goldenleaf Forest, Kya’s homeland and the place where she had found refuge, had been overthrown by her own uncle, Zir. The two of them had barely escaped with their lives, and it was only thanks to Silver that they had managed to stay alive. After taking them far from the city and into another realm called Nexus, the salamander had given them both some much-needed training. 
 
    Unfortunately, a couple of the Transcended — otherworldly beings who looked like angels from the old lore about the Almighty — caught wind of them and attacked. The last Karria had seen of Silver, he’d been about to clash with the two who’d come after them. She was fairly confident he was still alive, but there was still the small nagging feeling of doubt that he hadn’t made it. 
 
    They’d been instructed to go to the Jagged Peaks to find Akkard, and that was what they did upon their escape. Unfortunately, they’d walked right into a coup and had been taken captive by Jek, Akkard’s nephew, and Ramson, of all people. Karria still dearly wished she’d had the time to kill the monster who’d murdered her parents and ruined all their lives. If not for him, Arbor would be happily married right now, and would likely have had a child already. 
 
    Karria silently lamented the life that had been taken, wishing more than anything to find her brother already. 
 
    When they’d come to Akkard, warning him of the coup, it had already been too late to stop it. They’d been forced to flee through a secret tunnel, only just managing to escape to the Flatlands. It had nearly come at a huge cost, as Karria had made a startling discovery about herself. She had a second Origin, one that allowed her to outthink just about anyone, but the longer she used it, the less of her humanity that remained. 
 
    It was only because of Kya that her Bestowal magic was suppressed and buried in the back of her mind. She could still sense it now, the small orange-colored sphere in the center of her brain. It was a stark contrast to the bright rainbow colors of her Mythic Origin, which was located at the back of her skull, continuously sending small pulses of power firing through her nervous system. 
 
    Unlike the Bestowal magic, which would apparently drive her insane, her Mythic magic was extremely useful, versatile, and only dangerous if overused, just like most types of magic. The most disturbing thing to come from the discovery of her Bestowal magic wasn’t the fact that she’d nearly lost herself, nor even that she’d been willing to kill her best friend for no reason at all. No, the thing that had frightened her the most was what Akkard had told her after she’d suppressed the orange core. 
 
    He’d told her that the King of Laedrin was the only other documented case of Bestowal magic, and if someone with that much power had the same type of magic as her, Karria had to assume he was completely insane by now. How no one had noticed by now was beyond her comprehension. 
 
    From their escape route into the Flatlands, they’d headed toward the base of the Defiants to find Arbor. Karria was sure she’d finally be reunited with her brother, but upon arrival, they’d discovered that the entire base had been slaughtered down to a man. It was then that she’d begun to despair, thinking her brother was among them, but after a long search that had turned up nothing, they’d discovered a single set of tracks leading away from the base. 
 
    Akkard had noted that they, whoever they were, had been quite badly injured, which could mean they’d run into their body at any time. However, after two weeks of travel, they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of their quarry, and now, here they were, by the gates of Fivora, the slave city of the human kingdom. All signs pointed to the person being here, and the three of them were going in to look for themselves, hoping to find some sign of them. 
 
    “Stop sulking, and come on,” Kya said, nudging her from her thoughts. “It’s our turn at the gate, and I’d rather you do the talking.” 
 
    Karria, much to her surprise, found that she had indeed been sulking. Perhaps the knowledge that some old creep was looking at her had annoyed her, or maybe the fact that Kya had called her out on being petty. Then again, it could have been the myriad of other things that had been on her mind, like her brother, the destroyed elven capital, the overthrown dwarven kingdom or any of the other things that had gone horribly wrong in the last few months. Of them all, Karria suspected it was a combination of the first and second. 
 
    The people before them entered the city, meaning that it was now their turn. Karria quickly stepped up, giving the guard at the gate a warm smile. 
 
    “Hello! How are you today? Doing well, I hope,” she asked in a bubbly voice. 
 
    “Um…yeah…alright, thanks,” the guard said, slightly taken aback by her friendly question. 
 
    Normally, when people walked up to the gates, all they wanted was to be able to enter the city. They were annoyed at having had to wait in long lines and were usually less than friendly. As a result, the guards became surly and rude, so when a pretty, young girl just asked how he was doing, it was more than a little off-putting. 
 
    “That’s great to hear,” Karria said, keeping her smile fixed in place. “It must be hard for you, being stuck out here all day on your feet. Do you ever get tired?” 
 
    The guard’s shoulder relaxed somewhat, and he finally returned the smile, though Karria secretly wished he hadn’t. She made sure to not let her disgust show, nor did she gag as his horrid breath washed over her. 
 
    “Well, yes, actually,” he replied. “No one ever seems to realize how hard it is to guard these gates day and night. We guards have very important jobs, especially when stopping unruly slaves. And don’t even get me started on the noble competition. Why, those…” 
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    The guard, whose name was presumably Kyle, jumped as the other guard, who’d been handling another group, yelled at him. Kyle looked embarrassed for a moment as the other guard shook his head, making slashing gestures across his throat. The meaning was clear: ‘don’t talk to strangers about your grievances with nobility.’ 
 
    Karria could well understand why that was. As far as she knew, nobles could get away with pretty much anything in Laedrin, short of revolting against the king. So, if one were to catch wind of insurrection, Kyle could probably be killed, or worse, for the crime of voicing his displeasure. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Kyle said, turning back to her. “Could you please just forget about what I just said.” 
 
    “Forget about what?” Karria asked, feigning a look of confusion. 
 
    The guard seemed genuinely confused – for far too long – before a look of understanding finally dawned in his eyes. 
 
    “Much appreciated, ma’am,” he said, bowing slightly at the waist. “I apologize for holding you up. You enjoy your time in Fivora.” 
 
    Karria gave him one last smile. 
 
    “Try and take a break every once in a while,” she said as she and the others walked past. “Your Captain can’t make you stand forever.” 
 
    “I think he’s in love with you,” Kya said, giggling lightly once they were out of earshot. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Karria muttered. “It never hurt anyone to be nice.” 
 
    “You laid it on quite thick, didn’t you?” Kya continued. “If he doesn’t hunt you down later and try to ask you out, I’ll eat my left shoe!” 
 
    “Damn it all,” Karria muttered. “Did I really leave that much of an impression?” 
 
    The look Kya gave her let her know that, yes, she had left that much of an impression. 
 
    “Let’s try and focus on the task at hand, shall we, ladies?” Akkard said, his head swiveling from side to side. “We need to start asking around for any signs of an injured person coming in sometime in the past couple of weeks. I think the best place to start looking would either be in the healing sector or the jailhouse.” 
 
    “I say we go to the jailhouse first,” Kya said. “It might make it easier for Karria to find out more about that…Ow!” 
 
    Kya shot her friend a glare as she rubbed at the sore spot on her arm where Karria had slugged her. 
 
    “Healing sector it is,” Karria said, marching off in a random direction, as she had absolutely no idea where it actually was. 
 
    “In all fairness, you probably had that coming,” Akkard said as Kya continued to rub her arm, before heading off after the girl in question. 
 
    “I was just making a joke,” Kya muttered, following soon after, and still rubbing her arm, which by now, she was sure would bruise.
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    “I still don’t understand how someone so petite can hit so hard,” Kya complained, feeling her arm throb painfully. 
 
    “Just because I’m a girl, doesn’t mean I can’t wreck someone,” Karria said, her voice tinged with pride. 
 
    In truth, she hadn’t meant to hit Kya that hard. She’d only wanted to stop her friend’s ribbing, but apparently, she was stronger than she’d realized. Her Mythic magic was less physically involved, so she didn’t really think that her punch would do much. 
 
    “Clearly,” Kya said, pulling back the short sleeve and examining the red mark once again. 
 
    It stood out in contrast to her pale skin, highlighting the area of impact and making it look far worse than it likely was. Even though Kya was trying to guilt her, Karria refused to apologize. In her mind, Kya had had it coming, and so, she would just have to deal with it. 
 
    “Have the two of you noticed anything strange?” Akkard asked, breaking into their conversation once more. 
 
    “Strange how?” Karria asked, looking down at the dwarf walking beside her. 
 
    “I mean strange. As in out of the ordinary. Take a good look around and tell me what you see.” 
 
    Karria wanted to snap back, to tell the deposed dwarven ruler that, yes, she knew what the word ‘strange’ meant. But, instead of lashing out as she might once have done, Karria instead simply did as she was asked and began looking around. 
 
    Crowds thronged around her, people going about their daily lives. People were shopping at the various stalls, heading into houses off of side-streets, or stopping to chat with friends and neighbors. All in all, it looked just like she’d expect of a city — alive and bustling with people. 
 
    “I don’t see anything strange,” Karria said after a few moments. 
 
    “And how about you, lass?” Akkard asked, turning to Kya. 
 
    “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” Kya said, her brows furrowing. “But I can sense an overall air of excitement and festivity. Something must have happened here, and pretty recently for so many people to be feeling it.” 
 
    “How much do you want to wager it has something to do with that noble competition the guard at the gate mentioned,” Akkard said, stroking his beard. 
 
    “What would make you think that?” Karria asked quickly, in case mention of the guard gave Kya any ideas. “For all we know, it could have happened months ago.” 
 
    “Well, for one, the way he talked about it. No one complains about something that happened months ago, at least not guards of a major city. They tend to complain about the most recent events, as they stick more prominently in their minds. Also,” Akkard continued, “because of that sign hanging right over there.” 
 
    Both girls turned, following the dwarf’s line of sight until their eyes alighted on the massive banner hanging from one of the larger buildings. It was brightly decorated in hues of green, blue, and gold, and scrawled across the top were the words ‘Congratulations to our new Nobles!’ Below that was a list of names, though they were still too far away to make anything out. 
 
    “Who cares about a bunch of new nobles?” Karria said after a few moments. “In case you’ve forgotten, we’re here for a reason.” 
 
    “Come on, Karria, we haven’t had any real excitement in weeks,” Kya complained. “Let’s just go and read the poster, at least. Maybe someone you know will be up there.” 
 
    Karria gave her friend a very odd look. 
 
    “Why ever would you think that someone I know – other than the two of you – would be nobles?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a noble,” Kya said. “In case you’ve forgotten, I was adopted.” 
 
    “And as far as my people are concerned, I’m dead,” Akkard said with a shrug. “So, we’re all in the same boat here, lass. Now, stop being such a sourpuss and let’s go read the poster. It’s been centuries since any new human nobles have been named, and believe it or not, knowing the names of those in power can be very beneficial to your health, especially if you run across said individuals.” 
 
    Karria blew out an annoyed breath in the way of a response, but seeing as she’d been outvoted, she had no choice but to go along with them. They had a bit of a harder time shoving through the crowd, as it seemed to be growing thicker here for some reason. Through some squeezing and maneuvering, they eventually got close enough to see the poster. Karria’s eyes traveled up the list of names quickly, noting that there was absolutely no one she knew. 
 
    “Okay, we’ve looked. Now can we please…” 
 
    Kya’s excited squeak made her stop in her tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, giving the elf girl an odd look. 
 
    “Look, Karria! Look! At the top of the banner! Look at the name!” 
 
    Karria had no idea why the elf was so excited, but Akkard was staring at the name as well, lightly stroking his beard and looking thoughtful. 
 
    In truth, she hadn’t really done much more than a quick scan, so Karria did as she was bid and looked to the top of the list. There, in the first spot, next to an emblem of a golden crown, was a name. One that she’d have never expected to see anywhere near anything remotely noble. 
 
    1st Place: Viscount Arbor Emerald, Ryevine. 
 
    For just a moment, Karria felt a small thrill of wild excitement and hope. Then reality set in, and she felt that very same hope vanish in an instant. 
 
    “There’s no way that can be him,” Karria said. 
 
    Sure, Arbor was an uncommon name, but it was not so uncommon that no one else would have it. Besides, they didn’t have a last name, but this one seemed familiar. Arbor’s favorite season, like hers, had always been spring. It meant the blooming of new growth, flowers, and color, and the onset of summer. That was not to mention that Arbor’s favorite moon was the emerald-colored spring moon, which had been shining down upon them for the last couple of weeks. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Kya said, the excitement refusing to leave her voice. “We have to at least ask someone! What are the chances that we would follow someone all the way here from the Flatlands, only to discover that someone named Arbor became a noble?” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, it does seem a bit strange,” Karria said, trying to keep her hopes down. 
 
    She didn’t want to become too excited. She couldn’t allow herself to. It had been well over a year since she’d last seen her brother, the only family she had left. She didn’t want to get her hopes up, only to have her heart broken yet again. Karria honestly didn’t think she could take it. 
 
    “As the el…egant lassie said,” Akkard said, barely stopping himself from accidentally calling Kya an elf out loud, “we can just ask around.” 
 
    “Nice save there, dwarfie,” Kya said with a grin. 
 
    “Guess I deserved that,” Akkard grumbled. “Though it’s really emasculating, and I’d appreciate you didn’t try out any nicknames.” 
 
    “Why not?” Kya asked. “You call me ‘lass’ and ‘lassie’ all the time, so why shouldn’t I pick a cute nickname for you?” 
 
    “Firstly, ‘lass’ means ‘girl.’ It’s from the old dwarven dialect, before the big war that divided the nations and created the Flatlands. And secondly, dwarves are not ‘cute.’ We’re brawny, tough, and manly!” 
 
    “Well, what about your women?” Karria asked, joining in the conversation and glad for the distraction. 
 
    “They’re manly, too,” Akkard said, sticking to his words. “Just in a womanly way.” 
 
    “That literally makes no sense,” Kya said. 
 
    “It does to a dwarf!” Akkard snapped. “Come on, let’s go ask someone about the Arbor on that banner.” 
 
    The two girls shared a look as Akkard stormed off, clearly heading for one of the bars lining the thoroughfare. The grins they shared made it clear that they knew who’d won in that exchange, but they decided not to torture the poor dwarf any further. Instead, they followed him off the busy street and into the bar. 
 
    It was late afternoon, which meant that the last of those eating lunch had already left, while those coming in for dinner had yet to arrive. That was why, upon entry, Karria wasn’t surprised to see only a couple of patrons – drunks, by the looks of them – nursing mugs in quiet corners. The bartender, a wiry man, looked no older than perhaps eighteen, and jumped as the door banged open, nearly dropping the mug he was cleaning. 
 
    “A keg of your best beer,” Akkard said, slapping a gold coin down on the counter. 
 
    The young man stared at the coin for a few moments in dumbfounded shock. He likely would have stayed that way, had Akkard not loudly cleared his throat and repeated his order. 
 
    “Um…did you mean a pint?” he asked, clearly confused. 
 
    “No,” Akkard said flatly. “I meant a keg. If I wanted a pint, I would have asked for a bloody pint!” 
 
    The bartender looked at him in uncertainty for a few more moments before the door banged open once again, and a busty woman appearing to be in her late thirties came bustling in, carrying a large crate under one arm, and an entire keg under the other. 
 
    “Randall! What the hell is going on here? I leave you in charge for five minutes, and you’ve managed to piss off the only customer who’s actually giving you money!” 
 
    Karria had no idea how the woman could have possibly seen the gold coin, as Akkard was clearly blocking it. It was also unclear how she’d known that Akkard was annoyed, but whatever otherworldly powers she was using were clearly spot on. 
 
    “Right away, ma’am!” he squeaked, leaping to attention and dashing to the back to fetch the keg in question. 
 
    “Sorry for the trouble,” the woman said, coming around the counter and dropping everything on the ground. “Randall’s a good boy, just a little dense in the head.” 
 
    “No worries, ma’am,” Akkard said, giving the woman an easy smile. “I’m sure he’ll be fine with someone like you looking after him.” 
 
    The woman returned the smile, sweeping the coin off the counter and leaning down to fetch Akkard some change, giving the dwarf a clear view down her top. Karria felt like gagging at the display but stopped herself when Kya pinched her leg under the table. 
 
    “So, what brings a fine gentleman like yourself to this crapshoot of a city?” the woman asked as she placed his change on the counter. 
 
    “Oh, you know, just going where the road takes us,” Akkard said. 
 
    “And who are these two fine young ladies?” she asked, turning to the two of them. 
 
    “Old family friends,” Akkard said before either of them could answer. “I was going to drop them in the next city over by their cousins for the summer, but I heard some excitement going on around here.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” the woman said. “The noble competition is all anyone can talk about, even two weeks after it finished. Though I do have to say that that man who won…” The woman trailed off, fanning herself slightly as a flush crept down her neck. 
 
    Randall chose that moment to come stumbling out, lugging the heavy cask and clearly having a hard time with it. 
 
    “Give me that,” the woman said in exasperation, snatching the cask from the boy and slamming it onto the counter. “Go mop the kitchen or something. At least you can’t mess that up.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Randall muttered, his shoulders slumping as he headed into the back once more. 
 
    “You know,” Akkard said, leaning in a bit. “A cask like this is far too big for just one person, dwarf or not. You look like the type of lady who could throw a few back. So, what do you say? You gonna join me?” 
 
    The woman bit her bottom lip for a moment, looking up to the clock behind her. 
 
    “Aw, what the hell? No harm in joining a handsome man for a couple of drinks. Can’t have the customers seeing me slack off, so I think we should take this to a more private room,” the woman said, snatching the cask up under her arm. 
 
    “Get yourselves something to eat, ladies,” Akkard said, dropping a coin on the counter. “I’ll be back whenever I’m back.” 
 
    With that said, the dwarf hopped off the tall stool and followed the busty woman into a back room, leaving the two of them sitting there alone. 
 
    “Are they going to…?” Kya began. 
 
    “Yeah,” Karria replied. “Let’s try not to think about it too much.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just get something to eat like he suggested,” Kya said, her cheeks coloring. “I have a feeling that we may be waiting here for a while.” 
 
    Karria didn’t need any further urging. The last thing she needed to be thinking about right now was Akkard and the bar lady. Besides, Randall probably knew just as much about the competition as anyone if he lived here, and she had a feeling that she could charm him into telling two lovely young ladies all about it.
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    “This is too much,” Arbor said, looking around at his personal living space — or, at least what fraction of it he could see from where he was standing. 
 
    “Are you joking?” Grak asked as she strode into Arbor’s living area, slowly turning in a circle as she stared around with her jaw nearly touching the ground. “This place is amazing! I’m living here!” 
 
    “Me too!” Hord boomed, pushing past him and making a beeline for the hallway. 
 
    Arbor looked at Frunk, who was watching the two of them with clear disapproval. 
 
    “Not gonna stake your claim to a room?” Arbor asked, half-jokingly. 
 
    “That would be wildly inappropriate, sir,” Frunk said, pushing up the rim of his spectacles. “I am the commander of your military, not your blood relative. As such, I will be more than happy with accommodations in the barracks.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen,” Arbor said. “If you don’t want to live in my personal wing, that’s understandable, but you and your brothers will each be getting a room on the third floor, and that’s an order,” Arbor put in before the gremlin could argue with him. 
 
    “Very well, sir,” Frunk said, giving him a smart salute. “I believe Sebastian will be up soon to begin directing the servants on where to place your belongings, as well as to help you choose your personal staff.” 
 
    “Won’t Sebastian be enough?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “I believe he will be in charge of the entire household, and while he will undoubtedly be at your beck and call, I would recommend you accept the chosen servants.” 
 
    “I understand,” Arbor said with a nod. “Thanks for explaining.” 
 
    “I am always happy to help,” Frunk replied. “Now, if I may be excused. Grab will need some help in coordinating temporary camps until the barracks can be raised.” 
 
    “You can go,” Arbor said, giving the gremlin a genuine smile. “And I hope you know that you can come up here any time you wish. No need for formalities unless we’re in front of the troops.” 
 
    Frunk returned the smile, though it was still professional and courteous as always. He bowed at the waist, then turned and headed out the door, closing it gently behind him, leaving Arbor alone to explore the massive living space. Grak and Hord were somewhere inside, and he was sure he’d find them eventually – probably – but for now, he was content to do a walkthrough on his own. 
 
    He looked down at the map Frunk had been kind enough to provide for him, noting his location, and began to walk. Right now, he was in the entryway, an ornate area lined with black and white tiles along the walls and floor, and a ceiling made of solid sheets of whitewashed wood. The wood was so smooth that it appeared as if it didn’t have a single seam, and not a single grain showed through, leaving a flat, white surface to stretch endlessly outward. 
 
    There was an area to place shoes, should one wish to remove them, and several chairs on which guests could sit while doing so. When they left the entryway, the ceiling suddenly soared to three times the height, leveling off some twenty-five feet up and making the already massive area feel even larger. 
 
    The black and white tile continued, stretching out into a greeting area, which was littered with several fireplaces built into the walls. The room was furnished with dark blue and gray sofas and armchairs, and there were a few plush rugs of the same color. From what Arbor could see on the map, the staircase that led here came up into the center of his living area. Walking down a short corridor, he was greeted with a literal wall of windows and two more corridors stretching to either side. 
 
    The map indicated that all of the bedrooms were to his right. To his left, was the kitchen, living area, lounge, dining room, swimming pools, and large baths. Arbor immediately headed right, wishing to explore his new bedroom first, as it was where he’d be laying his head each night. Well, he’d be sleeping there tonight. After that, he’d be back to sleeping in the coach for the next week and a half, not that he really minded. 
 
    Arbor strode down the hall, his boots clicking against the marble and echoing off the walls. Despite the massive scale of the place, Arbor couldn’t help but admit that it was nice, if not a bit empty feeling. He passed several closed doors, and then two opened ones. When he peeked into the first, he saw Hord, dashing about the massive room and unpacking various tools and implements. 
 
    “I hope you know that you’re not going to be doing any smithing up here,” Arbor said, making sure that his tone was unmistakably firm. 
 
    “Right you are, lad,” Hord called, not even bothering to look back. 
 
    “Right,” Arbor muttered, continuing down to the second open door. 
 
    He knocked before peering in and saw Grak, sprawled out on her back on the massive bed and wriggling back and forth. Unlike Hord, she’d removed her boots by the door so as not to ruin the plush navy carpeting within. She seemed busy, what with letting out small squeals of delight as she wriggled all over her new bed, messing up the sheets and probably making a mess that someone else was going to have to clean up later. 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, Arbor headed further down the hall until he came to a single door at the end. Unlike the others, this one was painted a deep navy blue and was trimmed with gold accents. It was clear from the rounded impression in the door that only someone with the correct key would be let in. Luckily for Arbor, he already had said key on his finger. 
 
    Pressing his newly minted signed ring to the impression, Arbor watched as a brief flash lit up the doorframe. Then, with a light click, the door swung inward. Arbor had thought he’d already seen everything when he’d walked through the massive manor. He’d seen the huge ballrooms, oversized trophy rooms, and the area dedicated entirely to lounging. Apparently, though, whoever had designed this room had spent far more money on this one area than any other in the entire manor. 
 
    Arbor slid his feet out of his boots, placing them into the large box right beside the door, before stepping onto the rich carpet. It was a navy blue that was interwoven with lighter sky-blue patterns that traced across the floor. Before him was a spacious study, complete with no less than five sofas and eight armchairs. 
 
    There were two fireplaces that were surrounded with white marble on each wall. Rows upon rows of expensive-looking tomes lined the walls. Though the room was very large, it still felt quite homey, making Arbor feel just a little better about having to live here. Five doors were built into the walls, each blending beautifully with the bookshelves and not looking at all out of place. 
 
    Going to the first door on his left, Arbor cracked it open to see a full dining area, large enough to host some thirty people. There was another door in the back, and when he walked to the other side and opened it, he found a back hallway, which he assumed was to be used by servants. The dining room was decorated in wood, rather than tile or carpeting. But instead of the mahogany, which was so common among the rich homes he’d seen, the floors were made of polished birch, giving the room a much more open feel. 
 
    The table was a few shades darker than that, and the chairs, thirty in all, matched perfectly. Arbor probably could have stood and admired this one room all day, but he had more exploring to do. Heading back into the carpeted study and lounge, he walked to the next door. Upon opening it, he found an entire pool, going from two to six feet deep and stretching a good thirty feet in length. 
 
    This area was dotted with lounge chairs, made of wicker and woven straw, though just by looking at them, Arbor would never have guessed it. A pair of massive glass-paned doors stood open to a large balcony, letting the fresh breeze waft in. Shaking his head in amazement, Arbor headed to the next room, which, as it turned out, was a bedroom. 
 
    The room contained a single bed with four posts, an oversized dresser, wardrobe, mirror, and vanity. There was also a small writing desk, four chairs, and a dozen other small trinkets and niceties that he didn’t even recognize. Moving across this room, which was also carpeted, he opened the far door to reveal a large bathroom, complete with a tub made of porcelain and an area for steaming. Another small door led off from that room, revealing a toilet and sink. 
 
    Arbor would have thought this was his room, but at that moment, Grak called out from behind him. Had Arbor not always been keeping his Perception Field on by now, he might not have heard her and been startled, which, he realized, might have been Grak’s intention. 
 
    “Come on! I want to see your room!” she said excitedly and very suddenly from just a foot behind him. 
 
    “You know, if you wanted to sneak up on me, you should probably learn to actually sneak instead of lumbering around like a horse that just ate a large meal,” Arbor said, turning to face the gremlin woman. 
 
    “You know,” Grak said as he pushed past her, “most women would scalp you for a comment like that.” 
 
    “Good thing you’re just you, then,” Arbor said. 
 
    He ducked easily, as Grak’s small fist sailed through the air where his head had just been moments ago. 
 
    “Cheater,” she muttered, earning her a laugh in response. 
 
    Entering the study/lounge again, Arbor pushed another door open, revealing a similar, but far more feminine suite. 
 
    “This is Karria’s room,” he said, exiting without even looking around. 
 
    In his mind, it already belonged to his sister, so he wasn’t going to be invading her privacy. Grak didn’t say anything to the contrary as he headed to the last door, the only one with another imprint. Arbor was aware that Karria would be getting a ring as well when she was found, a ring that would allow her into the living area. However, only his ring would open this door. 
 
    “Is it too late to trade bedrooms?” Grak asked as the door swung open. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said, walking into yet another lounge, this one far smaller than the last, but far cozier. A single bookshelf lined the walls, and a dark navy stained desk stood against the far wall. A huge wing-backed chair sat behind it, making it clear that this was for the owner of this majestic home. 
 
    A single door stood before him, and Arbor opened that to walk into the main bedroom. 
 
    “Are you sure about the trading thing?” Grak asked again. “Because I’d be more than happy to…” 
 
    “Not happening,” Arbor said, walking into the massive bedroom and gazing around in awe. 
 
    A gigantic monstrosity of a bed stood in the center against the far wall. It had to be at least three times the size of all the others he’d seen so far and was bedecked in blue and gray linens. Shining curtains were draped from the four posters and fell in elegant folds down to the floor. The floor itself was covered in more carpeting, this one, a mix of blues and grays. 
 
    His room contained the same wardrobe, dresser, vanity closets, chairs, and small table as the others, but his were far larger. There were several enormous windows as well, and with the drapes pulled back as they were, the room was quite bright. A single door, filled with glass panes, led out to a massive balcony, which, oddly enough, was walled off on all sides except the front. Arbor assumed this was done for safety and privacy, and he was glad that he had that. 
 
    Going off to the other door, Arbor found a similar bathroom to Grak’s, though his tub looked as though it could fit no less than ten full-grown adults comfortably. The toilet also appeared to be made of some shining silver material, and when Arbor approached and tapped on it, he was filled with immediate horror. 
 
    “Is this made of white gold?!”  
 
    Grak let out a snort as she bent down. 
 
    “There’s no way that… Holy shit, it is!” she exclaimed. “Who the hell needs a white gold toilet?” 
 
    “No idea,” Arbor replied. “But this is the first thing I’m having replaced. There’s no way in hell I’m going on that!” 
 
    “How much do you think it’s worth?” Grak asked, lifting the lid and peering in. 
 
    “Just judging on volume alone?” Arbor asked, eyeing the thing. “At least a few hundred thousand, if not more. What a waste!” 
 
    “You do know that there’s a lot more gold woven into the designs of this manor, right?” Grak asked, dropping the lid and heading out of the bathroom. 
 
    “I shudder when I think about how expensive this manor really is,” Arbor said. “And how rich the King must be, to just give it away.” 
 
    In his past life, Arbor had worked as a carpenter, and while his jobs normally pertained to building small houses or shops, he could appreciate the masterful construction that had gone into building this place. 
 
    “I actually asked Frunk on our way up,” Grak said as Arbor headed out of the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How much?” Arbor asked, morbid curiosity leading him to not simply tell her he didn’t want to know. 
 
    “From the builder’s estimate at the time of construction,” Grak said, pausing momentarily to build suspense. 
 
    Arbor rolled his hand in a gesture for her to stop being dramatic, and Grak grinned as she continued. 
 
    “The manor, and only the manor, without including the grounds or any surrounding buildings, was worth…” 
 
    “Are you just going to keep pausing, or should I go ask Frunk myself?” Arbor finally asked. 
 
    “You’re no fun, you know that?” Grak said with a pout. 
 
    Arbor rolled his eyes, then pulled the door to his room open, as though preparing to go ask Frunk. 
 
    “Fine!” Grak called, half chasing after him. 
 
    Arbor turned with a raised eyebrow to see that Grak was once again smirking. 
 
    “The manor is estimated to have cost somewhere in the range of ninety-five to a hundred-and-five million gold.” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    Arbor’s shout of disbelief was so loud, that Sebastian, who had only just arrived on the third floor to direct the servants holding Arbor’s belongings, could hear him.
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    “How much longer is he going to take?” Karria almost yelled. 
 
    It was well after dark by this point, and the bar had long since filled up. The two of them had been sitting at their corner table for some four hours already, and Karria was seriously starting to lose her patience. 
 
    Things might not have been so bad if they had had any luck with Randall. But, contrary to her thinking, the guy had taken one look at the two of them when they’d snuck into the kitchen, proceeded to turn beet red, then summarily fled in terror, nearly falling no less than five times on his way out. Karria might have been insulted, had Kya not told her of Randall’s burning embarrassment at having them approach. Apparently, he didn’t really receive much female attention, and thus, had no idea how to talk to them. 
 
    “I think they should be out soon,” Kya said. “But I’m not opening myself up to check again.” 
 
    Karria nodded sullenly, going back to poking at her long-cold chicken pie. After about a minute of Akkard and the bar lady’s antics, Kya had simply retracted her magic, not wishing to be privy to all the emotions and stray thoughts she was getting. 
 
    It was a sign that the elf girl’s magic was growing stronger, as when Karria had first met her, she could only get others’ thoughts on rare occasions, and even then, it would only be when she was in physical contact with someone. Now, she could catch random thoughts from over thirty yards away. Karria knew that she’d have to try and help her friend gain conscious control of her magic, and soon. 
 
    Hearing random thoughts was nice and all, but being able to direct her magic and hear the thoughts of others at will would be invaluable. 
 
    “Looks like they’re finally done,” Kya said, causing her to turn in her seat. 
 
    Sure enough, the back door swung open to reveal an incredibly happy looking Akkard. His beard was freshly combed, his clothes were unwrinkled, and his shoulders seemed relaxed in a way that Karria had never seen. The door closed behind him as he left, and his eyes swept around the bar before spotting the two of them. 
 
    “Well?” Karria asked as the dwarf pulled out a chair to sit. 
 
    “Well, what?” Akkard asked. 
 
    “Are you going to tell us anything? You’ve been keeping us waiting for more than four hours, so I’d think you’d have found out some good information.” 
 
    “Oh, I found out some good information, alright,” Akkard said with a wink. “I’ve never been with a human woman before, and let me tell you, Charla was something special. The way she…” 
 
    “Not that information!” Karria snapped, fighting to keep her cheeks from going red, but not succeeding all that well. “I meant about my brother!” 
 
    Kya, who was more used to feeling these emotions, managed to keep a straight face, though it was clear by the way she was shifting in her seat, that she was feeling it regardless. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Akkard said, looking a bit embarrassed. “Well, we were a bit too busy to do much talking. But I’m sure I can ask…” 
 
    It was then that the back door banged open to reveal the woman in question. Like Akkard, she looked freshly washed and groomed, but if one looked closely enough, they could see some clear signs of what had happened. Charla’s cheeks were flushed, her hair was a bit mussed around the edges, and the obvious smile of satisfaction on her face would have told anyone with half a brain what had just occurred. 
 
    Luckily for her, the bar was filled with a bunch of men who were too busy drinking to pay her any mind, so she got away without being noticed. Well, at least for the first few seconds. 
 
    “Charla, where you been?” called out one of the drunk patrons. 
 
    “We could use some more drinks over here!” 
 
    “A refill for us, too!” 
 
    “Keep your pants on, you lot of drunken bastards. I’ll get you your drinks when I’m good and ready to get ‘em!” 
 
    The bar burst into raucous laughter as the owner viciously shot the patrons down, and despite what Karria might have thought, those patrons were among those who laughed the loudest. 
 
    “What the hell kind of place is this?” she demanded, turning back to Akkard. 
 
    The dwarf shrugged in response. 
 
    “Hell if I know. Humans are weird.” 
 
    “I’ll second that,” Kya said. 
 
    “Guess I’ll just be going then,” Karria said flatly. “Wouldn’t want you associating with a weirdo or anything like that.” 
 
    In truth, Karria was more annoyed that Akkard had kept them waiting for hours, only to return with stories of his escapades, rather than any actual information on Arbor. 
 
    “Calm down, lass,” Hord said, placing a hand on her arm. “We were only joking.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that,” Karria replied, pulling her arm from Akkard’s grip. “But in case you’ve forgotten, we’re here for a reason. I’m going to start asking around to see if anyone knows anything about Arbor.” 
 
    “You fine ladies looking for some intel on the new Viscount?” 
 
    “Get lost, pal!” Karria snapped, sending the man who’d swaggered over scurrying for the hills. 
 
    Akkard gave her an odd look, to which Karria shrugged. 
 
    “What? Give one of them an inch, and they’ll be swarming us before you know it.” 
 
    “You seem oddly knowledgeable about the behavior of drunken men for such a little girl,” Akkard said. 
 
    “I’m not a little girl!” Karria snapped. “I’m almost an adult, in fact, and where I learned about how to treat drunken men is none of your business!” 
 
    “It was from her brother,” Kya said, earning her a glare as well. “What?” the elf asked, completely unapologetic. “It’s not like you asked me to keep it a secret.” 
 
    Akkard looked between the two girls, then rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Fine. I’ll make you a deal. Sit, calm down, and let me hear the story. After that, I’ll go get Charla and see if I can get her to tell us about the new noble. Deal?” 
 
    “Why are you so interested in hearing some old story?” Karria asked, still refusing to sit. 
 
    “Because your brother saved my kingdom, in case you’ve forgotten. My only brother has also gone off with him, and I’d like to know more about the man you’ve been chasing for so long. Family is family, but some of them can be right bastards.” 
 
    Karria resisted the urge to look at Kya, though it was just barely. They both knew of Sylvester’s behavior and the way he’d been acting toward them all before Zir, Alvine’s brother, had attacked the city. There was no need to dredge up painful memories. 
 
    “Fine,” Karria muttered, “but as soon as I’m done, you’re calling that woman over and getting her to tell us about him.” 
 
    Akkard nodded in agreement, and Karria nodded to her friend. She honestly didn’t much feel like recounting the story, but she was sure Kya remembered it well enough. 
 
    “Well, guess I’m taking on the role of storyteller,” Kya said, seemingly pleased. “Alright, now where to begin?” She muttered, wracking her brain for a moment. “Ah, yes. This story took place around three years ago, when Arbor had taken Karria into town to choose some new cloth for a dress. Arbor was around sixteen at the time, having just become an adult, so his parents were confident that the shopkeepers wouldn’t try and take advantage of him, as they would a child. 
 
    “It wasn’t the first time they’d been out together, obviously, but their parents had always imposed curfews. Now, though, Arbor was free to make his own judgments. That was why, when they finished shopping, they stuck around in town, browsing various stores and talking to the townsfolk. He even bought her some sweets, if I recall correctly, using his own money…” 
 
    Kya had recalled correctly, and Karria could feel her agitation melting away as she remembered the day. Sweets weren’t cheap in Woods’ Clearing, due to the fact that they had to be imported. Yet Arbor had, without any hesitation, bought her no less than an entire bagful, despite the exorbitant price. It was one of her fondest memories. 
 
    “Anyway,” Kya continued. “They stuck around town until well after dark, which meant they were there when a group of drunken visitors came staggering out of the bar and began making advances on the few women who were still out and about. Karria, of course, wasn’t frightened, as she was with her big brother, but she was afraid for the single women and said as much. 
 
    “Arbor, on the other hand, wasn’t worried at all. He pointed to the drunken men and explained that most of the time, the men weren’t actually all that bad, but that alcohol made them brazen and unafraid. All they had to do to make them stop, was remind them why they were afraid in the first place.” 
 
    Karria zoned out at that part of the story, as the memory replayed in her mind as though it had only just happened yesterday. There she was, a smaller, more innocent girl, watching a group of drunks accosting Ginger, the baker’s daughter.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why are they normally afraid of her?” Karria asked. “Ginger isn’t scary.” 
 
    She was confused, but Arbor always had an explanation, and this time was no exception. 
 
    “Ginger is a very pretty woman,” Arbor said. “And men are generally cowards around pretty women they like.” 
 
    “But why? Wouldn’t it just be easier to just tell her they liked her?” 
 
    “It would, but people are afraid of rejection.” 
 
    Karria was still confused, but Arbor continued talking, explaining things in a way only he could. 
 
    “Imagine you saw a dress you really liked, but it was being worn by someone else. You knew that if you asked, there was a small chance they might let you borrow it. But you’re too scared to ask because you think the person will say no. How would you feel if something like that happened?” 
 
    Karria thought it over for a moment, imagining the hypothetical scenario. 
 
    “I guess I’d feel pretty scared,” Karria admitted. 
 
    She understood the reasoning better now, though she still didn’t understand why Ginger wasn’t afraid, or how she could scare off an entire group of big men. 
 
    “I can tell you’re wondering how Ginger will get rid of them,” Arbor said, flashing her a smile. “But just watch for a few more moments, and you’ll have your answer.” 
 
    Karria did just that, watching as one of the men drew in just a little closer. As soon as he came within range, Ginger’s hand snapped out, snagging the unfortunate man’s ear and pulling him off-balance. 
 
    “You lot better get lost before I tell my father you’ve been making passes at me.” 
 
    Karria watched in amazement as the group of drunken men scattered, running for all they were worth. She could well understand why. Ginger’s father, the baker, was a mountain of a man, and using him as a threat would have been enough to make anyone back off. 
 
    Ginger straightened her dress then. She looked up and saw that they had been watching, and instead of yelling at them as Karria had expected, just gave them a smile and a wave. She had been too shocked to do anything, though Arbor had waved right back before the girl had turned to continue on her way. 
 
    “Now, not everyone has a father like Ginger’s,” Arbor said, taking her hand and steering her back toward the woods. “But if you act quickly enough, you can turn most drunken men away with just a few sharp words.” 
 
    “I won’t need to get rid of any drunken men,” Karria said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “Oh yeah, and why is that?” 
 
    “Because you’ll be there to do it for me. Obviously…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karria let out a long sigh, remembering how Arbor had laughed and tousled her hair. Those had been such good times. 
 
    “Karria?” 
 
    She jumped, snapped from her thoughts, and found both Kya and Akkard staring at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked, looking between the two of them. 
 
    “I was asking if you had anything to add,” Kya said. 
 
    “No,” Karria said quickly, not wanting her friend to think she wasn’t listening. “You told the story perfectly.” 
 
    Kya nodded happily, turning back to Akkard. 
 
    “I think he sounds wonderful,” Kya continued, her cheeks containing just a hint of pink. “I wish I’d had someone like that around when I was younger. Or even now. What was your impression of him when you met?” 
 
    “That’s a story for another time,” Akkard said, waving to get the barwoman’s attention. “Right now, I have a promise to keep, and we’ve kept the young lass waiting long enough.” 
 
    “Aww,” Kya said, pouting slightly. “Alright, but I want to hear more about him, and I expect you to tell me soon.” 
 
    Akkard nodded, now convinced that Kya was all but lovestruck with Arbor. The girl had never even seen him, but the way she talked about him, seemed to cling on to every word, and remembered the story so perfectly, made that very clear. He doubted Karria had figured it out yet, but if this new noble and their Arbor were indeed the same person, then he had a feeling she’d be finding out very soon. 
 
    “What can I do for you, stud?” Charla asked, placing a hand on Akkard’s broad shoulder. 
 
    “Just wanted to ask you a question about the noble competition,” Akkard said. “Specifically, about the one who came in first place.” 
 
    “You mean the new Viscount Arbor?” Charla asked. 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Well, he was definitely something else, that’s for sure,” Charla said. “The way he fought with that weapon of his, the amount of power he showed off… How he came from behind and took first place by singlehandedly killing a Mythic Beast…” Charla fanned herself theatrically. “Let me tell you, he definitely had all the ladies rooting for him. The guards had to practically hold back half the city from mobbing his house after he won.” 
 
    Akkard was already fairly convinced by now that this Arbor and the one they were looking for were one and the same. However, he had to be sure. 
 
    “He must have been quite rich to have all the ladies knocking on his door,” Akkard said. 
 
    “Well, yeah, he was obviously rich, but there are plenty of rich nobles around. The reason all the women were trying to kick his doors down had nothing to do with money, and everything to do with looks. Those stormy gray eyes, that handsomely chiseled jawline, the way he acted, all calm and aloof… Don’t even get me started on all those muscles!” 
 
    If Akkard was insulted by the way this woman – who’d spent the last four hours with him – was talking about another man, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “It seems he’s left quite the impression,” he commented. 
 
    “I’ll say,” Charla replied. “At least a hundred people I know are picking up and moving to Ryevine, and from what I’ve heard, they’re not the only ones. Thousands of gremlins are headed there to join up with the ones he’s already attracted, and I’ve even heard tell of some dwarves going to join. In all honesty, I feel like packing up and taking my business there myself.” 
 
    “Because of the way he looks?” Kya interjected. 
 
    There was the barest hint of jealousy in her voice. One that no one would notice unless they were really listening. 
 
    “I’m not going to deny that he’s a total hunk,” Charla said. “But I wouldn’t move my entire business just for the off chance that I might get to see him at some point. No, most people moving are doing it because they can see how strong he is. I’ve never seen or even heard of anyone killing one of the Mythic Cats singlehandedly. Someone like that is going places, and people want to be around to see it happen.” 
 
    “I think we might just take a small detour and see what this new Viscount is really all about,” Akkard said. “You wouldn’t happen to know where we can pick up a map around here, would you?” 
 
    “I’ve got one in the back,” Charla said. “I’ll be more than happy to lend it to you, so long as you return it when I come to Ryevine.” 
 
    If her tone wasn’t clear enough, the wink she added in after, told everyone what she meant by ‘return.’ 
 
    “I’ll be more than happy to,” Akkard said, giving her a wide grin. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” the woman replied, clapping him on the shoulder before turning to fetch the map. 
 
    “So,” Akkard said, turning back to Karria. “Satisfied?” 
 
    Karria, for her part, couldn’t say a thing. The overwhelming feelings of joy, happiness, and relief all mixed together to render her mute. She just nodded, her brown curls bouncing vigorously as she did. 
 
    Arbor was alive, and they finally knew where he was.
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    Ramson resisted the urge to snap at Seven, as the crazed lunatic of a woman skipped along, humming loudly in a horribly off-tune melody. The woman in question was dressed very inappropriately, as per usual, in a series of leather wrappings that showed more skin than they concealed. Her long dark hair was pulled into a tight pony, and her chain of daggers was clipped around her waist in an approximation of a belt. 
 
    One might have wondered why someone whose pants were skin-tight would even need a belt, but Ramson had seen the woman use the weapon enough to know not to ask. He’d have thought that the woman might act a bit more reserved, or at least cover up, seeing where they were and whom they were going to meet. 
 
    The two of them had just made it into the city of Vergara – the capital of the region in which it was located – after having returned from the Flatlands. Their trip to Grend had been a complete waste of time, as there hadn’t been so much as a message from the Duke. So, Seven had decided they’d just go visit the Defiants’ and ask them some questions. 
 
    When they’d discovered them all to be dead, she’d decided it was time to regroup and return to the Duke to get new orders. And now, here they were, heading down the echoing corridors of the massive castle and going to meet with him. Ramson wasn’t really sure what to expect, but after all he’d been through, he just wanted to have the man release him from his service. 
 
    All he wanted was to get back to the job that been the most profitable for him — the slave trade. He didn’t care about some stupid pendant, nor did he know why the Duke wanted it so badly. He also didn’t particularly enjoy Seven’s company. Pretty as the woman was, she was bat-shit crazy, and not the kind of crazy that someone might find attractive. She was the kind of crazy who’d slit your throat on a whim, or kill someone just because they were, as she said, ‘ugly.’ 
 
    “Ooooh, I’m soooo excited to be back home,” Seven said, still skipping along beside him. “Aren’t you, Ram Son?” 
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” Ramson snapped. “And no, I’m not excited to be here, because unlike you, I’m not home!” 
 
    “You’re just a sourpuss because you didn’t get to kill anyone,” Seven said. 
 
    Ramson gritted his teeth, thinking that the only person he was angry about not killing right now was her. He knew better than to try, though. Despite her unhinged demeanor, Seven was just about the deadliest fighter Ramson had ever seen. This was not to mention the fact that she was clearly a Mage, and one who could apparently avoid death after being turned into a crossbow bolt pincushion. He honestly didn’t even know if she could die, and he wasn’t confident enough in his skills to try and find out. 
 
    Two guards at the far end of the hall straightened as they approached, giving Seven smart salutes before pulling the doors open. This was the fifth set of guards to do so, leading Ramson to believe that the woman was far more important around here than he’d first thought. Still, he didn’t care enough to ask, so they just continued on as Seven began to sing one of her horrible songs. 
 
    “Chainey, oh, Chainey, how pretty are your pointies. Shiny, and Glittery, Chainey is the sharpiest. Killing dwarfies, and uglies without any remorsies. Chainey, oh Chainey, you really are the bestiest.” 
 
    Ramson resisted the urge to plug his ears as the woman’s off-tune warbling echoed off the walls, grating on his nerves and making him want to rip his own ears off. The worst part about her songs wasn’t that she didn’t know how to sing, nor that she just made words up to make them fit into the scope of the tune. No, what bothered him was that every single one of her songs had something to do with Chainey. 
 
    One might wonder who this Chainey person was, up until Seven pulled the chain of daggers from her waist and introduced them. 
 
    “Ah, you have arrived,” said a well-dressed butler as they entered yet another room. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re still working here, Mud Face?” Seven asked, cutting her song off mid-verse. 
 
    “Your father has still seen fit to keep me employed, my lady. So, yes, I still work here.” 
 
    “Father?!” Ramson exclaimed, feeling shocked for the first time in a while. “You’re the Duke’s daughter?” 
 
    “Am I?” Seven asked, placing a finger on her chin. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” the butler replied. 
 
    Before anything else could be said, the doors to the duke’s office were flung open to reveal the Duke, Carve Gregmar, looking less than happy. 
 
    “Daddy!” Seven said, practically leaping into his arms and wrapping him in a crushing hug. 
 
    “What have I told you about reminding her, Mudsworth?” Carve snapped as he was nearly driven to the ground. 
 
    “I apologize, my lord,” the butler said, bowing at the waist. 
 
    “No matter,” the Duke said, trying to shove the woman off him, who was planting dozens of kisses on his cheeks and trying to squeeze the life out of him. “She’ll forget again soon enough.” 
 
    “Very good, my lord,” Mudsworth said. “I shall endeavor to remember for next time.” 
 
    “Come on in,” the Duke said to Ramson, turning and heading back into his office with Seven still clinging onto him. 
 
    “I’ve missed you so much, Daddy,” Seven said as the doors were closed behind them. “Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Of course, darling. Now, if you’ll just let me go so I can sit down…” 
 
    “No! I haven’t seen you in so long,” Seven whined. “Can’t I just sit on your lap?” 
 
    “We’ve talked about this before, darling. You’re too old to sit on my lap. Big girls have to sit in chairs.” 
 
    “Fi-i-ine,” Seven said, finally releasing the man and going to plop down in one of the chairs. 
 
    “Have a seat, Ramson,” Carve said, smoothing his neat gray beard and the front of his crisp jacket before taking a seat himself. 
 
    Ramson, still not sure what to make of all this, did as he was told. 
 
    “I can see you have a lot of questions,” Carve said, sinking into his chair. “For the sake of prudence, I’ll inform you that yes, she is my daughter. By now, it should be fairly obvious that she is a Mage, but unfortunately, she used a bit too much of her magic when she was younger and damaged her mind. She now has a difficult time remembering certain things and her behavior is often erratic or childish.” 
 
    “I am not childish, Daddy!” Seven snapped. “You said I was a big girl!” 
 
    “And you are, darling,” Carve said. “Now, give me your report.” 
 
    Seven pouted for a few moments longer, but finally, she couldn’t hold it is and began speaking excitedly, telling the Duke of all that had happened. Carve listened in silence as she recounted her tale, only interrupting to confirm certain details with Ramson. For the most part, Seven was extremely accurate, only needing to be corrected a single time when she went off on a tangent about how many ugly people there were in the world. 
 
    “Well, it seems to be a mixed bag,” the duke said when Seven finished her tale. “On the one hand, insurrection amongst the dwarves and a dead force of rebels is good news. On the other, you have still failed to fetch my pendant. Worse, the trail is now completely cold, leaving you with no way of finding it.” 
 
    Ramson resisted the urge to squirm, knowing that at any moment, the Duke could have him killed. All he’d have to do was give the order, and Seven would tear him to pieces. 
 
    “Luckily for you, I already know where the pendant is located.” 
 
    Ramson didn’t dare say anything, waiting for the Duke to continue, while Seven began to hum quietly to herself. 
 
    “Though you couldn’t have known this, there was recently a competition held for the appointment of new nobles in Laedrin. The King has ousted a coup, and many nobles were killed off. Luckily – or perhaps, unluckily for you – one of the contestants turned out to match the description of the man my daughter seemed to have become smitten over.” 
 
    “Wait…are you saying that…?” Ramson began, only to be interrupted by an excited shriek from Seven. 
 
    “My Arbor is a noble now? You said I couldn’t before, but does that mean you’ll let me marry him, Daddy? Can I? Please?!” she asked, bouncing up and down in her seat, her cheeks flushing a deep red and her breath coming in excited gasps. 
 
    “Yes, the man named Arbor, the one in possession of the pendant you were supposed to retrieve, is now a Viscount living on the far side of my region,” Carve said, ignoring his daughter. “This puts us in a difficult position. I cannot simply have someone go and attack him. He’s far too powerful, and the force I’d have to commit would be far too obvious. He is also too well-guarded for the pendant to be stolen, which means that we’ll have to simply bide our time for now.” 
 
    “Daddy!” Seven whined, standing up straight. “I want to marry him!” 
 
    “Please sit down, darling,” Carve said. “We can talk about this after you’ve returned from your next mission.” 
 
    “But daddy…” Seven began. 
 
    “No ‘but’s,” Carve said, cutting her off. “You know you did something bad by going off-plan when infiltrating Woods’ Clearing. You weren’t supposed to become involved with anyone, especially some commoner.” 
 
    “And you made me pretend I was dead to punish me,” Seven said. “My poor Arbor. He was so, so sad to see me go. Do you know how much he cried? Do you know how much I cried?! He’s the only man in the whole world who isn’t ugly, and if you don’t let me marry him, I’m going to hold my breath until I die!” 
 
    “Darling, please calm down and have a seat,” Carve said. 
 
    Though he seemed outwardly calm, it was clear Seven was severely testing his patience. In response, Seven sucked in a big breath, blowing out her cheeks and glaring at him. 
 
    “Honey, you know that holding your breath won’t kill you, right?” Carve asked. “It’ll only make you pass out, and then you’ll have a big headache when you wake up.” 
 
    Seven just folded her arms and looked away, still refusing to breathe. 
 
    “How are you even going to explain to him how you’re alive? Or why the daughter of a Duke was living in a backwater place like Woods’ Clearing anyway?” 
 
    Seven’s face began to turn red. 
 
    “Darling, please be rational…” Carve said. 
 
    Ramson resisted the urge to snort out a laugh. Seven, rational? The man hadn’t been around his daughter for quite some time, but even he should realize that the woman was rarely rational. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll think about it,” Carve said. “As a last resort, I’ll let you marry him if we can’t find another way to the pendant!” 
 
    “No!” Seven snapped. “I’m going to marry him. Whether you get your stupid pendant or not!” 
 
    Carve blew out a long breath, pinching the bridge of his nose and trying to remain calm. 
 
    “Fine. You can marry him. But only after you’ve completed your next assignment,” he was quick to add. 
 
    The transformation was instantaneous. Seven went from all glowering and anger to smiles and elation. 
 
    “Thank you, Daddy! Thank you! Thank you!” she said, bouncing up from her seat and going to engulf him in another crushing embrace. 
 
    Ramson had no idea how this woman could ever have been with someone like the man he’d seen on the night of the massacre. Sure, he didn’t know him at all, but there was no way someone from an out-of-the-way village town could love someone as crazy as this. Not with the way she acted. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Carve said, trying to shove the woman away. “You’re excited, I know. But please calm down and have a seat. I need to outline your next mission.” 
 
    “But we need to start planning the wedding again, since our last one was so rudely interrupted,” she said, shooting Ramson a glare. 
 
    “How is any of this my fault?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “If you’ll recall, that bastard took my right eye.” 
 
    “He should have taken your whole ugly head!” Seven replied. “Especially after you had your goons beat him up.” 
 
    “Enough!” Carve roared, finally losing his patience. “Silvia! Sit down and keep quiet! And you, Ramson, shut your mouth!” 
 
    Both of them immediately shut up, and Seven – whose real name was apparently Silvia – went to sit back down in her seat. 
 
    “Now,” Carve said, making a visible effort to calm down. “I already knew about the destruction of those so-called Defiants about a week ago. However, we don’t know who killed them. Luckily for us, we managed to pick up the trail of a few survivors and have identified the King’s bastard son, Naff, at their head. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we lost contact with our tracker several days ago. Your mission is simple. Hunt them down, and find out what they know. After that, kill them and take Naff’s head. The king will reward me handsomely for bringing him his traitor son on a platter.” 
 
    “And then can we plan the wedding?” Seven asked. 
 
    Carve blew out another long breath, but slowly nodded. 
 
    “You’re going to have to come up with a very good story as to how you’re alive, and about who you really are. It better be believable, or it will reflect poorly on all of us. Also, you do realize that you’re not going to be able to act this way if you do marry him, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Seven said. “But I don’t have a problem with that.” 
 
    “Fine,” Carve said. “Go. The sooner this mission is finished, the sooner you can start planning your re-introduction and wedding.” 
 
    “Yay!” Seven said, practically springing to her feet. “Come on, Ram Son. We have a bunch of people to kill! Let’s go!” 
 
    Ramson rose slowly, seeing that there was no way he was going to get out of service just yet. He decided that it would be okay. All he had to do was bide his time. He was sure an opportunity would present itself, especially with how distracted Seven, or rather, Silvia, now was. He bowed to the Duke before turning to follow her, already scheming on ways he could get away. 
 
    “You’re lucky you only beat him up, by the way,” Seven said as the Duke’s doors closed behind them. 
 
    “What?” Ramson asked, not knowing what she was referring to. 
 
    “Arbor, I mean,” she said, now skipping even more vigorously than she had before. 
 
    “Oh, yeah? And why is that?” Ramson asked, despite his better judgment. 
 
    “Because if it had looked like you were going to kill him, I would have chopped your willy off and forced it down your throat until you choked to death,” Seven said cheerily. 
 
    Ramson stumbled momentarily but quickly recovered his balance. While his motivations for leaving Arbor alive at the time had been purely sadistic and designed to inflict the maximum amount of pain possible, it seemed, that for once, his tendencies had actually saved his life. He seriously hoped he wasn’t faced with such a situation again, as the death Seven described sounded extremely unpleasant.
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    Arbor awoke before dawn, his internal clock refusing to allow him to sleep late, despite the fact that his new bed was softer than he imagined clouds to be. His eyes slowly flickered open, taking in the still unfamiliar surroundings of his new room. His Perception Field, which had been deactivated in his sleep, flared up around him once more, the invisible bubble spreading until it reached the closed doors. 
 
    Someone was out there — several ‘someones,’ to be accurate. There were two guards stationed at his bedroom door, as well as a night-servant, prepared to fetch him anything he might need. Sebastian had assured him that this was only temporary and that his full-time personal servant, the one who’d be going with him everywhere, would be arriving within the week. 
 
    Apparently, Sebastian had called them in all the way from the capital of Galmir, which Arbor thought was a little over the top. Sebastian, though, thought that this person was the one for the job, and Arbor hadn’t bothered arguing. 
 
    He rose slowly, stretching his arms over his head and channeling his Perception magic through the paths in his body to bring himself to full alertness. Rising from the bed, Arbor shuffled over to the bathroom to wash his face. There was no toilet in here, as he’d had his immediately removed, which meant he’d need to go to a different room if he had to relieve himself. 
 
    The solid white-gold toilet was such an affront to basic decency that he’d refused to allow it to remain there. He’d ordered it to be melted down and smelted into bars, which could then be used to purchase goods or be put into their vaults for later use. There was a lot of work that needed to be done, and an extra few hundred thousand would go a long way. 
 
    Luckily for him, the call of nature was not something he needed to worry about at the moment, so after washing his face, Arbor returned to his room and pulled on a light shirt and pants. He didn’t bother with boots or socks, instead swinging the doors to his balcony open and stepping out into the cold morning air. 
 
    The emerald-colored spring moon hung low in the sky, shining its green light across the darkened landscape. In the distance, Arbor could just begin to make out the first light of day, but he knew he had several hours yet before anyone else actually rose to begin the day. Arbor decided that this time of day was supposed to be used for training, so that was what he did. 
 
    The balcony was quite large – though not so large that he could use it as a proper training area – and was mostly walled off. He knew he wouldn’t be getting in any running or the like, but working up a sweat didn’t require that. All it required was using a bit of imagination. 
 
    Breathing in through his nose, Arbor began to pump his body full of Perception magic, increasing the strain on his body and muscles until he felt a light burn. In this state, he was far more powerful than he would normally be, but Arbor wasn’t going to be using that power. Instead, he was simply using the strain of his magic as resistance to his training. 
 
    Dropping lightly to his hands and the balls of his feet, Arbor began doing push-ups, trying to force as much power into each upward motion as he could, but moving very slowly at the same time. This created a perfect pull between his magic and muscles, which forced him to work nearly twice as hard to attain the same result. He could feel his Origin magic stirring, wishing to be set free in response, but the time when Arbor couldn’t control the white magic had long since passed. 
 
    With a force of will, Arbor suppressed his Origin magic, keeping just enough threading into the technique to keep his Perception Field up. Sweat began pouring off his body in small rivulets as his muscles bunched and contracted. It strained him immensely, but Arbor continued pushing until he’d done exactly one hundred push-ups. 
 
    He immediately rolled to his back, pulling his arms up behind his head and pulling himself into a forty-five-degree angle. This pulled the muscles in his Core tight, while also straining his legs. He began to kick then, holding the position while moving his legs up and down in opposite directions. A hundred of those were followed by another hundred push-ups. 
 
    Arbor repeated the process three times, before rising to his feet and stripping off his now-sodden shirt. The cool air stung his sweat-slicked skin, but Arbor barely felt it as he began to do squats, forcing his magic to press down on his shoulders. The effect felt much like having a whole bunch of weight pressing down on him, which was what Arbor was going for. It made the workout much harder, but by now, Arbor knew he’d see little progress without some serious resistance. 
 
    For example, if he tried doing all this exercise without the magic resistance, he’d likely have had to do five times as much to achieve the same result. And even then, he wouldn’t have felt the same strain, only fatigue from repeated movement. While there was an appropriate time for fatigue training, now wasn’t it. Currently, it was time for resistance training, to keep his muscles in tip-top shape and push his body to handle more magic. 
 
    The 8th Tier wasn’t just going to unlock itself, and Arbor knew that as a Viscount, he’d have far more powerful enemies with which to contend. 
 
    An hour and a half later, when the sun was rising in the east and banishing the cold of the early spring nights, Arbor finally began pulling into his stretches. Steam was pouring off his skin, which was a bright red from all the strain and heat. His muscles were on fire, which Arbor knew was a good thing. 
 
    He probably wouldn’t be hopping into any prolonged battles anytime soon, but as far as he could tell, he was doing just fine in regard to growth. His stretching ended several minutes later, after which Arbor dropped into a meditative position and began concentrating on his magic. 
 
    The two Origins sat perfectly still in his body as he calmed his breathing, the white Origin magic and blue Perception resting on top of one another. The white core began to pulse lightly as Arbor reached for it, pulling it up and out to coat his arms, which were resting on his lap. Through his closed eyes, Arbor could see the light wisping off his skin, fighting to escape. 
 
    Arbor was calm, keeping the magic contained, even as he began to allow more to pour out of him. The Origin magic was something he still didn’t quite understand. With Perception, things were easy. It was a type of enhancement magic. Sure, it could enhance far better than just about any other magic he’d come across, but in essence, that was all it did. It made him stronger, faster and sharpened his senses, such as sight, hearing and smell, as well as his other senses such as perception, critical thinking and reflex. 
 
    There were other things it could do as well, such as healing him at an increased rate, fight off sickness, and even give him the ability to sense and jumpstart other people’s magic. He could enhance others, either permanently or temporarily, as well as heal them from all but the worst of injuries. He’d been able to go as far as to reattach severed limbs. 
 
    Though there were many facets to Perception magic, it was something tangible. Something Arbor could understand. The Origin magic, though, was strange. It contained qualities of utter destruction, such as the bolts of power he could hurl, or the explosions he could cause. Yet they also gave him the ability to see others’ magic. Not only that, but more recently, he felt as though he’d been hearing voices—small whispers here and there, which he could just catch on the end of his consciousness. 
 
    They didn’t say actual words, but rather, gave him impressions. Feelings of what he could do with his magic and how best to accomplish them. Right now, he was working on something he was sure he’d figured out. He’d been hearing about this usage for several weeks now, pulling little snippets together until he’d finally pieced it together – or so he hoped. 
 
    Arbor’s chest expanded as he flooded his lungs with oxygen, forcing more of the Origin magic out onto his arms and condensing in there. The power was growing more and more intense, but as Arbor concentrated, he began to feel something a bit more solid taking shape. He continued working, forcing more magic into his arms until he felt the nature of it change, becoming more stable and solid. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Arbor resisted the urge to smile when he saw two shining white gauntlets cloaking his arms up to the shoulders. They looked like solid steel plates, flowing over his limbs and down to his fingers, where they ended in wicked points. Arbor knew that these gauntlets served multiple purposes and that bringing them into being was only the first step, but instead of trying out anything too dangerous or destructive, he simply pulled the magic back into himself, dissolving the shining constructs and pulling them into his Origin once more. 
 
    As soon as his magic was calm, Arbor began the process once again. The trick to mastering any technique was repetition, and before people – Sebastian in particular – came knocking on his door, Arbor would repeat several more repetitions. In battle, techniques were all but useless unless you could call them up instantaneously. He continued working, keeping his relaxed pose, his back straight, and breathing deeply. 
 
    About an hour later, Arbor’s training was interrupted by a rhythmic knocking on the door. Though he was tempted to ignore it at first, he knew that if he didn’t go and answer it, they would simply continue knocking until he did. Dismissing his magic, Arbor rose from his meditative position, stretching his arms over his head as he walked to answer the door. 
 
    “Ah, good, you’re awake,” Sebastian said, pushing past him and going directly into his room. 
 
    “Good morning to you, too,” Arbor muttered. “But aren’t you a bit early? I thought I still have an hour and a half before I need to meet anyone.” 
 
    “That you do, but you will obviously need time to bathe, dress, and eat before.” 
 
    “But I can do all that in half an hour, probably less if I rush it.” 
 
    “Nobles do not rush,” Sebastian said disapprovingly. “However, I have not come to chastise you on your poor noble behavior. Rather, I am here to introduce you to your new personal butler.” 
 
    “I thought they weren’t coming until next week,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Well, luckily for you, she’s arrived early.” 
 
    “Wait…she?” Arbor asked. “Why are you getting me a female butler?” 
 
    “Do you not think a woman is just as capable of being your butler?” Sebastian asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “No, it’s just that I…” 
 
    “Excellent,” Sebastian said, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Prudence. Come in and introduce yourself if you please.” 
 
    Arbor just let out a loud sigh and turned to see what Sebastian had gotten him into. The woman that walked into the room was nothing like he imagined, though. Seeing as she was a colleague of Sebastian’s and clearly held in high esteem, Arbor had expected a matronly woman, in her early fifties perhaps. Instead, the woman who entered appeared to be no older than twenty-five. 
 
    Everything else about her was just as surprising. She was tall — really tall.  Prudence was nearly six and a half feet tall, with darkly tanned skin, bright yellow eyes and a rather small nose. Long white hair tumbled down her back, stopping between her shoulder blades, framing striking cheekbones and full blue-painted lips. 
 
    Even in her uniform, which consisted of a tailored waistcoat and perfectly pleated pants, Arbor could see that she had some truly impressive musculature. Even her chest, which extended impressively, straining at the buttons of her crisp white shirt, didn’t look out of proportion with the rest of her. 
 
    From a woman that large and intimidating, Arbor wouldn’t have been surprised to see a constant glower or perhaps hard lines over her forehead. Someone of that size just conjured that image in people’s minds. However, what he received from Prudence was a bright smile, revealing canines that appeared to be just a little too large, and a polite bow. When she spoke, her voice was rich and full, and not at all gruff as he’d imagined. 
 
    “It is an honor to be here, Viscount Emerald. Sebastian has told me so much about you, and now that I am here in person, I can see why he spoke so highly of you.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, as well,” Arbor said, still feeling a bit put off by this strange woman. 
 
    “Prudence is trained in all the duties of a proper butler. In addition, she graduated at the top of her class from the Galmir Magic Academy and has trained in twelve styles of martial combat. So, in addition to looking after your needs, she will also be training you in the areas in which you are sorely lacking.” 
 
    This truly got Arbor’s attention. She was a Mage who’d come out on the very top of her class, as well as someone who’d trained in combat. It seemed that Sebastian had actually made a good choice, one that would benefit him greatly. Still, Arbor decided to reserve judgment until he’d had a chance to train with her. For now, though, he apparently needed to get ready. 
 
    “Very well then,” Arbor said. “I’ll leave you to your duties, Sebastian. Prudence, I guess I need to be getting ready.” 
 
    “I’ve already drawn a bath, my lord. If you’ll follow me…Oh, and no need to fetch any clothes, I’ve already laid some out for when you’ve washed up.” 
 
    Arbor had no idea why he couldn’t just bathe in his room but decided that if she’d already gone through all the trouble of preparing one, he wouldn’t argue. As he passed Prudence, he couldn’t help but take a peek at her through his Mage Sight, and what he saw confused him. 
 
    She had an Origin, that much was obvious. A green and tan core sat right over her heart. What was odd was the aura surrounding it. It was like that of a wild beast, preparing to pounce. Arbor didn’t know what type of magic this woman had, but whatever it was, he was sure as hell going to find out.
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    “Do you require assistance dressing, my lord?” Prudence asked, her muffled voice coming through the closed bathroom door. 
 
    Arbor, who’d been staring down at the vast assortment of garments, almost jumped at the sound of her voice. His first and immediate instinct was to say no. He could figure out how to dress himself, thank you very much. But, when he took a moment to really think about it, he realized that he had no idea what he was doing. He’d already donned his underclothes, and Prudence was going to be his personal butler for the foreseeable future. 
 
    Why fight the inevitable? Arbor thought in resignation. 
 
    “Actually, I could use some help,” he said sheepishly. 
 
    “Very well. I’m coming in.” 
 
    The door swung open, and Prudence entered, her eyes politely averted. When she noticed he wasn’t completely naked, she relaxed a bit, allowing her gaze to travel to his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” Arbor said as she began rifling through the clothes to find the first piece. “I’m new to this whole noble thing.” 
 
    “Not a problem, my lord. That is what I’m here for,” Prudence said, lifting the first item and gesturing for him to turn around. 
 
    “No, really,” Arbor said, as she pulled the garment over his head. “I really do appreciate it. I’ve only ever worn basic tunics or armor up until now.” 
 
    “Come now, my lord,” Prudence said, pulling him around by his arm to face her as she smoothed the front of the shirt. “Surely you must have worn much finery in your lifetime. Having grown up in a wealthy family, such luxuries shouldn’t be entirely foreign.” 
 
    Arbor hesitated here, wondering how much he could actually tell her. Very few people knew of his humble origins. Even the soldiers under his command had simply assumed he’d left his wealth in a different city and had gone to retrieve it when they’d returned to the Endless Wood and human civilization. 
 
    “What’s your policy on keeping secrets?” Arbor asked as Prudence gestured for him to sit. 
 
    She was holding a pair of pants, but there were so many buckles and straps that Arbor had an easy time resisting the urge to tell her he could do it on his own. 
 
    “As your personal butler, part of my duties is to keep your confidence,” she said, yanking the pants up in a few swift movements. “After all, Lords and Ladies have many, many secrets, some they wish to keep even from their spouses. If you get my meaning.” 
 
    Unfortunately, Arbor did get her meaning. It was one thing he’d never understood about infidelity amongst married couples. In his mind, marriage was sacred and vows were unbreakable. 
 
    “If I should ever ask you to do something like that,” Arbor said. “I’ll expect you to give me a few smacks on the head to restore common sense.” 
 
    Prudence, who was busy tightening the series of straps running up the pant legs, let out a sudden snort of laughter. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord,” she said. “That was impolite.” 
 
    Arbor seriously wanted to tell her to stop addressing him so formally, but he had a feeling that it would take some time. She’d been trained to be proper and polite in the company of the often-fragile noble ego, so he would have to take things slowly. 
 
    “It’s not impolite to laugh at a joke. Even a terrible one,” Arbor said with a grin. 
 
    Prudence finished with the straps, rising to grab the next garment. Looking down, Arbor was very glad he’d accepted her offer of help. There was no way in hell that he’d have been able to figure this out himself, no matter how much time he’d had. 
 
    “Was there something you wished to confide in me, my lord?” Prudence asked as she turned back, another shirt clutched in her fingers. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor said, this time without hesitation. 
 
    He was getting pretty good at reading people by now, his Perception magic affording him keener senses in detecting lies. People always had certain tells, such as the slight increase in their breathing or a skipped heartbeat. They also gave off a very distinct smell, though he’d have had to seriously increase his capacity for smell if he wanted to do that. 
 
    “I didn’t grow up in a wealthy family,” he continued, raising his arms and feeling like a child as she slipped the next garment over his head. 
 
    “Oh?” Prudence asked, crouching and pulling the ties tight. “You certainly have a commanding presence about you.” 
 
    Arbor noticed that she didn’t voice her doubts, even though she clearly had some, for which he was grateful. 
 
    “I grew up in a small village called Woods’ Clearing, and until about a year ago, I worked as a carpenter…” 
 
    Prudence was silent the entire time he talked, explaining his old life, what had happened to his family, and a few of his adventures since. As he talked, he found himself relaxing. Prudence was an excellent listener, only interjecting to ask questions or express her condolences. By the time she was done dressing him – which still made him feel like an infant – Arbor was a lot more relaxed. 
 
    It had been hard for him to talk about Florren, and even thinking about her, over a year after her death, still pained him. Yet talking about it to someone he barely knew had made him feel much better. 
 
    “Thank you for listening, by the way,” Arbor said, as she smoothed down the oddly ruffled piece of lace under his chin. “I think I needed to talk to someone.” 
 
    “I am happy to be of assistance, my lord,” she said, stepping back and looking down at him. 
 
    Her height was something he’d have to get used to. Even though Arbor had grown a couple of inches, he was still just shy of six feet. Prudence, on the other hand, towered well above him. He couldn’t think of anyone he knew who was taller than her, so perhaps she was simply an abnormality. 
 
    “No, really,” Arbor said, making sure to meet her strange yellow eyes. “I mean it.” 
 
    Prudence’s countenance softened a bit at that, and a small crack appeared in her professional smile. 
 
    “You are not at all how I imagined you would be, my lord.” 
 
    Before Arbor could ask what she meant by that, a loud banging came at the door to his apartment, followed by Grak’s voice. 
 
    “How long are you going to keep us waiting? I feel like my stomach is trying to eat itself!” 
 
    Arbor felt his lips tugging upward into a grin as Prudence gave him a questioning look. If he were to ever start to get too big-headed, he was confident Grak would be there to straighten him out. 
 
    “I think I’m ready to head down,” he said. “Thank you again for helping me with all this,” Arbor said, gesturing down to himself. 
 
    Prudence merely bowed at the waist as Arbor headed out of the bathroom and into the main lounge. He pulled the door open, then had to dodge to the side to avoid Hord’s massive fist as it came crashing toward the door. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” asked the dwarf. 
 
    “Arbor, is that you?” Grak asked a second later. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” Arbor said, his expression exasperated. “And this,” he said, gesturing down to the mountain of lace and ruffles, “is apparently what nobles wear.” 
 
    “You look like a…” Hord began, but Arbor shot him a glare. 
 
    “I blame Sebastian for this,” Arbor said, then promptly slammed the door in their faces and whirled on Prudence. 
 
    “I know it’s not your fault, so don’t take this personally when I say that I never want to wear these ridiculous things again. I like practical clothes that don’t make me look like a walking curtain.” 
 
    “I shall burn them all and have them replaced immediately,” Prudence said, bowing at the waist once more, though Arbor was sure he could hear a hint of mirth in her polite tone. 
 
    “Hey! Arbor! Stop being such a baby and open the door!” Grak yelled. 
 
    “Sorry,” Arbor said, pulling the door open. “My elbow must have bumped it or something.” 
 
    “Ri-i-ight,” Grak said, rolling her eyes. “Come on. You’ve kept everyone waiting long enough, and Hord will probably start eating the walls if he doesn’t get some food in that pit of a stomach.” 
 
    “The woman speaks the truth,” Hord said, not seeming affronted in the slightest. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Arbor said, heading down the corridor toward the dining room, where he assumed breakfast would be. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’ve died and gone to the Mountains of Plenty!” Hord groaned, stuffing another piece of meat, dripping with a dark brown gravy, into his mouth. He chewed exactly once before swallowing, then immediately grabbed another. 
 
    “I know I tend to eat a lot,” Arbor said, eyeing the massive platters of food. “But isn’t this a bit excessive for just five people?” 
 
    “The cooks wanted to make sure that you didn’t go hungry,” Prudence said as she topped off his cup. 
 
    “Well, you can tell them that they can finish everything that isn’t eaten,” Arbor said, eyeing the mountain of food and feeling almost sick about the waste. “In fact, if even they can’t finish it, distribute it amongst the workers, and please bring me the chef. I’d like to talk to them.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Prudence said, setting the pitcher down and going to do as she was told. 
 
    “Why are you calling the chef?” Frunk asked, setting his knife and fork down. “Are you displeased with the meal?” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone, not even the biggest critic, would be displeased with this food,” Arbor said. 
 
    He was very full, to the point that he felt that he could burst, but he still wanted to keep eating. The food was that good. Even though he did burn a lot of calories, he knew that if he regularly overate, he would start to gain weight, and not the good kind. Grab set his fork down as well and turned to Arbor with a questioning look. 
 
    “As much as I appreciate being invited to eat with you, I have to wonder why Frunk and I are here. Grak and Hord, I can understand, but we’re your soldiers. We should be eating with our kind.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Arbor asked, his brows knitting together. “Your kind?” 
 
    “I meant gremlins…” Grab began, only to be cut off by Frunk. 
 
    “I apologize for him, sir. Grab just has a hard time wrapping his head around progression. He’ll come around eventually and realize that we are no longer servants to follow the whims of some far-off tyrant who demands our blood. We are here by choice, as you have offered us fair pay, good food, and treat us no differently than anyone else, regardless of our race.” 
 
    “You hear that, Grab?” Arbor asked. 
 
    The gremlin nodded, though he still seemed a bit uncertain. Of all his captains, Arbor had spent the least amount of time with Grab. Shukle had come with him when he’d started his campaign to become a noble, and Frunk had spent a lot of time around him. Grab had spent the most time around his soldiers, and almost none with Arbor. 
 
    “I understand that change can be hard to accept fully, but given enough time, I’m sure that you’ll come around. That being said, I don’t want to hear you belittling yourself or your kind again. Is that understood, captain?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Grab said, giving him an awkward salute. 
 
    At that moment, Prudence returned. Trailing behind her was a nervous-looking man, who appeared to be in his late forties. 
 
    “The chef, my lord,” Prudence said, stepping back. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Arbor asked, trying to put the nervous man at ease. 
 
    “R-Robert, my lord,” the chef replied, clearly terrified. 
 
    Before Arbor could say anything else, the chef began to talk so quickly that Arbor had a hard time understanding him. 
 
    “Please, my lord, if there’s something wrong with the meal, just tell me. Was it the eggs? I knew I had overcooked them by eight seconds, but I still had the audacity to serve them! I’m a horrible chef. Just have me hanged! I’m sure my replacement will be far superior to…” 
 
    “Your food was delicious,” Arbor said, cutting the man off mid-sentence. “All of it. I only wanted to speak with you to give my compliments in person. Also, in the future, just try and make a little less.” He smiled at that, making sure the man knew he wasn’t angry. “I am just one person, after all, and you’ve made enough to feed an army.” 
 
    The chef bowed quickly, his hat falling from his head. 
 
    “Of course, my lord! Thank you!” 
 
    “I’ll have Prudence send you my exact needs on how much I eat in a day, and if I’m having guests, I’ll make sure you know beforehand.” 
 
    “I hope you do!” Hord boomed. “If you eat like this all the time, then I’ll be here for every single meal!” 
 
    Robert looked to Hord in mild concern as the dwarf piled more meat onto his plate, as though mentally calculating what it would take to feed the gluttonous dwarf. 
 
    “You can go now, Robert. Thank you again for the excellent meal,” Arbor said, saving the poor man from any further distress. 
 
    Robert bowed one last time, then bounded off, practically running for the kitchens. 
 
    “How much time do I have left?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “The heads of the towns and villages are gathering as we speak,” Grak said, holding up a hand to block her mouth. “I’d say another half hour.” 
 
    “We’re going to keep them waiting for thirty minutes?” Arbor exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s expected,” Grak said with a shrug. 
 
    “How far did people come from?” he asked, already pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    “The farthest village borders one of the largest volcanoes in the region,” Frunk said, not needing to consult the map, as he’d already memorized it. “The manor is in a central location, but some will inevitably be…” 
 
    “Please just give me a straight answer,” Arbor said, rubbing at his temples. 
 
    “Probably a week if they had a horse, about two without one.” 
 
    “How far is that, distance-wise?” Arbor asked, already regretting this gathering being called in the first place. 
 
    “About three-hundred and fifty miles…Sir,” Frunk replied. 
 
    Arbor blew out a long breath, then immediately turned, heading toward the back staircase, which was the fastest way to the outside. 
 
    “Arbor, where are you going?” Grak called out. 
 
    “To talk to these people, and then send them home,” Arbor called. 
 
    “But…” Hord began, looking pitifully at the food still piled before him. “I haven’t even finished eating!”
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    Arbor strode up to the podium, watching the milling crowd standing before him. There was a mix of men and women, perhaps seventeen or eighteen people in total, all talking quietly amongst themselves. They were likely wondering who their new Viscount would be, seeing as the last was killed well over a month ago. They quieted, some seeming surprised to see him so soon as he stepped onto the small platform. 
 
    Behind him, he could see Grak, Hord, and Frunk coming around the far corner of the massive manor, running to catch up. Prudence, much to her credit, had managed to keep pace, though she looked a bit short of breath. He’d had to run, as the manor was huge and it would probably have taken him a good fifteen minutes to walk all the way around from the back, even though it was still the fastest way. 
 
    He hadn’t pushed himself so hard as to strain himself, but with all the layers he was wearing, he did feel a bit flushed himself. 
 
    “Firstly, I’d like to apologize for having you all gather here,” Arbor began. “I was unaware that some of you would have to travel so far, and without horses. All I can do is assure you that on your return trip, you will be provided transportation.” 
 
    Though there was no audible buzzing of sound, as Arbor had expected, the gathered people did share a few confused looks. Not that Arbor could blame them. Though they were heads of towns and villages, all of them had their own jobs and trades. They’d expected to have one of the nobility act a certain way toward them because of it. They were confused because Arbor wasn’t acting like a self-important asshole. 
 
    “As many of you may not know, living all the way out here, I was once a commoner. Only recently was I given a title of nobility. Just a few weeks ago, I was just Arbor. Now, I am Viscount Emerald. Please don’t think this means that I will treat you any differently because of my new title. I know what it’s like to have to do a hard day’s work, and though many of you might have a hard time believing me, I can assure you it’s true. Even these clothes feel strange, though I doubt I’ll be wearing anything so horrific when I travel.” 
 
    He paused here, hoping for some sort of reaction. When he got none, he just sighed inwardly and continued. 
 
    “I thank you all for coming. Meals will be provided, and you will be compensated for any time and wages lost due to having to come all the way out here. I will be visiting each of your settlements individually over the next few days. Please take the time to think of anything you might need. Any grievances, any assistance, or anything you’d like to say. There will be many new people coming to live here as well, so if your settlement needs more workers, or you’re looking to expand, talk to me when I come and visit. And, again, thank you for coming,” he finished as he stepped away from the podium. 
 
    The crowd was now extremely confused, but overall, they seemed pleased as Arbor went around and shook each of their hands. He got all their names and the names of their settlements, doing his best to memorize each but knowing he’d ultimately fail and have to rely on Frunk for that. He stuck around for a few minutes, making sure Sebastian – who’d come out for his speech – knew to talk to them about their wages, organizing transportation and food. 
 
    “Thank the Almighty that’s over,” Arbor said as he headed away. “I hate giving speeches. I always feel so weird, getting up and talking to people.” 
 
    “You gave several rousing speeches when we were fighting,” Frunk replied, still somewhat out of breath from the run. 
 
    “Yeah, but that was for battle. This is different.” 
 
    “Different how?” Grak asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arbor said. “Just…different.” 
 
    He let out a long sigh, then began picking agitatedly at the collar of his frilly shirt. 
 
    “Either way, we’re not heading out until tomorrow,” he continued. “We need to give them at least a day before we come for a visit, and the closest settlement to here is…?” 
 
    “Slope,” Frunk replied. “About fifty miles north.” 
 
    “With a pair of our horses, they should make it back by nightfall,” Arbor said, noting the position of the sun, “which means we’ll be arriving in two days for our visit. Should give them plenty of time.” 
 
    “In the meanwhile, would you like to…?” Frunk began. 
 
    “In a few hours,” Arbor replied. “Right now, Prudence is going to help me train. I haven’t had a good sparring match in weeks, and I feel like my skills are withering away.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Prudence said. “Will you need help getting out of your clothes?” 
 
    “No,” Arbor said quickly, before either Grak or Hord could find out that she’d dressed him that morning. “I’ll get out of them just fine.” 
 
    “Very well,” Prudence replied. “Then I will go change and fetch some training equipment. Please wear something sturdy for the occasion. If you need help, I will be more than happy to…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Arbor said quickly. “I’ll meet you in the back gardens.” 
 
    He’d noticed a large patch of rough earth, clear of all grass and flowers, as he’d been running over here. He assumed it was for training, and even if it weren’t, it would be now. 
 
    “Very well, my lord,” she replied, then bowed and nearly peeled away, heading off to change. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Grak asked. 
 
    “All what?” Arbor asked, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “All that about helping you change,” Grak replied. “It seemed a little weird, don’t you think? Almost as though you needed her to dress you this morning.” 
 
    Arbor kept a straight face, not allowing a hint of anything to show through. Grak was shrewd and would sense a lie long before it left his lips. So, he simply dodged the truth instead. 
 
    “It’s part of her training,” he replied. “I’m sure she’ll stop eventually.” 
 
    Grak had obviously spotted the dodge, but, thankfully, let it go. They’d gotten to the point in their relationship where they were finally good friends. It had taken some time, as Grak had been infatuated with him, and he was confused about how to feel in return. He was glad they’d figured things out, as he felt nowhere near ready to be in a relationship with anyone, and Grak was too good a friend to lose over something like that. 
 
    “I’m off. Let me know if you hear any news about my sister. Please.” 
 
    “We’ll let you know as soon as we do,” Grak said, her expression understanding. 
 
    “I guess I’m off to check the forge out,” Hord said, hooking his thumbs into his belt. “Saiko also mentioned wanting to get my input before the soldiers start building. It’s gonna be a busy day!” 
 
    “I will handle all the logistics of your trip in the meantime,” Grak said. 
 
    “And I will coordinate with her to pick the correct troops for this trip. As a traveling noble, even within your own lands, you can still be a target.” 
 
    Arbor nodded solemnly, remembering well the multiple attempts on his life. He still didn’t know who was sending them, but judging by Ramona’s appearance, he was fairly confident it wasn’t the Defiants. Then again, it could all be part of their latest plan to catch him off-guard, which was why Ramona – though still unconscious – was locked in one of the cells with guards keeping watch around the clock. 
 
    “I’ll see you all later,” he said, then dashed off toward his room. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Arbor to arrive back in his living quarters, and as soon as he was inside his room, he proceeded to undress by summarily ripping the expensive clothes from his body. Donning his old clothes had never felt so good, and Arbor took a few moments to simply enjoy the feeling of the light cloth on his skin. 
 
    He grabbed his boots and headed back out toward the training area, stopping right before he stepped outside and lacing them up. 
 
    Much to his surprise, Prudence was already there when he arrived. She was dressed far less formally now. In fact, she was wearing a lot less altogether. Her lower body was clad in a pair of tight-fitting pants that ended at the knees, revealing powerfully muscled legs. 
 
    Her upper body was clad in a chest wrapping that pulled tightly around her back, leaving her toned stomach, shoulders, and arms completely bare. Arbor also noticed a lack of tan lines, which told him that these were likely the clothes she’d trained in most often. He’d never seen a woman dress so brazenly before, but he kept a cool head by staying focused on training. This was likely a normal way of dressing where she came from, so he wouldn’t comment on it. 
 
    “You cut quite the impressive figure,” Arbor said, stepping into the training area. 
 
    Just because he wasn’t going to mention her outfit didn’t mean he couldn’t compliment her. It had to have taken some serious dedication for her to have a body like that, especially seeing as she was a woman. She probably had to work almost twice as hard as he did, and likely had to train on a daily basis, to maintain that amount of muscle. Even with all the dedication, though, he was sure that magic had at least something to do with it. 
 
    “You are too kind, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    By the self-satisfied smile she wore, he could tell she’d appreciated the compliment more than she was letting on. 
 
    “Right then. Before we begin, allow me to lay out a few things. Firstly, I will have to speak more harshly with you and may hurt you physically during our training. I hope you will not hold that against me.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be training if I refused a little pain,” Arbor said, waving off her concern. “Be as rough as you deem necessary.” 
 
    Only after he’d said it, did Arbor realize how that must have sounded. However, true to her profession, Prudence remained composed. 
 
    “Secondly, I will ask that you do not use magic, and neither will I. There’s little either of us can do to change the way our bodies have been affected, but I am here to train your skills in weapons and hand to hand combat. Magic training will be done later in the day before you are ready to go to sleep. I’m sure I don’t need to explain why.” 
 
    Arbor nodded once again. While regular training would make him tired, pushing himself with his magic would utterly exhaust him, and he needed to be able to function for the rest of the day. 
 
    “Thirdly, I will need an in-depth explanation of your fighting style, weapon preference, and magic type. You should also remove your shirt, as it will make instruction easier.” 
 
    Arbor didn’t bother arguing, and though he felt weird about taking his shirt off in front of the practically naked woman, he did as he was told. This was training, and the way for him to learn best was by doing as he was told, especially if said trainer knew more than he did. 
 
    He then ran through an explanation of his fighting style, demonstrating his punches and kicks. He then did it with a wooden staff, and after that, with a short stick in place of his cleaver. The tricky part came when it was time to speak about his magic, as he wasn’t sure if he should tell her about his second Origin. 
 
    “Many Mages are uncomfortable talking about their magic,” Prudence said, noting his hesitation. “You can trust me, my lord. If it makes things easier for you, I will explain my magic to you first.” 
 
    “That would actually help,” Arbor admitted. 
 
    “My magic is called Aspect—specifically, Beast-Aspect. I can take on the aspects of certain creatures and make them my own. For example,” Prudence said, holding out one of her arms. 
 
    A line of bluish-gray scales flowed from her skin, coating the limb. It started from the shoulder and flowed all the way down to her fingertips, leaving the limb completely covered. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” Arbor exclaimed, stepping a little closer as Prudence flexed her arm. 
 
    It rippled and flowed, exactly as her muscles would, and when Arbor reached out to feel it, it was warm to the touch. It had the distinct rough feeling of scales and had obviously made a difference, and he had a feeling that it would help her with defense. Prudence cleared her throat politely then, and Arbor took a quick step back. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said, feeling a flush creeping into his cheeks. “I just got a little overexcited.” 
 
    “That’s perfectly understandable,” Prudence said. 
 
    Arbor noticed a slight darkening on her face as well, though the look of obvious pride in her eyes told him she hadn’t been insulted by his obvious admiration. 
 
    “Now, as I was saying,” she continued. “I can borrow aspects to increase my strength, speed, defense, or even special properties.” 
 
    The scales on her arm vanished, replaced by cracked greenish skin that glowed with tan-colored light. 
 
    “In addition to that, I can do a full-body transformation, though it takes a bit more time.” 
 
    Arbor watched as Prudence’s muscles bunched, and a look of hard concentration covered her features. Then, long fur sprouted from her body, coating her arms, legs, and chest. Her torso expanded and she grew a few more inches before the transformation was done. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Arbor exclaimed, looking at what was clearly a transformation into a bear. 
 
    Prudence didn’t look exactly like a bear, not in the sense of having a muzzle and blocky limbs. But rather, she looked like a humanoid bear, still containing her features, but with all obvious power that came with the change. 
 
    “Yes,” Prudence said. “I will admit that it is quite impressive.” She shrank back down then, the fur retreating until only she remained. “This is why I am so tall and muscular,” she continued. “Maintaining, as you well know, is still a lot of work.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, more excited now to get started than he had been before. 
 
    “So, let’s hear about your magic, my lord,” Prudence said. 
 
    She was clearly pleased with herself, especially after the way Arbor had reacted. Pride, it seemed, was something that not even the best training could stomp out. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor said, already beginning to pull on his power. “But I expect this to stay a secret.” 
 
    Prudence bowed slightly at the waist, which looked strange in her current garb. 
 
    “Of course, my lord. As always, I will keep your secrets in strict confidence.” 
 
    Arbor smiled as he pulled on his Origin magic. Prudence would be training him, and keeping anything hidden from her would make her job just that much harder. Plus, Arbor also felt like showing off, especially after her impressive display, even if just a little.
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    “Well, I will admit that I am surprised, my lord, and of course, will not reveal your secrets to anyone,” Prudence said after Arbor’s explanation and demonstration. “And now that I know your type of magic, I believe I know how best to begin your training.” 
 
    Striding purposefully to the opposite side of the training area, she scooped two staffs from the ground and tossed one to him. Arbor was surprised when the length of hardwood came sailing toward him and just managed to catch it before it slammed into his face. He was surprised at the weight, noting that the staff was more than ten times what his actual weapon weighed. 
 
    “How am I supposed to train with this?” he asked as Prudence strode back over. 
 
    “Weighted training implements build stronger and leaner muscle,” she said, then raised her staff in a two-handed grip. “Now, whenever you’re ready, attack me as you will.” 
 
    Arbor didn’t even hesitate. Once, he might have gone easy on an opponent simply because of their gender. Time had taught him to have a healthy respect for all warriors, especially if they also happened to have magic. 
 
    Without the aid of his Perception magic, Arbor was much slower, though still quite a bit faster than the average human, due to the changes his body had undergone. He came in low, sweeping the staff toward Prudence’s knee. If this were his glaive, the sweep would slice her leg off, toppling his opponent and effectively taking them out of the battle. 
 
    Prudence waited until the last second, then neatly stepped forward. Her knee flexed outward, and Arbor’s staff cracked into her leg at full force. However, her movement had shifted his aim. Now, he’d hit the mass of bunched muscle above her knee, and her forward movement had assured that the ‘blade,’ marked by a red line on the staff, sailed neatly past her. 
 
    Before Arbor could do anything, Prudence’s staff slammed into his ribs, right over his heart, and sent him staggering back. Arbor winced, clutching at the area. He knew that if that had been a real fight, he’d be dead right now. His pride smarted at being bested so easily, but he knew that when it came to technical skill, he was very lacking. Instead of following up, Prudence grounded her staff and began to explain. 
 
    “Your opening move, while bold, leaves you too open to a counterattack from a more experienced opponent. Your aim was also a bit off,” she continued, demonstrating the swing he’d just taken in slow motion. “When using a sweeping attack with a long-shafted weapon, it is also always better to have your lead hand closer to the blade for guidance, while having your hips and other hand behind the strength.” 
 
    She demonstrated the same attack, only this time, she put the emphasis on the movement of her arms and hips. 
 
    “The idea of swinging for my knees was a smart one, as I am taller and it would have required a longer reach to go for my neck or another vulnerable area. But, when using something like a glaive, you’ll want your opening attack to be swift and unexpected.” 
 
    Her hand moved to one end of her staff, and she pivoted forward. Arbor watched in fascination as the staff flickered forward and back in an instant, appearing to blur in the air as it moved. 
 
    “Was that the counter you used on me?” he asked, still rubbing at the sore spot on his chest. 
 
    “Yes, it was. While most glaive users tend to treat it as a sword on a stick, you should really be treating it as the weapon it is.” 
 
    “Like a spear?” Arbor asked, wondering if he’d have to re-learn everything from the beginning. 
 
    “No, not like a spear either,” Prudence replied. “A glaive is a combination of three weapons. It’s a sword, a spear, and a staff. If you are not using all parts of the weapon, then you are doing it a disservice.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, finally understanding what she was getting at. 
 
    “Good. Now, I want you to come at me again with the same opening attack, and this time, try and predict the counter.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, then took the staff up once again. The area where he’d been struck throbbed, reminding him to be just a bit more cautious in his next charge. Still, old habits were hard to break, and Arbor charged in once again just a couple of seconds later, swinging for her knee. 
 
    He was prepared for her to step in and take the blow, and was already formulating a counter when he struck. That was why, when she did something else, he was taken completely off-guard. 
 
    Prudence stepped to the side, leaned back, and then pivoted neatly around the staff, avoiding being hit by a matter of a few hairs. Then, her own staff blurred out, her grip sliding all the way to the other end and smacking lightly into the side of Arbor’s neck. It didn’t hurt, not like the strike to his ribs. This hurt his pride, more than anything. 
 
    “Never assume someone is going to take the same stance as they did before, even in training,” Prudence said. “Your strike was on target, but you anticipated the same block and strike, instead of leaving yourself open to the possibility of a different counter.” 
 
    As much as Arbor hated to admit it, Prudence was right. While she had told him to attack her using the same strike, she’d never said that she’d be using the same block. 
 
    “Let’s try that again, shall we?” 
 
    An hour later, and Arbor was sporting several painful welts along his ribs and stomach. Each and every blow had been lethal, without fail. Prudence was very much unlike Silver in that way. The odd hermit had battered and bruised every part of his body until he was black and blue. Prudence, on the other hand, simply struck where she found an opening that would end the fight in a single attack. 
 
    Not so much as a scratch marred his arms, legs, or face, though the area between his neck and shoulder stung from a particularly hard blow he’d received when he’d missed his mark. 
 
    “Precision is key in any fighting style,” she said, taking the staff from him and going to lay it down on the ground. “If you can always make your strikes land where you want them to, you can end a fight in an instant.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, fighting down his frustration and anger. He knew that she was only training him, but it was hard to accept defeat and learn from that experience when he was so used to winning all the time. 
 
    “How will precision help me?” Arbor asked, crossing his arms. “My style involves large-scale destruction.” 
 
    “Which is all well and good in an extended battle with multiple opponents,” Prudence said. “But if you were fighting a single opponent in the confines of a closed corridor, precision will help you prevent bringing the building down on yourself.” 
 
    Arbor wanted to argue back, but he knew there was little point. He just nodded and accepted the lesson for what it was. 
 
    “Would you like to break now for lunch, my lord, or would you like to continue?” 
 
    Arbor looked up at the sun, noting that it was already around noon. Though he was tempted to tell her that he was done for the day, he fought down against his own wounded pride and shook his head. 
 
    “We can keep going. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord. For this portion of your training, I would like to focus on hand to hand combat, the area in which you seem to be lacking the most.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, accepting the fact for what it was. He knew next to nothing about fighting bare-handed, yet had ended up in more than a few fights where he’d had no weapon. 
 
    “Sparring will have to wait until you’re a bit more advanced, as you will not learn anything from me repeatedly hitting you. Instead, we will focus on instruction and technique.” 
 
    Arbor nodded once again, not trusting himself to say anything. While he rationally knew that without his magic, and perhaps even with, Prudence could pound him into the ground, his wounded pride continued to stand out at the forefront of his mind. 
 
    “The fighting style which I believe will suit you best is called ‘Gaile Verde,’ which in old elven, roughly translates to ‘Flowing Force Fist.’” 
 
    “Wait, this is an elven fighting style?” Arbor asked, immediately on guard. 
 
    He had a serious dislike for elves as a whole, due to all the times he’d been attacked by them.  
 
    “Yes, though it has long since been adapted by humans for use in combat,” Prudence said, missing his momentary flash of anger. 
 
    “Is there no other style more suited to how I fight?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “This is the best,” Prudence said. “We can try something else, but the results will not be the same, and might interfere with the way you move while fighting with the glaive.” 
 
    Despite wanting to ask about a different fighting style, Arbor once again forced down his instincts and nodded. 
 
    “Very well, I will do it your way.” 
 
    Prudence nodded, then fell into a stance. Her legs were spread wide, with her right placed slightly back. However, most of her weight was sitting on her front leg. Both hands came up, the back one clenched into a tight fist and covering the side of her face, and the other, like the left leg, leading forward, with the wrist curled forward and fingers extended. 
 
    “The Gaile Verde focuses on hard swift strikes to vulnerable areas,” Prudence began, moving slowly as she spoke. “In my mind, this will work perfectly in conjunction with your Origin magic, as you can eject precise blasts upon striking.” 
 
    Her leading hand flashed forward in the likeness to a striking snake, before snapping back to the guard position. The entire way she was moving, in fact, seemed very serpentine. Her legs slid from side to side as she advanced, always keeping her balance perfect and her weight forward-leaning. 
 
    “This stance, while seemingly unbalanced to most, is what favors this style of fighting best. The Gaile Verde doesn’t really have any blocks, so speed, flexibility and durability will be your allies. From what I’ve seen, your pain tolerance is quite high, and your speed is remarkable, but you lack flexibility. This results in linear and easy-to-predict attacks, which, in turn, can lead to your downfall.” 
 
    Prudence straightened then and turned to him. 
 
    “I would rather you not ask any questions now, my lord, although I’m sure you have many. Most will be answered as we train. For now, I will ask that you trust my judgment and simply follow my instructions.” 
 
    “You’re the expert. Just show me what to do, and I’ll follow.” 
 
    Prudence flashed him a quick grin, revealing her over-enlarged canines in the process. 
 
    “Thank you for your trust, my lord. I will not let you down. Now, assume the fighting stance I demonstrated.” 
 
    Arbor did as she said, sliding his legs apart and leaning forward. Prudence walked up next to him as he did and adjusted his stance, by pushing his arm down, up, straightening his back, and finally by pushing him forward. 
 
    “I feel extremely off-balance,” Arbor said when she stepped back. 
 
    Almost all of his weight was concentrated on his front leg, and even standing still, he felt as though he could topple over at any minute. 
 
    “The stance is not very well balanced, but I assure you, you will grow used to it in time. This is why the first exercise will be to move around the perimeter of the training grounds. I will follow alongside and keep pace, should you have trouble.” 
 
    Arbor nodded and watched her demonstrate the walk. It was the same shuffling steps she’d used before, though she made the movement look smooth and seamless. When Arbor tried it, he felt more like a chicken than a snake, moving along jerkily and nearly tripping with each step. Prudence walked beside him, just as she’d said, offering a steadying hand whenever he stumbled and correcting his stance each time he fell out of it. 
 
    It was only when Grak came jogging over some two hours later that he finally stopped to take a break. 
 
    “Arbor, you have to…Wow, you have an amazing body! How can I look like that?!” 
 
    The question that had been directed at Arbor changed mid-sentence when Grak got a good look at Prudence without her butler uniform. 
 
    “A lot of exercise, the right type of magic, and a steady diet of lean meat and vegetables,” Prudence replied. 
 
    “You’re definitely going to have to tell me more about that,” Grak said, eyeing the woman’s defined musculature with something approaching worship. “But for now, we need you, Arbor.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked, expecting to have to deal with some annoying ‘noble’ task. 
 
    “It’s about the furthest village from here, Nibia. Apparently, some sort of creature has taken up residence inside the inactive volcano and has started to stir things up in there. The village leader, Maki, is still here and wants to ask for your help in stopping it before the creature triggers an eruption.” 
 
    Arbor was overjoyed to the point of almost wanting to kiss her. He didn’t, even though he could have. This particular piece of information made him so happy because he’d been feeling as though he was just wasting time since the competition ended. He’d been only doing boring, menial tasks, as there was not much to do.  
 
    “I will fetch you a proper outfit and meet you by the veranda near the front entrance,” Prudence said. 
 
    She then gave him a polite bow before jogging off toward the manor. 
 
    “Great! I guess we’re heading around the front, then,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to at least put on a shirt?” Grak asked as he started walking. 
 
    “No point,” he called back with a barely suppressed grin. “Prudence is bringing me a new one.” 
 
    Grak shrugged, then jogged up to walk beside him. 
 
    “Won’t hear me complaining. It gives me a chance to look at all those muscles.” 
 
    Arbor wondered about that comment, but only for a moment. It was quickly driven from his mind by the exciting thought of fighting some unknown creature, and wondering what it might be.
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    Prudence met them by the small covered veranda just to the side of the front entrance. She was once again dressed in her butler’s uniform and looked pristine as always. A bundle of clothes was neatly folded over one arm, while in the other, she carried two towels – one wet and one dry – as well as a tray containing a glass of water and a small loaf of bread. 
 
    “Would you like me to wipe you down, my lord?” she asked as he stepped into the veranda. 
 
    “If you wouldn’t mind getting my back, I would appreciate it,” Arbor said, looking at Grak out of the corner of his eye to see if she’d say anything. 
 
    There wasn’t really much he could do about the coating of sand and grit, and he didn’t want to accidentally miss anything and end up with an uncomfortable rash. 
 
    “Of course, my lord. I will be happy to help.” 
 
    Grak didn’t say anything as Prudence followed him into the closed-off area, but judging by the look she was giving him, it was clear that he’d be hearing about it later. Not that he was really sure why that would even matter to her, or to anyone for that matter. The door closed as Prudence entered, and Arbor looked around the small area curiously. 
 
    A few wicker chairs stood against one wall, and a screen ran across the length of the room. It was clearly placed there for changing. 
 
    Prudence hung the underclothes, shirt, and pants separately, making sure to get Arbor’s approving nod at their simplistic design. They still looked pretty over-the-top for his tastes, but he guessed that this was the best he could expect when out of his armor. Seeing as it was only a single layer and not the choking monstrosity, he’d had to wear this morning, Arbor was more than happy with it. 
 
    “Turn around please,” Prudence said, unrolling the damp towel. 
 
    Dealing with her felt a bit strange to Arbor. She was his servant, but also his trainer now. He wasn’t really sure what to make of Prudence just yet, but from what he’d seen so far, she was meticulous, polite, and, most of all, dedicated to her job. 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking, Lord,” Prudence said as she began running the damp towel down his back in gentle strokes. “Is there anything going on between you and the gremlin woman, Grak?” 
 
    Arbor was slightly taken aback by this question, though if he were to look at it from Prudence’s perspective, he could understand the curiosity. She had only been with him about half a day, so she hadn’t yet become accustomed to their group. 
 
    “There might have been, once,” Arbor admitted. “But as I explained to you earlier, I just don’t feel ready to have another relationship. Besides, Grak is a good friend now, and I don’t want to do anything to ruin that, least of all with a relationship that’s doomed to fail.” 
 
    “That is very wise of you, my lord,” Prudence said as she finished wiping down his back. 
 
    “You agree with my decision?” Arbor asked, turning to face her. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, starting to wipe down his chest without being asked. 
 
    Arbor had been planning on doing that bit himself. He wasn’t a child, after all, but for some reason, Prudence saw the need to. 
 
    “Would you care to elaborate as to why?” 
 
    “Because you are a noble,” Prudence said simply. “And only a noble may marry another noble.” 
 
    Arbor suppressed the urge to sigh, if only barely. He’d been hoping to hear some profound bit of wisdom. Perhaps a bit of sense or assurance that it had been the right thing to do. He shouldn’t have expected differently from someone who’d been trained to think of nobility a certain way. 
 
    “Would you sit so that I might clean your feet as well?” Prudence asked, gesturing to one of the chairs. 
 
    “I think I can do my feet on my own,” Arbor said, holding his hand out for the towel. “But thank you for the offer,” he added quickly as she did as she was asked. 
 
    “I live to serve,” she said. “Do you require assistance dressing?” 
 
    “I think I can manage this time,” Arbor said, giving her a wry smile. 
 
    “Very well, then I shall await your presence outside. Please do try and take a drink before you leave. You have been training for over four hours, and have not hydrated at all. I realize I should have come prepared, but I made a mistake and forgot to bring a pitcher along with me in my haste to be on time.” 
 
    It was only once she mentioned it that Arbor realized how thirsty he really was. He hadn’t had a drink since this morning, and with all that exercise, he was pretty parched. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing water now, and reminding me to drink,” Arbor said as she bowed her way out. 
 
    He let out a long breath, then went to sit and clean his feet, slowly sipping from the glass she’d set down as he did. He was starting to get sick and tired of people calling him a ‘Lord’ all the time. He wasn’t a lord, just a carpenter’s son from Woods’ Clearing who’d just happened to stumble into a whole bunch of unlikely situations and had somehow ended up here. 
 
    In that moment, when Arbor was changing alone in the small but lavishly decorated outside room, he missed his sister dearly. Karria always knew how to cheer him up, even if she didn’t know it. She was the only family he had left, and he hadn’t seen her in over a year, not since the horrible incident in which the entire population of Woods’ Clearing had been killed. All he wanted was to be able to see her again. He yearned to hug his little sister and talk to her. 
 
    Though Grak and Hord were great friends, they didn’t really know what his life had been like before they’d met, before he’d had magic or even known how to fight. Back then, his biggest aspirations were to get married and provide a stable and happy home for his family. Now he was somehow responsible for tens of thousands of people, all of whom would be looking to him for guidance. 
 
    His mood now tempered, Arbor quickly pulled on the clothes, making sure they were smoothed before he left, just in case Prudence saw the need to do so herself. Both Grak and Prudence were waiting for him, the former impatiently tapping her foot, and the latter standing with hands folded and a calm demeanor. 
 
    “Alright, where is this village head?” he asked, smoothing down the front of his shirt once more as Prudence gave him a once over. 
 
    “Waiting in one of the smaller meeting rooms on the second floor,” Grak said, turning to walk away. “Frunk and Grab are already there, and they’ve been waiting for almost thirty minutes by now.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the village head…” 
 
    “Maki, and she’s a woman, in case you were wondering,” Grak said, speeding up a bit more. 
 
    “Why didn’t Maki,” Arbor continued, “come to me right away?” 
 
    “I have no idea. You’ll have to ask her yourself.” 
 
    Grak didn’t say anything else, marching up the front stairs and heading inside. Arbor barely noticed the servants swing the doors wide to allow them entry as he followed, distracted by both Grak’s behavior and the now-troubling thought of what might be plaguing part of his lands. 
 
    It took them another ten minutes to reach the room in question, and Arbor entered to see an elderly woman, accompanied by two younger men, seated on the far side. In the room as well, were both Frunk and Grab, as well as Hord and a few soldiers. 
 
    “Ah, you’re here, sir,” Frunk said as Arbor entered. 
 
    Arbor bit back a curse as everyone – Hord included for some reason – rose to their feet and bowed. It aggravated him to be shown all this underserved respect, but right now, he had bigger problems to deal with. 
 
    “You’re Maki, I assume?” Arbor asked the older woman. 
 
    “Y-Yes, my lord,” the woman said uncertainly. 
 
    “Grak tells me there’s something happening in the volcano near Nibia. Is that correct?” 
 
    The woman gave Grak a nervous glance, before turning back to him and slowly nodding. 
 
    “Would you care to elaborate?” he asked, fighting back the urge to rub at the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Apparently, the last Lord must have been a real asshole because the woman seemed terrified. That was probably why it had taken her so long to come forward, hours after everyone else had already departed. It also spoke to the danger they were in if she were willing to risk his hypothetical wrath. 
 
    “If you will allow me, Sir,” Frunk said, saving the woman from having to say anything else. “I believe I have gotten the whole story.” 
 
    Arbor gave the gremlin a nod, sinking down into the chair that Prudence had dragged over and placed conveniently behind his knees. 
 
    Frunk cleared his throat a couple of times, then launched into the retelling of the woman’s report. 
 
    “About two weeks ago, a few days after the Ryevines were…removed, one of the villagers noticed smoke rising from the volcano. This was extremely alarming, as the volcano has been inactive for millennia and had been believed to be permanently dormant. Maki sent several men up to the summit to see how bad it was and discovered that the top layer of stone had completely vanished. There was a pool of magma sitting about twenty feet down from the crater, signaling an imminent eruption. 
 
    “They were all shocked, as something like this normally takes quite some time to build up, but at the rate it was going, it was clear they didn’t have much time. 
 
    “Once the report was made, Maki sent more villagers into the volcano, this time to see if they could break away some of the old stone that had been used for damming in the past. This would release the magma away from the village and assure that no people or property would be lost. And removing the magma before the eruption would prevent it from happening altogether.” 
 
    Frunk paused here, looking to the woman to see if he’d missed anything. She nodded emphatically, letting him know he was still doing well, so he turned back toward Arbor and continued. 
 
    “Nine villagers went in, but none came out. After a full day, they sent in another two to see if there might have been a cave-in, but neither of them returned either. The villagers were really scared by this point, so they sent in just a single person, the fastest in Nibia. He returned just three hours later, pale as a sheet and shaking so badly that he could barely stand. 
 
    “It took them a further half a day to get the story out of him. From the re-telling, the man said that he entered through the back tunnel that had been dug out, but upon reaching the area that was supposed to be dammed, he found that the walls had been removed. He’d gone deeper, despite the increasing heat, and finally found what the problem was once he entered the crater area. 
 
    “There were several large pools of magma, as well as the main one, which was now just sitting a few feet below him. There was a large creature lying in one of the pools. It appeared to be a darker shade of crimson than the magma and was clearly asleep. The creature’s size alone would have been enough to make him flee in terror, but the small fragments of blackened bone littering the lip of the pool told him what had happened to the others. 
 
    “The creature woke up as he was backing away and accidentally stepped on one of them. It rose partway from the magma pool, its body giving off a tremendous amount of heat and boiling the magma around it. The man didn’t stick around after that, running and fleeing for his life. He was fortunate that the creature had been asleep, as I do not believe he would have made it out alive otherwise. 
 
    “Maki didn’t know what to do, as none of the villagers are trained fighters, and the Ryevines were gone. That meant their soldiers had gone as well. With no pay, they no longer saw any point in sticking around. It was then that Maki received an order to travel to the estate by official courier. The trip was a long one, but she made it with the assistance of two of the village youths. She believes they have perhaps another two weeks before the creature causes an eruption, and without the dam in place, the entire village is likely to be wiped out. 
 
    “While the people can run, all their property would be lost. Their houses would be burned to the ground, and the farmland would be made unusable. They need your help to stop this creature. So, will you help?” 
 
    Arbor sat in silence for a few moments, digesting the story and trying to find any discrepancies. He didn’t know this village leader, nor her motivations. As someone who’d been targeted before, he needed to be just a little paranoid. So, instead of immediately agreeing, he began to ask questions. 
 
    “You mentioned that some villagers were sent to the top of the volcano. Why didn’t they see the creature from up there?” 
 
    “There is a lip that overhangs from the crater,” Frunk explained. “It obscures most of the interior.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, moving on to the next question. 
 
    “If the dam is indeed unlocked as you say, why are you still afraid? If the tunnel is open, the magma should flow out when it reaches that level.” 
 
    “The tunnel is not the dam,” Frunk said. “It’s merely an access point for the dam. The dam itself is much larger and needs a dedicated team of villagers to unblock. With the creature in the way, there’s no other access point.” 
 
    “Why not try opening it from the outside?” 
 
    “They’re trying right now,” Frunk said. “But it’s been many years since they’ve needed to use it and have no point of reference. Also, the stone on the inside is much easier to clear, and it would only take a couple of days. The stone on the outside is hard and weathered, and if not first weakened by hollowing out the dam tunnel on the inside, will be vastly more difficult to break through.” 
 
    Though Arbor still couldn’t be one-hundred percent sure, he was convinced by now that the woman was being truthful. 
 
    “Alright, we will help,” Arbor said. “I’ll go my…” 
 
    Grak’s very loud, and very intentional, clearing of her throat made Arbor pause. 
 
    “What I believe the Viscount means to say is that we’ll send soldiers to clear it out. He,” she said, pointedly looking at him, “is far too busy to go do it himself.” 
 
    Before Arbor could say anything to the contrary, Frunk was quick to jump in. 
 
    “That sounds like an excellent idea. We will send you back to your village with one-hundred soldiers. They should be more than enough to handle some wayward creature and clear out the blocked tunnel. Does that sound agreeable.” 
 
    Maki looked between Arbor and his two advisors, then nodded quickly. 
 
    “Thank you, my lord!” she said, bowing deeply at the waist. “You have no idea what this means to us!” 
 
    “It is our duty to help where we can,” Arbor said, hiding his disappointment at not being able to go. 
 
    “Come,” Grab said, moving over to place a guiding hand on the woman’s shoulder. “We will arrange troops and transportation now.” 
 
    Frunk nodded to his brother as the gremlin led the still bowing woman out with the two youths. As soon as the door was closed, Arbor turned to his two advisors. 
 
    “Care to explain why I can’t go myself?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Because,” Grak said with an annoyed huff, “you’re too important to just go running off after every creature you hear about. It’s too risky!” 
 
    “But something with that kind of power has to have some kind of magic!” Arbor exclaimed. 
 
    “It may very well be a Mythic Beast,” Frunk said solemnly. “But we don’t yet know enough to confirm or deny that fact. The soldiers will be going mainly as a scouting force. If they can safely handle it, they will engage, and if not, they will remain in the area to try and help the villagers, while they send back a scout.” 
 
    Arbor felt a distinct sense of annoyance at not being able to do anything, but he also saw the reasoning behind what they were doing. 
 
    “How long will it take a scout to make the trip there and back?” he asked, shifting a bit in his seat. 
 
    “Around a week and a half if they really push it,” Frunk said. 
 
    “Then I’ll be postponing my tour of Ryevine,” Arbor said. “If you can have someone send messages to the other towns and villages, that would be great. I really don’t need them thinking of me as lazy or uncaring.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure to send something out,” Grak replied, her shoulders relaxing now that she knew Arbor would be listening to their advice and remaining here. 
 
    “Guess I have a lot more free time to train then,” he said, turning to Prudence. “Can we continue now?” 
 
    “I must insist you eat something now, my lord,” Prudence said. “Lunch has been prepared on your balcony so that you might enjoy the weather. After you eat, we will study the rules and expected behavior of nobility.” 
 
    “And after all that?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Perhaps my lord would like to go for a swim in one of the many pools,” Prudence replied. 
 
    Before Arbor could object to taking any leisure time, Prudence continued. 
 
    “Exercise in the water offers tremendous resistance, after all, and I would be remiss if I did not offer you the best possible opportunities to challenge yourself.” 
 
    Arbor thought for a moment, then nodded. He’d never tried exercising in water before. Whether it would be challenging or not remained to be seen. Regardless of that, he needed something to keep him busy, because otherwise, he’d be thinking only of the creature stirring up the inside of a volcano and priming it to erupt. He sincerely hoped that it was nothing and that his soldiers could handle it. 
 
    Bitter experience told him that in ten days’ time, he would be heading out to fight some massive monster. Until then, all he could do was train and prepare.
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    “Explain to me again why we can’t just use your Carriage construct to get there,” Kya said for about the tenth time that day. 
 
    They’d left Fivora about a week ago, and had been forced to pretty much travel by foot the entire time. Akkard’s farewell with Charla had been ‘enthusiastic,’ and she had made it clear that she would be moving to Ryevine and expected him to be there when she did. The trip had been uneventful thus far, but just like Kya, Karria’s feet were becoming quite sore. 
 
    Unfortunately, creating the Horseless Carriage was all but impossible here, due to the twisting road and constant traffic. Had they been somewhere a little flatter or more remote, she might have chanced it, but not where there were so many people. Thankfully, Akkard answered this time, sparing Karria the annoyance. 
 
    “I know your feet are bothering you, lass, but we’ll be past the last village between here and Ryevine in just another day or two. Then, we’ll be facing open plains for a bit and can travel faster.” 
 
    “I’m just sick and tired of walking,” Kya said. “My feet are so sore, they feel like they’re about to fall off.” 
 
    Karria felt for her friend, she really did, but there was little any of them could do about it. Had she had the skill to create something larger, like a horse, she could have given them some transportation. As it was, the best she could do was a fly, and even that was pushing it. Neither of them had been idle as they’d traveled, though, and Karria was pushing at the limits of her current Tier. 
 
    Perhaps when she broke through to the 3rd Tier, she’d be able to create larger animated constructs. But that was at least another couple of days away, which meant that right now, it did none of them any good. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Akkard said. “Why don’t you hop on my back and let me carry you for a bit?” 
 
    “There’s no way I could do something like that!” Kya exclaimed, going red in the face. 
 
    “Why not? It’s not like you weigh all that much, and carrying you would hardly be a bother at all.” 
 
    Kya seemed at a momentary loss for words. Her next answer came out as more of a splutter than anything else, and it was clear she was trying to stop herself from yelling. 
 
    “Because you’re a king!” 
 
    “Do you see a crown on my head?” Akkard asked. “Loyal subjects at my back? Perhaps an honor guard to escort me? No? Well, neither do I. I’m as much a king right now as the two of you are. So, you can either let me carry you or quit complaining and just bear the pain.” 
 
    Kya bit her bottom lip to stop herself from snapping back, something Karria knew she would never have managed. Kya was much more level-headed than she was, and could remain relatively calm in most situations. Even now, though, after all that had happened, she still wasn’t used to this rough lifestyle. 
 
    Blyss and Alvine had provided her with a good and lush life back in Srila, so she was unused to hard labor, nor long-distance travel by foot. Karria had spent all her life outdoors, and even though walking distances like this wasn’t exactly something she’d done, the past year had seen her traveling everywhere using her feet. The constructs were only a recent development as well, so she hadn’t yet become so lax that walking bothered her. 
 
    In the end, Kya actually agreed to be carried, which spoke volumes to just how tired the poor girl was. It was a bit awkward at first, as she was a few inches taller than Akkard. Her legs also had to be splayed pretty far apart to encompass the dwarf’s barrel-like shape, causing her skirt to ride up way higher than she was comfortable with, but she was wearing leggings underneath. As soon as she was off her feet, Kya was simply too happy to care. 
 
    Their camp that night was a quiet one, with Kya dropping off to sleep almost immediately. Akkard stayed up to polish and oil the various pieces of armor he’d been carrying, and Karria worked on her magic. 
 
    As of right now, she was really close to getting to the next Tier. However, there seemed to be a small blockage, one that was infinitely frustrating to her. She knew that to move up, her body needed to be ready, but as far as she could tell, it was. All of her training with Silver had burned away all but a few small traces of fat. 
 
    Her arms, legs, and abdomen all had clearly defined muscle, something of which she was quite proud. Her mental exercises kept her in shape by burning all her excess calories away before they could turn to fat, and her constant walking and hour of strength training in the mornings kept her muscles in good shape. All in all, she both looked and felt great, so what was holding her back? 
 
    She sat with her eyes closed, focusing on the rainbow-colored sphered at the back of her skull. Small beams of light were firing off in all directions, circulating through her nervous system in tight loops before returning. Concentrating on her magic, Karria funneled light off the beams as they passed, summoning a beautiful purple-throated lily. She opened her eyes, watching as the rainbow light flowed into the desired shape, solidifying into the flower, complete with a long stem. 
 
    It stood upright, the stem floating just an inch off her palm as she admired her work. The flower glowed ever so softly in the night air, small sparkles of light drifting away and signaling that it had begun the slow process of breaking down. She stared at the flower from all sides, wondering if there was some way she could make it last a bit longer. As it was, it had perhaps five or six hours before it completely disappeared, and about four before it really began to show wear. 
 
    She could always reinforce it with more magic, make it stable again, but that wouldn’t really solve the issue. 
 
    “Something bothering you, lass?” Akkard asked in a quiet voice, so as not to wake the sleeping elf. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out how to make my constructs last longer without the constant need to reinforce them with more magic,” she explained, grabbing the lily by the stem and handing it over. 
 
    Akkard took the flower with far more delicacy than she would have expected and carefully turned the flower around in his hands, checking the petals’ detail. 
 
    “Your craftsmanship is incredible, I do have to say,” Akkard said, peering closely at the flower. “I can even see the tiny hairs on the stalk and inside the throat, which is something most sculptors couldn’t even manage. Not on a scale this small, anyway, and not a single one of them could replicate the smell, that much I can promise you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Karria said, feeling a warm flush of pride.  “It still doesn’t solve my problem, though.” 
 
    “Well, why not approach the creation of your constructs as any crafter would, instead of as temporary items made of magic,” he said, handing it back. 
 
    “How do you mean?” she asked, taking the flower and subconsciously lifting it to her nose to take in the familiar fragrance. 
 
    “I mean,” Akkard said, gesturing at his armor, “approach the construction of your constructs with an emphasis on making them last. When creating a perfect piece of armor, a smith doesn’t take a single sheet of metal and pound it into the right shape. They melt it down first, separating the impurities, then begin the process of shaping. 
 
    “A good smith will do this a couple of times before creating the plates and welding them together. This will create a sturdy set of strong plate armor. A great smith will create multiple layers, stacking the plates in such a way that it will take the strain and distribute it evenly across the entire surface. This way, when a weapon hits the armor, it won’t be a single plate, but the armor as a whole, that takes the damage. This dissipates the force of the impact, ensuring it will last much longer.” 
 
    Karria watched as Akkard pointed out the dozens of tiny lines by pulling away a small piece of leather at one of the edges. She couldn’t even count how many layers that had to be, but judging by the fact that it was armor made for a king, it had to be the very best of the best. 
 
    “I’d never even thought of it that way,” Karria said, turning the flower slowly in her fingers. 
 
    “I can teach you more about crafting if you’d like,” Akkard offered. “I’m not nearly as good as my brother Hord, but I’m sure I can teach you a thing or two. And, when we finally get there, I’m sure he’ll be more than happy to help as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be nice,” Karria said, giving the dwarf a smile. 
 
    “Alright, then. Show me what you’ve got,” Akkard said, moving a bit closer. “I want you to make this exact piece of armor, but do it in layers instead of all at once.” 
 
    Karria took the armor piece – one of his gauntlets – and placed it in her lap. She was surprised at the weight and wondered how Akkard could even move in something this heavy. It now made sense why he’d had no trouble carrying Kya for several hours without rest. If she had to wear armor like this, she doubted she’d last even five minutes! 
 
    Lifting the gauntlet, Karria slowly turned it in her hands, noting the facets and grooves and memorizing the pattern. The metal was smooth and brightly polished, containing a mesmerizing swirling pattern throughout. It was a beautiful piece of art, the type that Karria would balk at putting in harm’s way. But beautiful as it was, it served to protect its wearer. 
 
    “Alright, I think I’ve got it,” Karria said, setting the gauntlet back in her lap and closing her eyes. 
 
    When she envisioned the gauntlet, constructing the image in her mind’s eye, it came out looking much more feminine. It was more suited to her or Kya than to Akkard’s beefy hands. The fingers were slenderer, the edges sharper and a floral pattern flowed from the back of the hand, twining up and around the wrist area and vanishing. Had she been making a full set, the vine would have continued, branching into more flowers. 
 
    For color, Karria went with a rosy-pink hue, imagining light gleaming slightly off its surface and revealing the slim, elegant lines beneath. The finger joints would be brighter, perhaps a metallic white to stand out, and the flower itself – a lily, obviously - would be embossed in a slightly darker red. It only took her a few minutes to imagine the gauntlet, the completed image rotating slowly in her mind’s eye. 
 
    Truthfully, Karria had no idea where she’d picked up this particular skill. She guessed it was probably some aspect of her magic, as she could immediately recall any past constructs she’d created, and in perfect detail. This was an aspect of her Total Recall that had not vanished upon the suppression of her Bestowal Origin, and she suspected and hoped that she’d never lose it. The ability to perfectly recall anything from any point in her past had been both a blessing and a curse, but without the constant mental boost from her Bestowal magic, Karria was forgetting things once again. 
 
    “Alright, I see the construct,” Karria said, focusing on the floating gauntlet. 
 
    “Good, now let’s see how you do. Don’t try and build it all at once,” Akkard said in a low tone. “Rather, imagine it being created from the inside out, being built up layer by layer. Almost like a building made of bricks. Starting from the bottom, all you see is a foundation, but as the building grows, you begin to see more of its final shape.” 
 
    Karria followed his instructions, focusing on her Origin and willing the magic to begin flowing out of her. Keeping the stream steady as she focused the gauntlet into the desired shape was difficult, to say the least. Her mind began to strain almost immediately, as she pushed the still-flowing magic into the shape she wanted. Normally, she could summon all the magic at once, then allow it to form into the desired shape once she’d cut off the stream. 
 
    Now, she was attempting to force it into a shape and solidify it while she was supplying the magic. This was infinitely harder, as she had to split her focus multiple times to get the desired shape, keep the magic flowing, and hold it all together. She was now very glad for her training with Silver, in which he’d forced her to continually split her focus. This wasn’t concentrating on a single task, though. She was concentrating on multiple difficult tasks simultaneously, and even with her training, it was proving to be extremely challenging. 
 
    Her head began to hurt after only a couple of minutes, and the pounding began after five. Karria kept pushing, feeling that she was close to something. 
 
    “Uh…Lass, maybe you should stop,” Akkard said as steam began exiting from the top of her head. “Don’t want you to boil your brain or anything.” 
 
    Karria ignored the warning. She knew she could handle it. All she had to do was remain focused and keep pushing. The first layer of the gauntlet was in place, solidifying into a strong framework upon which she could build. As soon as she began on the second layer, the strain on her mind increased exponentially as she tried to add to a construct that was already there. 
 
    This was different than simply adding magic as reinforcement. She was trying to basically fuse the two sections together with her will and turn them into a single whole. Doing this forced her to expend extra power, holding the first construct together, while she exerted tremendous pressure on the second layer to force it to combine and layer onto the first. She let out a strangled groan, tasting blood on her tongue as she continued working on forcing the two to merge. 
 
    “Really, lass, you have to stop!” Akkard insisted, watching as the outpouring of steam intensified, now coming from her shoulders and chest as well. “Magic damage can be permanent, or even deadly. Stop! It’s not worth it!” 
 
    Karria may as well have been deaf for all she heard, ignoring the dwarf and concentrating on the construct to the exclusion of all else. She knew she could do it, all she had to do was… 
 
    Karria’s frame locked up, a shudder running down her spine and tingling throughout her entire body. Her Origin pulsed several times in rapid succession, then her body was flooded with power. Warmth spread throughout, banishing her headache and pushing away the blackness threatening the corners of her vision. She gasped, trying desperately to hold on to her construct as her magic coursed through her nervous system, practically running wild. 
 
    This all lasted for just a few seconds, though to Karria, it felt like an eternity. When her magic settled once again, she could feel a very distinct difference. No longer was there a blockage or wall standing in her way. There was no invisible barrier barring her from accessing the power she knew she had. The magic flowed faster through her body now, traveling with an ease she hadn’t even imagined possible before now. 
 
    “Woah! What are you…?” Akkard began, but stopped, staring in shock as layer after layer streamed into being. 
 
    They layered themselves perfectly, fusing neatly with those beneath, until, just forty-one seconds later, a beautiful and elegant rose-gold colored gauntlet floated in the air before her. Karria’s eyes fluttered open then to see the stunned dwarf staring in dumbfounded amazement at what she’d created. 
 
    “So,” she said, holding up the gauntlet and grinning widely. “What do you think?”
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    “I still can’t believe I slept through all that!” Kya exclaimed as she held the still-shining gauntlet. 
 
    “We didn’t really much feel like waking you,” Karria said. “And besides, I fell asleep about a minute after I finished.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you exhausted yourself pretty badly by making something this amazing,” Kya said, turning the construct over in her hand. “It’s so pretty, and the detail is absolutely astonishing!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Karria said. “It wasn’t easy. It actually would have been impossible if not for my advancement to Tier 3.” 
 
    “It’s amazing how much power you managed to gain just by moving up a single Tier,” Kya said. “I’m near Tier 4, and I don’t have nearly as much as you.” 
 
    Akkard watched the exchange in silent contemplation. Unlike the other two, he knew just how much difference there had been between Karria’s 2nd and 3rd Tier. When she’d started, it had been an extreme struggle just to form the first layer, and when the second had started, he’d feared that she might kill herself. 
 
    Then, her Origin had advanced another Tier, granting her more access to her apparently vast stores of power. In just the span of a few seconds, she’d gone from struggling to the point of life-threatening danger, to forming the full layered gauntlet in under a minute. He’d never seen any Mage unlock that level of power in a single Tier in his entire life! In his mind, there was not a shred of doubt that he was seeing his first Calamity-level Mage. Then again, Arbor could very well be one as well, but he’d never seen him advance in person, so he had no comparison to draw upon. 
 
    It was obvious he was strong, as he’d killed not only one, but two of the great Mythic Cats. One of them, he’d even killed on his own. Akkard just wished he’d been in Fivora to witness the event himself. 
 
    “Anyway,” Karria said, breaking Akkard from his thoughts. “I think I might be able to get you something to ride today.” 
 
    “Really?” Kya asked, the excitement clear in her voice. 
 
    “I think so,” Karria said, slipping the constructed gauntlet into her pack. 
 
    She and Akkard had both agreed that she shouldn’t dissipate the construct, to see how much longer it would last if she made them this way. Judging by the way it was leaking light, she didn’t think they’d be going anywhere for at least a few days. Overnight, her lily had withered and all but fallen apart, while the gauntlet looked just as pristine as it had before she’d gone to sleep. 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful news!” Kya said, wrapping her friend in a crushing hug. 
 
    Karria just grinned and hugged her back. She didn’t know if she could actually make something large enough to ride, but she was sure as hell going to try. The way she thought of live constructs had been completely changed since her creation of the gauntlet. Live constructs came in layers, just as all living things did. 
 
    They needed a skeleton, muscles, tendons, organs and skin if they were to function properly, which meant that creating anything smaller than a fly would have been impossible for her. Well, until now, anyway. 
 
    “Okay, give me some space, and I’ll see what I can do,” Karria said, stepping back and preparing herself mentally to try and summon a horse. 
 
    She could see it in her mind — tall, majestic, and sleek, with a dark chestnut-colored hide, and a small white diamond between its eyes. The beast would be strong, big, and be able to carry all three of them. Its muscles stood out against its beautiful flanks, and she could practically hear it whinnying in her mind. 
 
    With the image locked into place, Karria began to push her magic into the outside world, willing the powerful horse into being. However, after just a few moments, she began to feel some serious strain. It then became immediately obvious that she simply didn’t have the power needed to make something so large. So, instead of giving up, she simply scaled the horse down in her mind. 
 
    It was now the size of a large dog, just big enough to carry a single person and strong enough to keep going all day. The construct continued to form, flowing into the correct shape. It was clear by the gasps and soft exclamations from Kya that something was happening, but Karria couldn’t open her eyes to check. There were several stumbling blocks for her to overcome, seeing as she wasn’t exactly an expert in anatomy. 
 
    So, she simply filled out the areas she didn’t know as best she could and hoped the horse wouldn’t be a monster. Five minutes later, feeling very drained and like she needed a serious nap, Karria finally opened her eyes and beheld her work. 
 
    “It’s…definitely something,” Karria said, looking at the horse. 
 
    “It’s soooo cute!” Kya exclaimed, petting the horse on its nose. 
 
    It was definitely a horse, that much Karria could tell. The proportions were mostly right, though there were a few odd bits poking out here and there. All in all, it looked as good as she could probably get it without studying the animal extensively. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s cute,” Karria admitted, watching as the horse nudged its head into Kya’s hand. “But it’s not exactly…” 
 
    Karria trailed off as the horse turned away from the elf, saw her, let out a happy whinny and came trotting over to her. The way it walked was a bit odd, but that wasn’t the problem. The problem was with its size. 
 
    “I know I can’t exactly ride it,” Kya said as Karria bent down to stroke the small dog-sized horse. “But at least it’ll keep us entertained.” 
 
    The small horse, whose head barely reached Karria’s knees, let out an excited whinny, hopping up and pawing at the air with its front hooves as it tried to lick her hands. 
 
    “I think I may have accidentally made a horse with a dog’s personality,” Karria said sheepishly. 
 
    She wondered what exactly had gone wrong. Was it that she’d redesigned the horse on the fly, or that she imagined it at the same size as a dog? Perhaps it was both or neither. Whatever the reason, this was the result, and she was simply too worn out to try something else. She’d have to experiment more later, but for now, they really needed to get going. 
 
    “What are you going to name her?” Kya asked as they started walking, the small horse whinnying and running excitedly back and forth between them. 
 
    “Should constructs even have names? Also, how do you know it’s a girl?”  
 
    “They should absolutely have names!” Kya exclaimed, ignoring the second question. 
 
    She thought for a moment, watching the horse-dog running back and forth and whinnying excitedly. 
 
    “I know!” she said, snapping her fingers and grinning widely. “Her name will be Plum!” 
 
    “Plum?” Karria asked. “Why such an odd name?” 
 
    “Not odd,” Kya corrected. “Unique, just like her!” 
 
    Karria looked to Akkard, who merely shrugged, not wishing to get involved. 
 
    “Plum it is then,” Karria said. 
 
    Plum, the dog-horse, let out another excited whiney, trying to jump on the elf girl as soon as she called her by her new name. 
 
    “She likes it!” Kya said, giggling as the horse tried licking her hands. 
 
    Karria just smiled back, wishing that her first live construct hadn’t been quite so ‘unique.’ 
 
    Plum was still with them the next day when they finally reached the grassy plains between them and the border of the region of Vergara. Once they crossed, they’d have to navigate through the wilderness for about two days before coming to the main road. But it was the fastest way there, and Karria was going to take it. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, stepping back from her newly modified Horseless Carriage. “Everyone in.” 
 
    It was a definite improvement to the barebones frame and wheels with bucket-shaped seats that they’d traveled in the last time. This version had actual sides and a floor, as well as space for their legs to stretch out, instead of just a footrest. This gave the odd-looking wagon a sense of stability and safety it had previously been lacking. 
 
    There was also a solid clear pane of glass in the front, which Karria had added as an afterthought. The wind had been a real problem out on the Flatlands, and though they wouldn’t be traveling nearly as fast over the grassy terrain, she would be grateful for the extra protection. Plus, it would stop her hair from getting all messed up, which was a nice bonus. 
 
    “This is so much more comfortable,” Kya said, sliding into the new seat and stretching out her legs. 
 
    “I have to agree with the elf, lass,” Akkard said, climbing in as well. “It feels much sturdier as well. Good job on making the improvements on your own.” 
 
    Plum hopped in, sitting awkwardly across Kya’s lap and making excited noises with her tongue lolling out. 
 
    Yeah, definitely a dog’s personality, Karria thought as she climbed into the front seat. 
 
    The carriage still held a mostly triangular shape, with the back being wider than the front. A double-thick wheel now sat before her, and large thinner wheels sat at the back. The wagon was still low to the ground, so their visibility would be somewhat limited in the tall grass, but short of running straight into a boulder at full speed, Karria believed they would be just fine. 
 
    “Strap in,” she said, pulling the harness over her shoulders and binding the ropes in a cross shape to loops sitting to either side of her hips. 
 
    These had been built in case of a collision. It would keep anyone from being sent flying out of the carriage and hopefully prevent any injury. After making sure they were both strapped in, Karria took ahold of the wheel. She’d modeled it after the wheel in a ship, complete with long spokes. She reached for the double set of pullies in the back wheels and began turning them with her magic. 
 
    The double action of the tight ropes pulling through the loops and then to the wheels helped Karria expend less energy driving, and subsequently, gave them the ability to go faster. The construct was also a lot weightier than it had been before, so Karria suspected she might even be able to take this thing up near eighty miles per hour before it would start to lift off the ground. 
 
    Still, she didn’t yet have any ideas on how to stop them all from dying if they were to crash at that speed. So, until then, she’d keep them down to something safe and manageable. 
 
    “Hang onto your hair,” she called back with a grin. “Here we go!” 
 
    A single day of driving in the construct took them all the way to the border of Vergara, so, by the time it was getting dark, they were able to set up a camp under the shade of some trees. 
 
    “I still can’t believe how smooth that carriage was!” Kya exclaimed as she and Karria were walking back from bathing in a nearby stream. 
 
    “I’m glad I thought of putting all the wheels on their own separate axles instead of having them on a straight pole like last time,” Karria said, running her fingers through her still-damp hair. 
 
    “I have no idea what that means,” Kya said, tucking a lock of her own hair behind a pointed ear. “But I’m definitely happy you thought of it, too.” 
 
    “I bet your feet and ass are grateful as well,” Karria snickered. 
 
    “Hey! Rude!” Kya said. “But yes, they are,” she admitted a moment later. 
 
    The two of them then devolved into fits of giggles, forgetting where they were and what attention they might attract. 
 
    “I can’t believe how much easier it was to drive that carriage,” Karria said after they’d calmed down a bit. “I don’t really know how I can improve it any more.” 
 
    “What I can’t believe,” Kya said, “is how we managed to cross over two hundred miles of grassland in a single day!” 
 
    “I hadn’t realized they were that big,” Karria said. 
 
    “Well, you didn’t, because you were too busy keeping us from going into ditches or smacking into big rocks. I took a nap, but Akkard was up the whole time.” 
 
    “And he was able to measure the distance?” Karria asked. 
 
    “No,” Kya said with a grin. “He has a map.” 
 
    “Gosh, I feel like an idiot,” Karria muttered.  
 
    “Eh, you’ve had a long day,” Kya said, patting her on the back. “You’re entitled to…” 
 
    She trailed off as the two of them walked back into camp, only to come face to face with a group of armed men. Immediately, Karria was on guard, her hand flashing to the dagger that should have been at her side but was lying near the fire with her other belongings. Akkard was standing a few feet away, his massive hammer clutched in one hand, and the breastplate of his armor being used as a makeshift shield. 
 
    “Well, our night just keeps getting better, doesn’t it, boys?” a tall, lanky man with raven-black hair said, stepping out from behind a nearby tree. 
 
    “First, we find a fine dwarf, carrying a fortune in expensive armor, and now two pretty young ladies show up to join us. And, if I’m not mistaken, one of them is an elf.” 
 
    “How much will she fetch, boss?” asked a weaselly-looking man. 
 
    “Normally, you can get between two to five-hundred gold. But with a specimen as fine as her, some rich noble or brothel-owner might be willing to pay up to two thousand! Add in the other girl for three-hundred and the dwarf for fifty, and we’re talking about a serious payday. And that’s not even including the gear!” 
 
    Karria felt Kya stiffen beside her at the mention of being sold to a brothel, and while she might normally have been pissed at random men just marching in to rob them, the fact that they were slavers made her want to kill the entire group down to a man. 
 
    “Well, ladies, what will it be?” the man asked, stepping forward. “Are we going to do this quietly? Or do you want to…struggle?” 
 
    “Oh, I hope they want to put up a struggle!” one of the men called out, his leering eyes traveling between Karria and Kya. 
 
    “I don’t much feel like going with you bastards anywhere,” Karria said, stepping forward, her eyes narrowing. “For some reason, you seem to have it in your heads that you own us, but last I checked, we’re free citizens to go about as we please. Normally, I’d just let you off with a beating. But slavers are the worst of the worst, so none of you will be leaving this place alive!” 
 
    The raven-haired man blinked a few times, clearly taken aback by Karria’s bold claim. Then, he threw back his head and roared with laughter. It was clear why. The slavers had over twenty men in their group, all armed to the teeth and battle-hardened. And here they were facing a couple of little girls and a dwarf, and one of them – one of the little girls – was making threats instead of begging for her life. 
 
    “You hear that, boys?” the man bellowed. “She says none of us will be leaving here alive!” 
 
    “Please, don’t hurt us!” said one of the men in mock terror, eliciting a roar of laughter from the group. 
 
    “How ever can we defeat such mighty fighters?” asked another. 
 
    “Maybe if we prostrate ourselves, the mighty whores might spare our lives!” 
 
    The leader turned back to them, a wide grin plastered on his face as he reached for the sword at his side. He was still smiling when his head was blasted from his shoulders by the ball of destruction Karria had hurled at him. The headless corpse toppled to the ground backward, the stump of its neck smoking. The head, blackened and burned beyond recognition, hit the ground a moment later. 
 
    Karria turned to the rest of the group, a small smirk already forming on her lips. Instead of panicking and running as she’d expected, though, the slavers reacted with startling speed. 
 
    “Mage!” one of them yelled, 
 
    A loud sound of bowstrings being fired then followed. 
 
    Karria barely had time to conjure a large wooden shield, before the arrows struck, biting deep into the wood and protruding from the other side. 
 
    There was a scream, followed by the sound of blades sinking into flesh. 
 
    “The elf’s a Mage, too!” Karria heard another man scream. “We can’t leave either of them alive! A dead elf’s still worth plenty!” 
 
    “Right then,” a new voice called as Karria peeked over her shield. 
 
    A tall, muscular man with long blonde hair was standing at the front of the slaver’s party, a shield of his own raised to ward off any attack. 
 
    “Move forward in formation. If anyone turns on you, kill them immediately. Shields up! Forward!”
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    “What do we do?” Kya asked as she, Karria, and Akkard slowly drew together. 
 
    Karria kept her shield raised the entire time, but no further arrows were incoming, as this group apparently wasn’t going to blindly fire at her shield and hope they hit her. Still, the threat was there, so she couldn’t lower it out of fear of being attacked. 
 
    “Stay alive,” Akkard said. “Oh, and try not to get flanked. I can already see them spreading out to try and pincer us.” 
 
    “Well, let’s discourage that,” Karria said, summoning a shining blue crossbow from thin air. 
 
    This one was specially designed for her use, though she hadn’t actually tested it yet. The bolts would simply appear in the slot as she forged them, and a squeeze of the trigger would send them speeding away. Best of all, the bolts she fired would explode violently upon impact, causing additional damage. 
 
    She didn’t even bother looking, simply swinging the crossbow around the shield, a bolt forming as she did, and squeezed the trigger. There was a light thump as the stretched piece of elastic string sent the quarrel speeding off, and a moment later, there was the sound of an impact, followed by a massive explosion. 
 
    “It’s no good!” called the new leader. “Charge!” 
 
    “Damn it, girl!” Akkard yelled. “Couldn’t you have tried setting something a little more widespread? Like summoning a wall of spikes to slow them down?” 
 
    “Too late now,” Karria said, already reloading and aiming at another of the slavers. 
 
    She fired, but not before one of their archers got in a shot of their own. The arrow sliced across her cheek, causing her aim to be thrown off just as she squeezed the trigger. The bolt soared harmlessly past the man’s shoulder, slamming into a tree behind him before it exploded, ripping the trunk to splinters. 
 
    Karria hissed in pain. Seeing this, Akkard sprung into motion. He let out a loud roar and charged the slavers head-on as any good dwarf would. His massive hammer swung up and around, slamming into a slaver’s shield and crumpling it like a cheap tin plate. The man howled in pain as his arm was shattered along with it, dropping his guard. Akkard’s hammer swung around, effectively splattering the slaver’s head all over his comrade, who was trying to flank him on the left. 
 
    The man screamed, staggering back as he was showered in gore, and Akkard used the opportunity to end him as well. An arrow buzzed out of the trees where the archers were hiding, and one of the slavers dove forward, taking the arrow that had been aimed for the dwarf straight in the throat. Kya sagged a bit as the man died and took a shuddering breath as she turned her sights on her next target. 
 
    A half-dozen arrows were targeted at the elf as a result of this stunt, and Karria managed to get a shield in front of her as well, but not before one of them took her friend in the shoulder, spinning her around and knocking her to the ground. Seriously pissed off, Karria summoned a ball of explosive energy and hurled it into the woods, where it exploded with enough force to destroy quite a number of trees. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, running to crouch next to her friend, who was clutching painfully at her bleeding shoulder and trying not to cry. 
 
    “Fine,” Kya said, biting her bottom lip. 
 
    Karria knew that her friend had never handled pain well, and now that she was injured, there was no way she’d be able to concentrate enough to use her magic effectively. She herself was exhausted from concentrating so hard on moving the wagon all day, and Akkard couldn’t handle all the slavers himself. There were simply too many of them left for it to be a one dwarf job. 
 
    Another flight of arrows burst from the trees and the dwarf dove forward, tucking into a roll and swinging his hammer around in a wide sweep, utterly destroying a man’s knees and bringing him to the ground. The dwarf completely ignored the injured man as he was beset by two more slavers, who were wisely staying out of the dwarf’s range by using their superior reach. 
 
    “Damn humans, with your freakishly long arms!” Akkard yelled as he batted aside their flickering blades. 
 
    However, now that his mobility was effectively gone, two more slavers moved in from the back. Karria rose to try and counter, but more arrows flew from the tree line, forcing her to duck behind her shield once more. As she prepared to fire back, another couple of shots came. This time, though, they came from behind her. 
 
    Karria cried out as both arrows took her in the back, scraping along her ribs and wedging there. She staggered, nearly falling to the ground as hot pain flashed through her body. Her sudden lurching movement threw off the next volley, making them miss her by mere inches. Another cry of pain from Kya, who was behind her, let Karria know that her friend had paid the price instead of her. She whirled and saw Kya clutching at her stomach, an arrow protruding from her bloodied night clothes as she stared at it in horror. 
 
    At that moment, Karria felt her anger and hatred for the slavers, which had been a burning fire in her stomach, turn suddenly ice cold. Power flooded her body as she increased the flow of magic through her channels, building it up to a level which would previously not have been possible for her — at least, not without tearing her body to pieces. The shield dropped as she rose to her feet, ignoring the arrows still sticking from her back. There was a loud buzzing as more arrows flew at her, but Karria wasn’t paying them any heed. 
 
    She opened her mouth and screamed, letting her anger and hatred flood out along with a massive blast of uncontrolled magic. The ground was blasted away from her in a sphere, grass and roots being torn up in a wide furrow as the powerful force rippled out over them. The magic slammed into the trees, practically tearing them from the ground and snapping them like dry twigs. 
 
    The arrows that had been aimed at her disintegrated, falling to dust as the powerful blast of magic washed over them, continuing to travel until it hit the tree line. More trees were ripped from the ground as the blast continued, catching several of the archers in its path of devastation. Their bodies were ripped to bloody chunks as both the magic and shrapnel of the exploding trees slammed into them. 
 
    The magic couldn’t be sustained for long, and Karria was forced to cut her attack off, dropping to her knees and breathing hard as blackness crept in around her vision. Her Origin burned bright as ever, brimming with magic to be used, but her body and mind were well and truly spent. Her rage, on the other hand, was not, and that was the only reason she remained conscious right now. 
 
    She’d caught all the archers in her last attack. However, there were still quite a few slavers left, and even though over half their number was gone, they refused to cut and run. Akkard was still surrounded on all sides, Karria’s blast having missed him, and was bleeding heavily from several cuts along his arms. Three of the four men were still standing, while one lay in a crumpled heap, his chest having been caved in when he came too close to Akkard’s deadly hammer. 
 
    Aside from those three, another four remained standing, and all of them were coming for her and Kya, anger and fear clearly written on their faces. Karria tried to rise, to reach for her magic and blast them just as she had the others. However, she’d gone too far with her last attack, and now her body simply couldn’t handle the strain. 
 
    Her magic sputtered out above her outstretched hand as her head flared in agony. That, along with her other wounds, gave the slavers the confidence they needed to close the distance and attack. They now saw them as two defenseless girls, not as the brain-jacking elf or the monster who’d destroyed a massive swath of forest. And right now, that was exactly what they were — helpless girls with no way of defending themselves. 
 
    Karria wanted to scream in frustration, even as the first man approached, swinging his sword up to end her life. She was so close. She had been through so much to get here. And now, she was going to die. She was just a few days away from seeing her brother, and she was going to be killed by a band of traveling slavers. The irony was not lost on her. After all, it had been a band of slavers who’d started her on this path, and now, it was slavers who were going to end it. 
 
    The sword came down, but Karria refused to close her eyes. She was hunched over Kya, so there was no dodging the strike, and even though she knew rationally that her friend would be killed regardless of what she did, she absolutely refused to move. The slaver’s triumphant smile was still fixed in place when a black-shafted arrow thrummed across the clearing that Karria had created and slammed into his eye. 
 
    Karria blinked several times, not sure if her eyes were playing tricks on her, as a group of red-skinned elves charged into the clearing, falling upon the remaining slavers and butchering them where they stood. They were silent and efficient, killing the slavers down to a man before they could so much as react, and, just like that, the battle was over. 
 
    “They’re all still alive, sir!” called out one of the red elves. “But they look pretty badly hurt, and the elf has an arrow in her stomach.” 
 
    A shadow loomed over Karria, and one of the creatures spoke to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry we didn’t arrive sooner, miss. Are you alright?” 
 
    Karria nodded dumbly, allowing herself to slump and roll onto her side next to Kya. 
 
    “Bring the medics over immediately,” the red-skinned elf said, having turned away. “The elf is in dire need of assistance, and the human girl has two arrows lodged in her back!” 
 
    Karria could see two of the creatures tending to Akkard’s arm, while the dwarf looked on in perplexed shock. She understood that perfectly. She was also surprised by these strange red elves. What were they doing here, and why were they helping them? Perhaps Kya had earned them some sort of protection? 
 
    But why would these elves even be here in the first place? Karria’s mind was working very slowly, so she only made sense of what was happening when the elf turned around, revealing a pair of bright purple eyes and a shock of lemon-yellow hair that peeked out from beneath his helm. 
 
    These weren’t red-skinned elves. They were gremlins! But what were gremlins doing here? 
 
    “Miss, are you…?” The gremlin began to speak but froze as Karria’s hair tumbled to one side, revealing her face. 
 
    “Koy! Get over here, now!” he yelled, quickly stooping next to her and staring at her with such intensity that Karria began to become nervous. 
 
    Her head was beginning to clear, but there was no way she could fight in her condition, especially not against such a large and well-armed force of gremlins. Another gremlin came running up then, a pack slung across his back and the patch of a medic on his left shoulder. 
 
    “Tend to her immediately. Get those arrows out and those wounds patched!” 
 
    The gremlin saluted, moving quickly to her back. Karria began to turn, but the gremlin snagged her hand, grabbing her attention. 
 
    “I’m very happy we found you, Lady Karria. Your brother has been worried sick about you for months and has had people searching for you everywhere. It seems you’ve managed to make it most of the way to him on your own, but seeing as you’re family, I can hardly say I’m surprised.” 
 
    “How did you…?” Karria began, only to let out a strangled groan as the arrows were removed. 
 
    “Arbor gave us a very detailed description,” the gremlin said. “That, and the resemblance between you two is remarkable.” 
 
    Karria bit her lip as a burning solution was poured over her back, before cool relief in the form of a paste was slathered on liberally, covering the wounds and numbing the pain. 
 
    “Who are you exactly, and what are you doing out here?” she asked, watching another gremlin carefully extracting the arrow from Kya’s stomach. 
 
    Her friend was still breathing, and it looked like the medics knew what they were doing. Still, she wouldn’t fully relax until Kya was awake. She knew she should be jumping for joy right now, having been found by gremlins who were obviously working with her brother, but the whole experience just felt very surreal to her, like it wasn’t really happening. 
 
    “My apologies,” the gremlin said, holding out a hand to help her up. “My name is Shukle, and I’m one of Lord Arbor’s captains. We’re actually on our way to Ryevine now with over twenty-thousand soldiers and another ten-thousand new settlers. You can rest assured that you and your companions will be well looked after. You are part of a noble family, after all, and more than that, you’re Arbor’s sister. Let’s get you and your friends settled down for the night. We can talk more in the morning, after you’ve had a chance to process everything.” 
 
    Karria just nodded numbly, following the gremlin as Kya was loaded onto a stretcher and carried along with them. Akkard was bringing up the rear, now talking to a few of the gremlins and clearly relieved. She was too tired and worn out to notice much else at the moment, and when Shukle showed her a tent, she went in and collapsed onto the cot without so much as a second thought. Despite all that had happened, she was out cold in a matter of seconds.
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    Arbor sat in his study, reading over what felt like the hundredth boring text on Lord Yancy, the man who singlehandedly invented the dinner fork and ‘Proper Fold’ handkerchief – a supposed staple in any good noble’s wardrobe – when there was a knock at his door. It had been well over a week since his soldiers had gone off to scout the creature in the volcano, so he was somewhat hopeful that they might have returned. 
 
    Prudence opened the door, and instead of a frantic gremlin, Sebastian stood there. 
 
    “Please tell me you’re here to rescue me from this cruel taskmistress,” Arbor groaned as he entered the room. 
 
    “Taskmistress, my lord?” Sebastian asked. 
 
    “Never mind,” Arbor muttered, remembering that Sebastian wasn’t really the joking type. 
 
    His humor was a lot dryer and was somehow polite despite its innate rudeness. Prudence, on the other hand, gave him a small smile before returning to her usual stoic posture. She’d grown just a bit more relaxed around him over the last week and a half, but still insisted on all the proper forms of address, adhering to the ‘butler’s code’ as she called it, and always remaining steadfast in her duties. 
 
    Sebastian, by contrast, was exactly the same as he always had been. He wore the same crisp uniform, the same perfectly combed hair, and the same shoes that shone so brightly that Arbor was blinded each time he looked down. 
 
    “I am here to remind you of your formal dinner with the Barons under your rule,” Sebastian said. 
 
    “Didn’t we cancel that?” Arbor asked, looking to Prudence for confirmation. 
 
    “I am afraid not, my lord,” Prudence replied. “Postponing a tour of your lands is one thing, but one cannot cancel on the nobility. At least, not without appearing to be rude, indifferent, or both. The last thing you want is a bunch of Barons who believe they’ve been snubbed.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I reminded before now?” Arbor asked, looking between the two of them. 
 
    “I just assumed you’d known,” Prudence replied, bowing low at the waist. “I apologize for my blunder. It will not happen again.” 
 
    “Great,” Arbor muttered. “Just what I need. An evening of entertaining self-important assholes. Will I have any backup, at least?” he asked, directing this question at Sebastian. 
 
    “Unfortunately, my Lord, only nobles will be allowed at this dinner. Prudence will, of course, be by your side, but unless called upon to serve, she will remain at a polite distance. If you wish, I can always arrange a date…” 
 
    “I’ll go on my own,” Arbor said, quickly cutting that off before the head butler could get started. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sebastian said, still polite as ever. “Marquess Sindra and his wife, the Marchioness, will be coming as well. It was rather last-minute, but he wished to speak with you, and inviting him to dinner only seemed polite.” 
 
    “He’s here?!” Arbor exclaimed, his voice getting a bit stuck on the words. 
 
    Sindra was a Marquess, the highest-ranked a noble could be without being directly related to the Royal Family. If he was here and Arbor had kept him waiting… 
 
    “Of course not,” Sebastian said. “His message arrived by courier early this morning. He is apparently visiting one of the Barons who will be in attendance. My return message was responded to promptly, confirming his seat at your table.” 
 
    “Well, at least I’ll know someone there,” Arbor said with a sigh. 
 
    “Dinner will be served promptly at six. Prudence, please assure that our Lord is bathed and clothed in something appropriate by the time they arrive.” 
 
    Arbor was tempted to stick his tongue out at the butler as he turned to leave but figured it wouldn’t be very Lordly of him, so he contained the urge. But only just. 
 
    “This is quite the power-play on the Marquess’s part,” Prudence said as the door closed. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “He is openly showing his support by coming to your private dinner with the Barons,” Prudence said, sliding her hand beneath the cover of his book and closing it with a snap. “This will let the Barons know that you have friends in high places and that any ideas of treachery or deceit would be bad for their health.” 
 
    “They’d really attack me?” Arbor asked as she went to place the book back on its shelf. 
 
    “Not openly, no,” Prudence replied. “But the nobility are always scheming. Trying to gain favor with the king by stepping on other nobles is one of their favorite pastimes. But, with the Marquess joining you as your guest, there will be much more pandering than scheming at this dinner.” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know which is worse,” Arbor muttered. 
 
    “If I may be so bold as to say, scheming, my Lord, is definitely worse,” Prudence said. “Now, if you will excuse me for a moment, I will go ready your bath.” 
 
    Arbor nodded. He watched his butler head into his room and sighed internally. He still wasn’t used to having everything taken care of for him. Even mundane tasks that he could easily do himself, like picking clothes or running a bath, were seen to by his staff. He knew that this was how things were done for the nobility, but even though it had been nearly a month since he’d gained the title of Viscount, he didn’t much feel like a noble. 
 
    To distract himself while Prudence got the bath to the ‘ideal’ temperature and laid out his evening attire, Arbor pulled one of the drawers on his desk open and removed the blueprints that had been drawn up for the new town surrounding the manor. They would be building it with a full mile of space between his gates and the gates of the town, and Arbor still felt like it was too far away. 
 
    The town would house mostly his military and their families, but the farms and shops that would sprawl around them to supply such a large force would take up quite a bit of space. Just by looking at the blueprints, Arbor could see that five-hundred farms had been plotted out, each containing fifty acres. These farms were on either side of and behind the town. There had also been another two-hundred-and-fifty parcels of land, each plotted for the raising of livestock. 
 
    A massive logging camp had been plotted, as well as a sprawling barracks, complete with training grounds, stables, and smiths. While most of the craftsmen would be living in town, it was important that they had enough by the barracks to oversee repairs and new construction. 
 
    The town itself was quite large, having to contain housing for at least fifty thousand, though Saiko did note at the bottom that she was leaving extra room for future growth, and that she believed they might have to expand in the future. There also had to be room for marketplaces, leisure, and other assorted goods that would give those not working directly for his military plenty of work. 
 
    One of the first things Prudence had had him read were the requirements on tax revenue and how to keep his lands running and coffers full. She’d suggested raising the tax on various goods, which he’d flatly refused. He also refused to tax his soldiers, believing their pay to be well-earned. If they were willing to die for him, they deserved an exemption. 
 
    And, as of right now, if the Ryevine’s books were to be believed, there was plenty of taxable income being generated to keep them in the green. Yes, the influx of people would mean more expenses, but it would also mean more labor and goods being produced. Arbor knew he’d need to hire a good money-handler soon, but when it came to money, he was very reluctant to hand it off to a stranger. 
 
    It was one of the most valuable lessons his father had ever taught him. He basically preached not letting anyone handle his money, lest they take everything he had and leave him without so much as a copper to his name. 
 
    The door to his bedroom opened, and Prudence came back into the study. 
 
    “Your bath is ready, my lord.” 
 
    “Just a minute,” Arbor said, pulling a small green stump of wax from his desk drawer. 
 
    He grabbed the small light that always sat on his desk and used it to melt the green wax over a circular imprint on the bottom corner of the blueprint. After enough of the wax had melted, Arbor set the candle and stamped down, then pressed his signet ring into the center of the mass. The wax spread out as he pressed down, holding the ring in place for several seconds as the wax cooled and hardened. When he removed the ring, a likeness of a roaring jaguar remained embossed in the wax. 
 
    “I never get tired of doing that,” he said with a grin. 
 
    It was oddly satisfying and one of the only things he didn’t mind as a noble. 
 
    “Have this sent to Saiko when you get a chance,” he said, removing the corner weights and allowing the blueprint to roll back up. “I want those barracks up as soon as possible so the soldiers can stop living in tents.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Prudence said, as he headed past her and into his room. “Do you require any assistance bathing?” 
 
    “No, Prudence, I don’t,” Arbor said, resisting the urge to let out another sigh. 
 
    He’d told her multiple times to stop asking, but she insisted that it was part of her job to offer. After an entire week, he’d just given up. 
 
    “Very well, my lord,” Prudence said, following him as he headed to the bathroom. “I will await you outside. If you should need any assistance, do not hesitate to call.” 
 
    “I won’t. Thank you, Prudence,” Arbor said, closing the door behind him. 
 
    He resisted the urge to lock it, knowing that Prudence would probably take it as an insult. She wouldn’t come in without his say so, that much he knew, but it still felt strange to leave the door unlocked. 
 
    Just one of the many things I’ll have to get used to, he thought as he stripped out of his clothes. 
 
    He could see the set Prudence had laid out for him and breathed an internal sigh of relief. While far dressier than his normal attire, it still looked manageable and breathable. He’d been afraid Sebastian’s insistence on ‘proper attire’ would involve pounds upon pounds of fluffy lace and ruffles. Thankfully, Prudence had taken his dislike of those clothes seriously and had not subjected him to that sort of needless torture. 
 
    His bath was a quick one by necessity, and though it was his second that day – his first coming after training – he still luxuriated in the huge tub. It was another one of the few things that he really enjoyed, despite its over-the-top nature. He looked at the two spigot handles. They were made of gleaming steel, replacing the diamond-studded monstrosities that had been there before. Much to no one’s surprise, the tub still looked beautiful and luxurious. 
 
    It was utterly ridiculous how much money had been wasted in pointless decoration, and since he’d gotten here, Arbor had replaced and collected some eight million in stones and precious metals. Sebastian was, of course, appalled, saying that the value of such items being replaced would diminish the value of the home. Arbor didn’t feel too bad about it, seeing as the manor was already worth about a hundred million.  
 
    He’d sat down with Funk and gotten the value of his entire estate. He personally owned some thousand acres that surrounded the property, and a portion of the new town’s tax revenue would be going to him as a form of rent for the people that lived there. Everything outside the area was owned by the king and merely governed by him, and while part of the tax revenue would go to Ryevine, a good portion would go off to the capital each year. 
 
    All told, with his manor, lands, and possessions, Frunk estimated his personal wealth to be worth somewhere in the range of three-hundred million gold, which was an absolutely staggering number. The region of Ryevine, on the other hand, including people, land, and resources, was worth around two and a half billion to the king, which, according to Frunk, was respectable, but certainly not the most impressive of all the towns. 
 
    Maybe I should just pull Frunk from the military and make him my head administrator, Arbor thought as he climbed out of the bath, 
 
    The gremlin was smart, organized, and invaluable in so many areas that it was almost a waste to leave him in the military. Grab and Shukle could hand the fighting just fine, and besides, Frunk wasn’t much of a warrior as it was. Arbor grabbed a towel, nodding to himself as he made up his mind. He would talk to Frunk about this tomorrow. Hopefully, the gremlin would accept his new position without too much fuss, and Arbor could pass off a lot of his nagging responsibilities to someone more qualified. 
 
    “Do you require assistance dressing, my lord?” Prudence asked, her voice drifting in through the door. 
 
    Arbor had grown used to her ridiculously sharp sense of hearing. It was a useful tool to have at one’s disposal, though at times like these, it was just plain annoying. 
 
    “No, Prudence, I can dress myself,” he replied, quickly moving to do just that, in case the woman took a delay to mean he needed help.
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    “Viscount Arbor, how lovely it is to meet you again.” 
 
    “Marquess, I’m so glad you could join us,” Arbor said, smiling as he approached the older man. 
 
    He looked the same as last time, though his clothes were a bit more formal and less militaristic. His salt and pepper hair was swept back, cropped short at the temples and neat as always. His wife, Marchioness Esther, was clinging to his arm, and Arbor took the proffered hand, kissing it gently before turning back to the Marquess. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to talk to you and just happened to be visiting one of the nearby Barons. Your head butler was kind enough to invite me to dinner, and I simply couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    “Which of the Barons were you visiting, if I might ask?” Arbor said, looking back to the other four Barons, all of whom had turned at Sindra’s entrance and were talking amongst themselves in hushed whispers. 
 
    “That would be me,” a very-familiar-sounding voice said. 
 
    Arbor half-turned and saw Victoria, his biggest competitor in the competition, stride into the entryway, clad in a flowing blue gown and trailed by a butler. 
 
    “You’re one of the Barons in my region?” Arbor asked as the willowy blonde woman stopped beside the Marquess. 
 
    “Yes,” Victoria said, extending a hand for him to kiss. “It’s been far too long since we’ve seen one another, Viscount. We should really catch up.” 
 
    “Of course,” Arbor said, taking the proffered hand. 
 
    Though they had been competitors, he and Victoria had teamed up in the siege portion of the competition. After he’d won, she hadn’t seemed too angry with him, and judging by the fact that Sindra had gone to visit her, they were all on the same side as far as their stances on slavery and the mistreatment of other races went. Still, as far as he knew, this was a marathon, not a race, and it would take time to get slavery completely abolished. 
 
    “Now that everyone is here,” Sebastian called out in a carrying voice. “If you will, please follow me to the main dining room.” 
 
    “Would you mind escorting me, Viscount?” Victoria asked as the gathered Barons and Sindra each took their respective wives and dates by their arms. “As you can see, I’ve come alone.” 
 
    “Sure,” Arbor said, holding his arm out and allowing Victoria to slip her hand through the crook of his elbow. “And please, just call me Arbor,” he said in a lower voice. “I’m honestly getting sick and tired of all this formality.” 
 
    Victoria practically beamed at him, flashing him a smile that was near blinding in its intensity. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” she replied as the two of them headed for the dining room. “I’ve spent my entire life around wealthy people, and even I’m not used to all the stuffiness and formality that comes along with being a Baroness. I’m sorry to say that when we’re in public, though, I’ll have to keep using your title. I wouldn’t mind calling you by your name when we’re in…private. Nor would I mind you using mine.” 
 
    Arbor would have had to have been denser than a pile of bricks to miss the implications, especially with the way Victoria had said the word ‘private.’ Still, he put on a smile and pretended to let it fly right over his head. He had no interest in romance, and Victoria, while a great fighter, was hardly the type of woman he would consider as a potential wife. Their worlds had just been too different, and while Victoria was new to being a noble, her upbringing and wealth had instilled in her a certain grace that Arbor didn’t think he’d ever be able to match. 
 
    Thankfully, when it came to seating, Victoria was placed next to Esther, while Sindra was seated near Arbor. The spacing between them was ridiculous, though Sindra simply slid his chair a bit closer upon sitting down. The other Barons, of which there were three, and Baronesses – there were two –  all sat around them. A round table had been purposefully brought out for this dinner so that none of the Barons would feel they were being disrespected. 
 
    A wider space was left between Arbor and the next Baron, a portly man named Pendotus, and his wife or date. Arbor wasn’t too sure who he was with. The woman accompanying him looked both far too young and attractive to be with him. Then again, love came in all forms, so Arbor decided he wouldn’t judge either of them based on this alone. 
 
    Dinner was quite nice, with several courses being served and Arbor making small talk with the other Barons. He talked with them about his plans moving forward, his upcoming expansions, and the way he planned to rule. They were quite pleased to hear that he wouldn’t be raising taxes, and they all became far more friendly after hearing that. 
 
    “So, Arbor, what do you make of Victoria?” Sindra asked, leaning a bit forward and lowering his voice. 
 
    “She’s quite nice,” Arbor replied, his eyes flicking to the woman in question, who was currently talking to the Marchioness. “We teamed up together in the siege during the competition. She’s a very good fighter, far better than I am.” 
 
    “She is indeed quite the fighter, though let’s not forget who actually won the competition,” Sindra said with a smile. “Aside from that, what do you think of her in general? She’s quite attractive, and, in case you haven’t noticed, came alone tonight.” 
 
    Arbor knew what the Marquess was alluding to, but he didn’t have any interest in marriage. 
 
    “Yes, she is quite attractive,” Arbor said carefully. “And I’m sure that whoever she ends up with will be a very lucky man indeed.” 
 
    “And what if I were to say that you may very well be that man?” Sindra asked, interlacing his fingers. “I must admit that she has expressed an interest in you. She even went so far as to mention it several times in our conversation, as well as how she was looking forward to seeing you again tonight.” 
 
    “I would say that she would be best served looking elsewhere,” Arbor said, still being very careful. 
 
    He didn’t want to accidentally insult anyone, least of all Sindra or Victoria. 
 
    “That’s…surprising,” Sindra said, his brows drawing together. “Do you not find her company enjoyable? Or is it perhaps that you have higher aspirations?” 
 
    “What? No!” Arbor said, quickly shooting down that notion. “I just don’t think we’re a good match, that’s all. Why all the insistence about this? I didn’t think you cared.” 
 
    “Arbor, you do know that all nobles are required to marry by law, correct?” Sindra said. “Victoria is a perfect candidate for marriage. She comes from a powerful and well-respected family. She earned her title of nobility while having a strong showing throughout, and already has multiple suitors, including an earl, seeking her hand. You are her first choice, so I would suggest you think about it before turning her down.” 
 
    “But I hardly know her,” Arbor said weakly. 
 
    Sindra’s continence softened a bit at that, and he let out a soft sigh. 
 
    “Nobility rarely marry for love, Arbor. Our positions demand we marry to give our homes and children the best possible future. I’d never even met my wife before we were married. Sure, we have our differences, but over the years, I’ve come to care for her deeply. Relationships, especially those of people in our position, are often strained and difficult. So, I would urge you to think about my proposal. 
 
    “She won’t be expecting an answer tonight, nor next week. But don’t keep her waiting too long, or else she’ll accept a different offer.” 
 
    “How long can I wait before getting married?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “If you were an only child, I’d say the sooner, the better. You confided in me that you had a sister, however, so should you perish, there would be someone to take over the position. Most of the nobility have already been promised to one another from a very young age, and when they take over the position from their parents, they are normally already married, with children of their own. 
 
    “However, there have been occurrences when nobility have ascended to rule without a spouse. So, to put it plainly, you have exactly one year to marry. If you do not choose a wife by then, the king will choose one for you. And trust me when I say that you do not want that. A wife chosen by the king will always be working against you, constantly spying and reporting back to him. You’ll never know a moment’s peace…” Sindra trailed off, a far-away look in his eyes. 
 
    Arbor shivered a bit at that, feeling a chill run down his spine. His eyes flicked to Victoria then, watching as the blonde woman laughed at something Esther had said. Could he marry her, someone he barely knew, just to stop himself from having the king force him into something? Could she be happy going into a marriage, knowing that? Arbor didn’t know, nor did he even want to consider that question. It was too horrible to even think about. 
 
    Forget being stuck in a loveless marriage. The mere fact that she would know why he’d done it, because she was the best of a worst possible choice, would make her hate him. Their lives would be utterly miserable. 
 
    Then again, with the way Sindra had put it and the way in which Victoria had been raised, she may very well know all of this. Why she would want to marry him over an earl was a complete mystery to him, though. If she were marrying purely for position, the earl would be the obvious choice. 
 
    Victoria turned then and caught his eye. Arbor was a bit embarrassed to be caught staring, but instead of being offended, she only flashed him a smile and gave him a small wave. Not really knowing what to do, Arbor simply returned the gesture, hoping it seemed genuine. She seemed to like him for some unknowable reason, though she hadn’t even given him so much as a hint of that during the competition. 
 
    He didn’t want to marry anyone. His loss still haunted him, plaguing his nightmares and waking him at night, often covered in sweat. He didn’t want to marry anyone. Yet he had to. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor said, turning to Sindra. “I’ll think about it. But I’ll need to talk to her before making any big decisions and give her the time to think about what I have to say.” 
 
    Sindra gave him a wide grin and clapped him on the back. 
 
    “You’re making a wise decision. Of all the offers you must have already received, I’m glad you’re considering her.” 
 
    “Other offers?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Of marriage, of course,” Sindra replied. “I’ve talked to several people who’ve expressed interest, especially after your brilliant showing against that Azure-Leopard. I’ve even heard Marquess Bartholomew talking about sending you a letter about his daughter. Someone with your obvious power would be a boon to any noble bloodline, sure to produce powerful heirs. It also helps that you were once a commoner, which will reduce the probability of birth defects greatly.” 
 
    “You’re the first one to make an offer,” Arbor said, his brows knitting together. 
 
    “What?” Sindra said, clearly confused. “Are you sure? I know for a fact that at least seven people sent offers, and judging by the timing, at least half should have arrived by now.” 
 
    Before Arbor could answer, he caught a flicker of movement from the corner of his eye. Turning, he saw Frunk talking to Sebastian in a hushed whisper. Prudence, seeing what was happening, quickly crossed the room as well. They were too far away for Arbor to hear what was being said, but it was clear by the silence that had fallen over the room, that everyone had noticed. 
 
    “What is it?” Arbor asked as Prudence returned. 
 
    “One of the scouts just reported in, my lord,” she said formally. “Your assistance is required immediately.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything else, but it was clear to Arbor that this was serious. If the scout was back and asking for help, then the situation must be very serious and they’d need to leave that night. 
 
    “Very well,” Arbor said. “Prepare my weapons and armor, and get Grak and Hord. I know he probably won’t be able to come, on account of the construction, but I believe he has some new armor for me. The scout can explain the rest on the way.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Sindra asked as Prudence bowed, then headed away at a swift walk. 
 
    “It seems that there’s been a serious threat detected near one of the border villages,” Arbor said, raising his voice so that everyone could hear. “A threat that requires my personal attention. I apologize for my rude exit, but I am afraid this is an emergency, and thus, cannot wait.” 
 
    Arbor turned then and began striding toward the door, ignoring the muttering amongst the other nobility. 
 
    “No need to fret,” Sindra said, calming the other nobles. “The Viscount can handle any threat that needs to be put down. Now, if you’ll all excuse me, I shall return momentarily.” 
 
    Sindra caught up to Arbor as he was heading out the front door. 
 
    “Just how serious a threat are you dealing with here?” he asked, snagging Arbor’s arm. 
 
    “If I haven’t missed my guess,” Arbor said, deciding not to sugarcoat it, “I believe it’s a Mythic Beast.” 
 
    Sindra let out a long hiss between his teeth, watching as gremlin soldiers began marshaling outside the manor as his coach was brought to the entrance. 
 
    “Do you know which one?” asked the Marquess. 
 
    “All I have is a description. It’s a large beast that’s been living in the heart of a volcano, threatening to make it erupt.” 
 
    Sindra let out a very un-Marquess-like curse then, his face going pale. 
 
    “I’m guessing you know what it is,” Arbor said, seeing Grak and Hord coming down the second flight of stairs, her carrying her weapons and armor, and Hord lugging a bulky cloth-wrapped bundle. 
 
    “I only know of a single Mythic Beast who has the power to set off a volcano,” Sindra said, his voice grim. “By your description, I can only think of one creature. It’s one of the Mythic Cats. The Magma-Tiger.”
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    Ramson watched the last border town between them and the Flatlands approaching at a rapid pace. He was half-asleep in his saddle, yet the insane woman who’d been riding the horses to near-death over the last few days seemed awake as ever. 
 
    “Come on, Ram Son, pick up the pace!” she yelled, turning in her saddle and practically glaring at him. “My darling is waiting for me, and every minute he’s alone is your fault!” 
 
    Ramson didn’t say a thing. He merely kicked his lagging horse into a tired half-trot to satisfy the insane woman’s order. Though Ramson now knew the reason for her insanity after his talk with the Duke, it didn’t mean she was any less insane. There was also the revelation that Seven – she’d insisted he keep calling her that – was Carve’s daughter. Seeing as he didn’t have any other children that he knew of, it meant that she was in line to inherit the entire region of Vergara. 
 
    It made him wonder how a father could send his only child into constant danger. Then again, from everything Ramson had seen, he doubted Seven had ever been in any real danger thus far. Despite her insanity, she was smart and fought more viciously than anyone he’d yet to meet, and with a smile on her face the entire time. He needed to get away from her, and now that she was distracted with thoughts of that bastard Arbor, this might very well be his best chance. 
 
    Their approach slowed as they reached the town, their exhausted horses falling into a tired shuffling walk. Seven kicked hers a few more times, but the horse simply refused to keep moving. 
 
    “Fine, I can walk from here,” she said, swinging lithely off the horse. “Come, we’re going to get some info, and I know just the place.” 
 
    “Oh, joy,” Ramson muttered, adjusting the sickle sword at his side. 
 
    His eye darted around the small town, taking note of the stables and the horses within. There were four in all, but only one was saddled. All he’d have to do was cut the others’ throats, and Seven would be unable to follow. Their horses were too exhausted to give chase, but with Seven calling for him, it wasn’t yet the right time to make a break for it. 
 
    The two of them strode down the single sandy road, heading for the only tavern in town. Several rough-looking men eyed the two of them as they passed — or rather, eyed Seven’s scantily clad form. He wondered why she always dressed this way, when she so despised the attention of other men. It was improper for anyone to dress that way, yet no one in the Duke’s employ, nor the Duke himself, seemed to mind. 
 
    He had several theories, the leading one being that she dressed that way as a disguise of sorts. When someone saw a woman dressed that way, they tended to concentrate only on her assets, rather than the danger she posed. It worked, as Ramson had witnessed many times before, and judging by the way Seven was walking, it was clear that she was going to be starting a fight. 
 
    “Alright, you bunch of bruties! Who wants to tell me about a man named Naff?” she yelled as she slammed the bar doors open. 
 
    Ramson covertly stepped to one side, staying close to the door as Seven strode into the center of the bar and looked around. There were six men, including the barkeeper, all looking just as dangerous as the men outside. A shadow fell across the doorway, and Ramson’s eye flicked over to see two of the men in question enter the bar after them. 
 
    “Listen, girlie, I don’t know who you think you are, but we have rules in this town,” the barkeeper said snidely. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Seven asked, sauntering up to the bar and leaning over. This effect gave the bartender a very good view down her already low-cut leather halter-top. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” the barkeeper said with a leer. “Unless you’re looking to get a serious beatdown, I suggest you and your friend leave.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t wanna?” Seven asked, tilting her head to one side. 
 
    “Then we can always help you on your way,” said one of the men who’d just entered, dropping an unusually large and beefy hand onto her shoulder. 
 
    A vein it the corner of Seven’s forehead twitched, and Ramson only had an instant to step aside before the massive brute slammed into the wall. 
 
    “I don’t like it when ugly people touch me,” she said, looking down at her nails. “Now, are you going to tell me what I want to know, or am I going to have to chop you into tiny little pieces to get you to talk? I really don’t mind either way, but every wasted second away from my honey will make me angrier.” 
 
    Ramson looked down at the huge man as he tried to recover his senses. He’d known Seven was fast and dangerous with her blades, but never before had he seen her hurl a man that size clear across a room. Judging by how little effort she’d displayed, she was far stronger than he’d realized. 
 
    What the hell kind of magic does she have? he wondered. None of it made sense. There were so many disparate pieces, but nothing to connect them. 
 
    All thoughts of that were driven from his mind when the bartender reached beneath the counter and then held up a nail-studded cudgel. 
 
    “Shame to mess up that pretty face of yours, but we don’t like the nosy types around here. Boys…” 
 
    Ramson edged closer toward the door as the men rose from their seats, drawing weapons or sliding iron spikes over their knuckles. This was turning ugly very quickly, far faster than any other time he’d been in one of these seedy bars. The only difference this time was that Seven had instigated the fight, rather than the other way around. She clearly wanted to get this mission over with, and her impatience was showing. 
 
    “Alright,” Seven said, drawing a single dagger from her belt and twirling it between her fingers. “Let’s have us a little tussle. Maybe all you big, strong bruties will be more talkative after I cut off your wee-wees!” 
 
    Seven charged then, the cudgel that the bartender had tried to bring down on the back of her head missing by mere inches and cracking down onto the bar. Seven cackled madly as she attacked the first man, slipping easily past his attack and carving a line all the way down his extended arm, severing muscles and tendons as she went. 
 
    The man screamed, his arm dropping limply as Seven came up inside his guard, and an instant later, her dagger was pressed to the man’s crotch. 
 
    “Care to tell me any secrets now?” she whispered, her grin wide and predatory. 
 
    Before the man could answer, she was forced to dance back as another came at her from the side, swinging an oversized cleaver at her head, heedless of the other man in his way. He missed her entirely and ended up slamming his weapon into the other man’s shoulder as Seven yanked him forward. He let out another cry of pain as the blade bit deep, blood spraying into the air and splattering the ceiling and table behind him. 
 
    “Oh, shut up. You’re such a whiner!” Seven said, then casually flicked her dagger across the man’s throat, opening a gash in the shape of an upward curving circle. 
 
    “See,” she said, as blood poured down the man’s front. “Isn’t smiling just so much better?” 
 
    “You bitch! I’ll kill you for that!” yelled the man with the cleaver. 
 
    He stepped forward, throwing a wild punch at Seven’s face. Instead of slipping the attack as she normally would, however, she stepped straight into it. Ramson watched in shock as the man’s fist slammed into her face, full force. He expected Seven to go flying or perhaps be knocked out cold, but instead, the attacking brute was the one who screamed in pain. 
 
    “Aaagghh! What the hell are you made of?” he screamed, stumbling back and clutching at his ruined hand. 
 
    “That’s not how you throw a punch,” Seven said, sheathing her dagger in one swift movement. “Here, let me show you how it’s done!” 
 
    Seven stepped forward, her back leg planted firmly, then drove her fist directly into the man’s abdomen. Ramson’s eye widened as the man was bent nearly in half, the sound of crunching bones so loud that someone on the other side of town could have heard it. The man let out a wheeze, then a fountain of blood erupted from his mouth, splattering all over the insane woman. 
 
    “Eeeww! You got me all dirty!” she complained. “My sweet darling won’t wanna see me like this! Now I’m gonna have to get a new outfit!” 
 
    She flexed her arm, and a tremendous force seemed to push the man away, sending him hurling into, and then clean through, the far wall, exploding into the street beyond where he lay still. 
 
    “Die!” screamed one of the men, swinging a sword at her head. 
 
    The man had snuck up on her while she’d been preoccupied with the other, but like the true moron he was, had screamed before attacking instead of just going for the kill. Then again, he probably would have stood no chance either way, but yelling was certainly not going to help his case. 
 
    Seven spun, snagging the man’s arm mid-swing, then twisted it violently to one side, slamming his own blade through his stomach and out his back. 
 
    “Do you know anything about a man named Naff?” she asked, yanking the man forward. 
 
    “Screw you, bitch!” the man gurgled, blood flecking his teeth and lips. 
 
    The dagger flashed up from her belt, slashing across the man’s left eye and making Ramson wince in sympathy. 
 
    “I think I’ve been too nice,” Seven said as she turned to face the remaining men, all of which – like total idiots – were waiting for their turn to attack. 
 
    “Get in a few lucky shots, and now you think you can take us?” roared one of the men. “I’ll platter your head like a melon, you filthy…gaah!” 
 
    The man cut off as Seven appeared before him, ramming a dagger right between his legs and twisting viciously. Ramson felt bile coat his throat as she ripped the dagger from his crotch, blood coating the inside of his pants as the man dropped to his knees, screaming in a high-pitched way that had every man in the room cringing. 
 
    “Alright, Chainey, let’s see if we can make these bruties talk!” 
 
    The chain of daggers was whipped from Seven’s waist, twisting out into the air as she flicked it back and forth. She turned her back on him, and Ramson finally saw his chance, taking his last step out the door, then running for all he was worth. Behind him, he could hear the screams and crashing of the men as they attacked her, pointlessly and fruitlessly trying to end her life. He didn’t care, because in his mind, he was home free. 
 
    His sword flashed out as he approached the horses, and Ramson mercilessly butchered three of the animals. The fourth, smelling the blood, began to spook and rear, but Ramson grabbed its halter and dragged it back down. It didn’t take more than a few seconds for him to mount up and kick the horse into a run, heading out for the Flatlands and freedom. 
 
    He grinned, sheathing his sword as he kicked the horse even harder, its hooves drumming across the now dry and cracked earth of the Flatlands. There was no way he was going to be able to return to Vergara anytime soon, but that didn’t bother him too much. Galmir had plenty of opportunities, and if he took a short detour to the Goldenleaf Forest, he might even be able to snatch a few elves to get himself started. 
 
    Of course, he’d have to kill them, as he no longer had a band of loyal followers to help him tie them up, but that was fine. Dead elves were still worth plenty. 
 
    Ramson’s thoughts trailed off as he heard an odd sound coming from behind him. It was a sort of dull pounding, slamming into the ground over and over. Turning in his saddle, he felt his blood freeze, and his heart began to pound in uneven beats. Seven was giving chase. As if that wasn’t enough, he was shocked by the fact that she was running after him on foot and was somehow catching up fast. 
 
    Ramson whipped his horse harder, yelling and kicking its flanks. The horse screamed, throwing its neck forward and running faster, but when Ramson peered over his shoulder, Seven had closed the distance, her lithe leather-clad legs blurring and her feet leaving small imprints in the ground with each step. 
 
    There was no way a human could move that fast, yet within just half a minute, Seven was nearly upon him. Ramson tried to swerve, but Seven vaulted into the air, snagging him neatly around the waist and tearing him from the saddle. The air exploded from his lungs as Seven landed on him, her knee driving painfully into his ribs and breaking at least one with an audible snap. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, Ram Son?” she asked, a gleaming blade appearing at his throat. “The job isn’t done yet. Were you perhaps thinking of running away?” 
 
    Ramson gasped as she shifted atop him, her knee pressing harder into his broken rib. He felt something sharp protruding from it, cutting into him. He could also see it in her eyes, a sort of shimmering, almost metallic reflection, as she stared down at him. 
 
    “Not at all,” Ramson wheezed. “Just getting a head start. That’s all.” 
 
    Seven’s eyes narrowed for a moment, as though she were trying to see if he was telling the truth or not. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, the dagger vanishing as she moved to get up. “But don’t go running off on me again. Otherwise, I’ll chop your wee-wee off.” 
 
    Ramson gritted his teeth as she gave his cheek two hard pats before getting off him. When she stood up, he noticed a gleam on the bottom of her boots.  
 
    Metal, Ramson realized. Her boots had metal soles. It was another clue, and one that finally brought home the realization that her magic had to focus on the use of metal somehow. How exactly she used it was still a mystery, but it was something. And now that he had a direction, he could go about piecing the rest of it together. 
 
    “Come on, get up!” she said, arching her back and stretching her arms over her head. “I got one of the bruties to talk, though it took a little convincing. And hurry it up. Naff is just a few days away, and we need to hurry. My honey bunny is waiting for me, and I wanna start planning our wedding.” 
 
    “Vile accursed woman,” Ramson muttered as she began to skip off. 
 
    He knew better than to try and run this time. She was far more dangerous than he’d realized, and he’d be a fool to try again. His only hope now was that the Duke would allow him to leave once their mission was over. He was sick and tired of being led around like a dog on a leash, and more than anything, he just wanted to go back to his old life. 
 
    Ramson clutched at his ribs as he followed the insane woman, cursing her for all he was worth, but utterly powerless to do anything about it.
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    “This is delicious!” Karria exclaimed, taking another bite of the gooey brown substance and chewing carefully. 
 
    It was extremely sticky and acted almost like glue if not treated with proper respect. However, the payoff for being sticky was its delectable flavor, and she’d be more than happy to be covered in the goo to be able to eat it. 
 
    “What did you say this was called again?” 
 
    “Caramel,” Shukle replied, clearly pleased. “It’s a staple of my hometown.” 
 
    “And how exactly do you get it to such a sticky consistency?” Kya asked, wisely sucking on her own caramel instead of even trying to chew. “Wouldn’t any cookware become damaged in the process?” 
 
    “Beats me,” Shukle replied. “I’m just a soldier. If you wanted a recipe, you’d have to ask our cooks.” 
 
    Karria mentally filed that away for later. This treat was way too good not to ask, especially when she thought of combining it with something else. For example, she had a strong feeling that this caramel would go delightfully with the chocolate of the elves. She didn’t know why, but she was eager to try it out. 
 
    “Is there anything else we can get for you, Ma’am?” 
 
    Karria looked over to see Hemp, the gremlin who’d been put in charge of seeing after her needs. Having people waiting on her every whim was definitely something that had been hard for her to get used to. When the gremlins had first picked them up nearly a week ago, Karria couldn’t have dreamed that anything like this could have been a possibility. 
 
    The gremlins had taken incredibly good care of them. Though they didn’t have any Mages for healing, their medicine and poultices were top-notch. Her wounds barely bothered her anymore, and though Kya had been carried on a stretcher for several days, she was now back on her feet, though she couldn’t help but notice that the elf still took care with how long she walked each day. 
 
    “No, thank you, Hemp,” Karria said. “I’m good for now.” 
 
    “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask,” the gremlin said, falling back a few steps to give them some privacy, but not so far back that he’d be out of earshot. 
 
    Traveling with the gremlins had been strange at first. Akkard, who apparently didn’t have fond memories of the gremlins in general, was utterly shocked that Arbor had managed to turn such a massive force to his cause. Currently, there were well over twenty thousand, and more were trickling in every day. Aside from the gremlins, who were mostly coming to serve in the military, there had to be close to ten thousand humans. 
 
    Among them were freed slaves, farmers, carpenters, merchants, and shop owners. Apparently, they were all going to try their fortunes in her brother’s new lands and were more than happy to do so. She’d listened to stories from Shukle or other gremlins over the last few days as well and was completely astonished by Arbor’s accomplishments. 
 
    She especially loved the recounting of the competition and how Arbor had swept first place by singlehandedly killing a Mythic Cat. Kya seemed to enjoy the stories as well, insisting she be carried next to Karria when they were being told so she could listen in. 
 
    Though it had been strange at first, especially with all the respect she was shown, Karria had long since grown used to traveling with the gremlins by now. She especially enjoyed Shukle’s company, though he didn’t have a lot of spare time, seeing as he was in charge of the entire force. The gremlin with the lemon-yellow hair was odd and quirky, speaking in a way she’d never heard before. His mannerisms were also foreign to her but in an oddly charming way, and he’d often say things that went right over her head. 
 
    Their height was another thing that she found odd. Although she was only around five-foot-four – not a giant by any standards – none of the gremlins, not even the adults, seemed to top five feet. There were some exceptions, as with all races, but those were few and far between. Unlike the dwarves, who made up for their lack of height in bulk and muscle, the gremlins were far slimmer, their body types more resembling elves than anything else. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    Karria was snapped from her thoughts as a gremlin came riding toward them down the twisting path, mounted on one of the few Yakdaws that the force had with them. 
 
    “What is it?” Frunk asked, the smile immediately melting from his face. 
 
    “We’ve caught sight of the open fields described by Captain Frunk, sir!” said the gremlin excitedly. 
 
    “Good work, soldier. Go rotate with someone else, and make sure to tell the cooks that you are to be well rewarded.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” the gremlin said, straightening his back as he gave a stiff salute. 
 
    He rode off then, heading back to their main force to follow Frunk’s orders. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Karria asked. 
 
    “The scout has spotted the open fields leading to Arbor’s manor,” Shukle said excitedly. “My brother sent scouts with the general location and gave us landmarks to follow. We’re close now. Just another fifty miles or so and we’ll be there!” 
 
    “Just another couple of days,” Karria said, feeling her heart skip a beat. 
 
    Despite the force’s massive size, they were able to keep a very good marching pace, eating up the ground as they traveled, unlike any force that size should be able to. 
 
    “Just about,” Shukle said. “We should be seeing the open fields today, and reach the manor by the end of the week. Everyone will definitely be glad to hear that our long trip is finally over.” 
 
    “I would imagine,” Karria said, giving him a wide grin. 
 
    The gremlins had been traveling for just over a month by now, as they’d been forced to trek the entire way on foot. She knew what it was like to have to go everywhere on your feet, and though the soldiers might be used to it, their families – the children in particular – were having a hard time of it. 
 
    “Donk!” Shukle called in a loud voice. 
 
    “Yes, Captain?” 
 
     Donk, a slender gremlin with long orange hair, came jogging up, snapping a smart salute. 
 
    “I want you to order a double-time march. We’re in the home stretch now.” 
 
    Donk saluted, flashing her captain a smile before running off to pass down his orders. 
 
    “Won’t marching at double speed be too hard on everyone?” Kya asked as horns started blaring in the forest behind them. 
 
    “It will,” Shukle admitted. “But hearing that we’re close to our destination will lend them new vigor. We won’t be able to keep it up for long, but it should shave a few hours off our trip.” 
 
    “Double-time has been called, Captain!” said Donk, her voice drifting to them over the blaring horns. 
 
    “Then away we go!” Shukle called, increasing his walking speed. 
 
    Karria had never marched double-time before and was momentarily taken off-guard by the rapid speed increase. She wasn’t too bothered as she sped up as well, her exercise and magically-altered body helping her keep pace. Kya, on the other hand, did have trouble and was forced to give up and ask Karria to make her something to ride in after just a few minutes. 
 
    Over the last few days, Karria had come up with an invention, one made out of necessity, as both she and Kya had felt bad about gremlins needing to carry her. Plum, the strange horse-dog was summoned once again – Kya had absolutely refused to allow her to get rid of her strange pet – along with a low wagon hitched to her back. 
 
    The horse let out an excited whinny as she was summoned, and Kya crouched to scratch behind her ears. Plum couldn’t be ridden, but dragging a wagon with only Kya sitting inside was well within her capabilities. And though Plum acted like a dog, she still pulled with the strength of a horse. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing something like that,” Shukle said in admiration. “Don’t get me wrong, Arbor has some incredible magic of his own, but his is suited to blowing things up or making him more dangerous. Yours, on the other hand, is so diverse!” 
 
    “You really think so?” Karria asked, feeling a slight flush creep into her cheeks. 
 
    “Definitely,” Shukle replied. “And I’m sure when you see him, he will agree with my assessment.” 
 
    Karria gave him another smile before turning her attention back on the trees ahead. Arbor was just a few days away now, and she could hardly wait to see him. Just the thought of finally being reunited with her brother nearly brought her to tears. But Karria wouldn’t allow herself to cry, not anymore. Her reunion would be a happy occasion, one marked with laughter and warmth. She could see it now, playing clearly in her mind’s eye. 
 
    “I can hardly wait,” she whispered out loud, solidifying her excitement. 
 
    While the march was a lot harder to maintain for the majority of the force, they reached the open grassy plains by late afternoon. By nightfall, the forest was well behind them, and Karria camped under the stars for the first time in weeks. She, Kya, and Akkard spent about an hour talking, all of them excited about reaching the manor. The dwarf had been away from the two girls for most of the time, spending the days speaking with gremlin smiths and comparing tips. 
 
    Akkard hadn’t seen his brother in months, and Arbor represented an opportunity to help him reclaim his throne. Kya was excited because of a similar reason, as she needed to free her people as well, which led Karria to wonder how Arbor would take it. Here she was, returning to him after over a year, and she was bringing a request for military aid in freeing two foreign nations. 
 
    The Arbor she remembered could never say no to her, but she hadn’t seen him in too long. A lot had happened since then, and he might have changed more than she’d realized. She had gone through a whole lot as well and knew that she’d definitely changed. Karria didn’t voice her fears aloud, putting on a brave face and hiding her doubts. Though she was excited to see her brother again, she was starting to feel nervous now that they were so close. 
 
    The next day saw them cover more than half the distance, and by early-morning on the third, they passed into Arbor’s personal lands. This was obvious by the signs, as well as the patrolling gremlins, all of whom seemed more than excited to see that their remaining forces had finally arrived. 
 
    Karria didn’t hear the bad news until she reached the manor, which was a gigantic, sprawling monstrosity of a house. It made even the palace of the elves look shoddy in comparison. The main gremlin force was left behind, along with the other humans. The manor had received advance notice that they were arriving and was now arranging everyone into groups and assigning temporary quarters. Because of their high status, Karria was escorted along to the actual manor with Shukle, Kya, and Akkard. 
 
    “I’ve never even seen a place so lavish and huge,” Kya whispered as the front doors swung open. “I can’t believe you’re going to get to live here!” 
 
    Karria could hardly believe it either, but that wasn’t what was on her mind at the moment. Her eyes were locked squarely on the front doors, to where she was sure her brother was waiting. Any second now, they would open to reveal his smiling face. She could feel her breath catching in her throat and her heart racing a mile a minute as they came to a halt, waiting for the doors to swing wide. 
 
    Her smile died on her lips as the doors opened to reveal a man dressed in a smart black suit, accompanied by a gangly gremlin wearing spectacles. 
 
    “Something’s wrong,” Kya whispered, confirming what Karria already suspected. 
 
    “It is wonderful to finally make your acquaintance, my lady,” the man in the suit said, bowing stiffly at the waist. “We have been most worried about you and have been anxiously awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    “Where’s my brother?” Karria asked. 
 
    She knew it was rude and could even hear a small edge to her voice. But she didn’t care. She’d come all this way, been so close, and Arbor wasn’t here. 
 
    “I am afraid Lord Arbor is away on an important mission,” the gremlin said, taking over. “But he will be happy to see you once he has returned. If you will follow me…” 
 
    “I’m going after him,” Karria said flatly. “Where is he?” 
 
    The gremlin and man shared a look. The man spoke, his voice sounding sympathetic. 
 
    “That would be inadvisable, my lady. Lord Arbor is on a very dangerous mission, and we would be remiss if we were to send you into…” 
 
    “I can handle myself,” she snapped, cutting the man off once again. “Now, you can either tell me where he is, or I’ll just go tearing back into the woods until I find him.” 
 
    “Please, be reasonable…” the gremlin began, only to be shoved aside by a dwarf. 
 
    “Oh, come off it, you stiff-necked ninnies! Can’t you see the lass wants to see her brother? Just give her a damned map so Arbor can…Akkard?” 
 
    The dwarf, who’d been busy yelling at the other two, stuttered mid-sentence as his eyes landed on the dwarf in their party. 
 
    “Good to see you again, little brother,” Akkard said, breaking into a wide grin. “But, please, don’t stop yelling on my account. You were doing so well.” 
 
    The dwarf, who Karria presumed to be Hord, nodded hesitantly before turning back to the other two. 
 
    “There is no need for yelling,” the gremlin said with a sigh. “We will fetch you a map and arrange an armed escort, though I see little point in going after him. Lord Arbor is nearly a week away by horse, so you would be better served to —” 
 
    “Just get me the map,” Karria said. “And I don’t need any guards. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “My lady, please. We would be utterly devastated if something were to happen to you while you were out alone. If you would only —” 
 
    “Get me a map. Now!” Karria snapped, feeling her temper beginning to rise as the man who looked like some sort of butler spoke. 
 
    She knew she probably sounded like a spoiled, petulant child, but she was well past caring. Arbor was supposed to be here. She was supposed to be having a reunion with her brother right now. But, instead of that, she was facing down a bunch of stiff worrywarts insisting she remain here. Karria could take care of herself, and traveling the distance was almost laughable, especially with her constructs. 
 
    The only thing standing in her way now were these two, so she believed she was well within her rights to be a bit petulant. 
 
    “Please, try and calm down,” the gremlin said. “We can fetch you a map, but we must insist on an escort.” 
 
    “She’ll agree to an escort,” Kya said quickly. “Please just bring her the map.” 
 
    The gremlin’s eyes flicked to her, noting the pointed ears. Karria might have imagined it, but she could have sworn the gremlin’s eyes narrowed, ever so slightly, at the sight of her friend. It was such a fleeting display of emotion, though, that she couldn’t be sure if it had actually happened. 
 
    “Just go along with it,” Kya whispered, placing a hand on her arm. “You can always leave them behind once you have the map.” 
 
    Karria felt waves of calm washing over her as Kya worked her magic, soothing her agitation and allowing her to think more clearly. 
 
    “Fine,” she agreed, after a few moments of silence. “Get us the map, and we’ll agree to your terms.” 
 
    “That is very wise of you,” the gremlin said, bowing once at the waist before turning to head into the manor. 
 
    “Is there anything we can fetch you in the meantime, my lady?” asked the butler. “Food, drink, perhaps a new set of clothes?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Karria said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “Would you care for a seat, then?” the butler asked. “Perhaps a nice—” 
 
    “I said that I’m fine,” Karria interrupted. 
 
    If the butler was offended by her rude behavior, he didn’t allow it to show. His face remained a blank mask as he once again bowed at the waist. 
 
    “As you wish, my lady,” he said with another bow, then settled into place and waited in silence. 
 
    At some point during their heated debate, Akkard and Hord had moved off to the side and were now talking in lowered tones. It was clear by the way Hord’s brows were furrowing ever deeper that Akkard was relaying all that had happened since his escape from Heart, as well as the whole ‘being overthrown’ thing. 
 
    Though Karria would have liked to join in on their conversation, right now, there was only one thing on her mind — finding Arbor. From the way it sounded, he was in danger and was facing off against a serious threat. She would be damned if she weren’t there to help him this time, even if it meant raising hell.
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    “Well, that doesn’t look good,” Arbor said, watching the smoke curling from the distant volcano as his coach thundered down the road. 
 
    It had taken them over four days to reach the village of Nibia, and each day that had passed had made Arbor feel more and more nervous. From what he’d been told about volcanoes, it sounded like they would not simply erupt at a moment’s notice and that it took quite a bit of time, even with the acceleration caused by the Magma-Tiger. 
 
    “What’s all that black stuff floating in the sky?” Grak asked, peering toward the horizon. 
 
    “That would be ash,” Prudence replied. “It is a common enough occurrence in volcanic regions, but is hardly a good sign.” 
 
    “How much longer do you think we have?” Arbor asked, watching the smoke curling and roiling. 
 
    “The villagers and soldiers will likely have to evacuate within a few hours if the smoke continues to stream out. While not particularly harmful in small quantities, the ash from volcanoes has been known to suffocate entire towns or even cities in the past. By this point, I would say that only Mages of the Wrecker Class or above can safely approach the volcano.” 
 
    Prudence seemed to shift in her seat for a moment before continuing. 
 
    “That, unfortunately, would mean that I am unable to go in with you, my lord, as I am only a Destructor Class Mage.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Arbor asked, eyeing the woman up and down. “Based on how strong you are, I could have been sure you were a Destructor, at the very least.” 
 
    Prudence gave him a small smile. 
 
    “My Magic, while quite potent, is only considered above average. In fact, in my class at the academy, I wasn’t even the most powerful Mage. The reason I was able to take the top spot was because of my dedication to hand-to-hand and weapons training, as well as pushing myself to the limits of what my body could endure. 
 
    “I am at the very peak of what I can accomplish as far as magic is concerned, and no matter how hard I try, I will never unlock another Tier. I have known as much for quite some time. Still, I can assure you that it will not hinder our training, nor will it diminish my ability to serve.” 
 
    Arbor nodded slowly, though he had to wonder about that. Once, he’d had the opportunity to look into another Mage’s Origin. It had been Ramona, who was one of the Co-founders of the Defiants and was now his prisoner. He’d taken a peek inside her Origin and discovered that he had the ability to increase her power. He couldn’t help but wonder if the same would hold true for Prudence. 
 
    But he’d learned from his mistakes. He’d boosted Ramona the first time they’d met and had then spent months being attacked by elven assassins. Despite the fact that he was now fairly certain it hadn’t been her who’d sent them, there was still that small trickle of doubt in the back of his mind. Having Prudence along in this fight might have been useful, but he wasn’t sure about her just yet, despite her showing nothing but loyalty. Perhaps when this was all over, he could spend more time getting to know her and eventually do it. 
 
    She knew he had two Origins and what they could do, but only in the capacity of combat. There were aspects of his magic that even he didn’t fully understand, let alone have the ability to control. Prudence may very well have some insights if she were as learned as she seemed. But, for now, he was reserving judgment. 
 
    “Will I be able to come along?” Grak asked, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Arbor replied. “Sure, we don’t know your Classification, but you have Ice-Elemental magic. I’m sure you’ll do fine in there.” 
 
    “Ice doesn’t really hold up well against fire or heat,” Grak replied. 
 
    Prudence took the opportunity to cut in then. 
 
    “If you will excuse my interruption, I believe you misunderstand the Magma-Tiger’s abilities. The Magma-Tiger does not control heat, nor does it control fire. The Tiger has the ability to manipulate molten stone as it sees fit. It gains strength from bathing in it, absorbing its power into itself, and the more of it there is, the stronger it becomes. As soon as that volcano erupts, it will leave. Once exposed to the open air, the molten stone cools rapidly, weakening the Tiger’s ability to control it. 
 
    “Now, it can manipulate the magma in its vicinity, as well as expel it from its body. But it is incapable of increasing heat or spraying fire. So, in your case, Ice-Elemental magic is likely one of the best defenses against such a beast.” 
 
    “Can we just have Grak go in and freeze all the magma?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “You can try,” Prudence replied. “But the Tiger won’t simply sit there as you do it. Remember, while it can’t create magma of its own, it does absorb its power. Consequentially, it likely has vast stores within its body. The environment will also be less than friendly to both of you, as it will be quite hot inside and the area will be full of molten stone.” 
 
    “Wait…So is my magic useful or not?” Grak asked, clearly confused. 
 
    “It is, and it isn’t,” Prudence replied. “Your ice is a perfect match under ideal conditions. But with all the magma, heat, and power that the Tiger has undoubtedly built up, it would probably be the victor in a straight brawl. Luckily for you, Lord Arbor will be fighting as well. While he distracts the beast, you can work on lowering the temperature and solidifying the molten stone.” 
 
    “If there’s no more magma for the Tiger to use, we’ll be removing its major advantage,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Precisely. Please do remember that the Tiger likely has plenty in reserve as well. Even without the terrain working in its favor, it will pose quite a significant threat. I believe you’ve already faced two of the Mythic Cats, the Roc-Jaguar and the Azure-Leopard. Like the others, this one boasts a massive defense and powerful offense, but also differs greatly in other aspects. 
 
    “It is not as fast as the Leopard, nor does it have the same penetrating power of the Jaguar, but it has more raw power than both of them combined. If you have the choice between attacking or dodging, I recommend dodging every time. This is not a beast you want to face head-on.” 
 
    “How is it that you know so much about the Mythic Cats?” Grak asked. 
 
    “Part of my studies at the academy involved magic beasts and the dangers they pose,” Prudence explained. “I’m quite surprised that this is the third Mythic Cat that you’ll be facing, as most are never so unfortunate as to even see a single one in their lifetime.” 
 
    “I guess that means we…” Arbor trailed off as the coach came to a sudden and jarring halt. 
 
    He shared a look with Grak, before moving forward and pulling back the slider between him and the driver. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked, peering out through the small window. 
 
    The driver, a lanky man in his early forties, was pulling hard on the horses’ reins, trying to calm them as they reared and plunged. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my lord!” yelled the coachman. “The horses have been a bit skittish over the last few minutes. I think they can sense the danger and are refusing to approach any closer.” 
 
    Arbor peered down the road, then up to the volcano. They weren’t far, perhaps a few miles out, and from here, he could probably reach the village faster if he were to go on foot. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Arbor said. “Turn the coach around and take them back a bit. These horses were expensive, and I don’t want them to injure themselves.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord!” said the coachman, straining with the reins as he pulled them to one side. 
 
    “So nice to see how concerned you are for your money,” Grak said dryly as Arbor stood and began pulling down his armor from the rack above. 
 
    “Please, my lord, allow me,” Prudence said, already half-rising from her seat. 
 
    “It’s fine, Prudence,” Arbor said, dropping the armor pieces to the ground. “I’ve already got them.” 
 
    “Do you require assistance in…” 
 
    “No. Thank you,” Arbor said quickly, already sliding his arms into his green and brown breastplate and tightening the straps. 
 
    He’d actually had to have them replaced, as the old ones no longer closed tightly enough over his ever-growing muscles. Hord had done a wonderful job of making these, and the breastplate embossed with the roaring head of the Jaguar fit snugly and comfortably. He was about to bend to lift the bracers, but Prudence was already holding them out to him. 
 
    Arbor let out a grunt of thanks, taking the gleaming new pieces of Mythicallium armor that Hord had forged for him from the claws and bones of the Azure-Leopard. The bracers were a beautiful blue color, made up of individual plates that would shift and twist along with his movements. 
 
    Even better, these bracers crooked at the elbow, traveling all the way up to his shoulders, instead of merely covering his forearms. The shimmering blue metal fit snugly, and a series of clasps pulled them tightly to his arms. They actually fit more like giant gloves than armor, and a single strap leading from the shoulder crossed his chest to keep the shoulder-pauldron section from slipping. 
 
    The armor was a bit thicker up there as well, and a series of smaller, lighter-blue plates extended a few inches, sloping to deflect any downward blows. The other piece was a little harder to get on, but Arbor managed it without Prudence’s help, pulling the straps tight and flexing his fingers to test how they felt. 
 
    The bracers started at the wrists, leaving his hands free. Arbor had allocated just enough metal for a single new section of armor, wishing to save the rest for future use. However, there had been enough scrap pieces left over for Hord to forge him a single gauntlet or upgrade his glaive. 
 
    Arbor had opted to just make the bracers, donning regular mail-backed gloves instead. He felt a bit of pressure from his legs then and looked down to see Prudence strapping his steel greaves on. He was annoyed, as he had specifically told her he could do it alone, but time was of the essence right now, and he could ill-afford to waste it. 
 
    He reached for his weapons, pulling them down as Prudence tightened the straps and made sure they sat comfortably. His cleaver, made of the metallic orange metal from the Sunburst-Bear, was strapped to his waist. The glaive, now modified with some of the metal from the Azure-Leopard, was slung over his shoulder. Arbor didn’t unsheathe it just yet, knowing that there would be plenty of time once the fight began. 
 
    Grak, who’d stepped out to don her armor, came back in a moment later. Hers were far less flashy than his own and were made up of steel scales and plates. The Mythicallium was too precious to spend freely, and even though Arbor had offered, Grak had insisted he keep all of it for himself. 
 
    “You ready to go?” she asked, eyeing Prudence as she pulled the last strap tight. 
 
    “Yup,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “Great. How are you going to carry me? Because if you say your back, then you’re going to have to move that…” 
 
    “I will carry you,” Prudence said, interrupting her. “It is hardly fitting for one of Lord Arbor’s station to be reduced to a mere beast of burden. I am capable of keeping pace with him, even while carrying something heavy.” 
 
    Grak’s cheeks flushed a dark red, and she bristled in indignation. Seeing that this had the potential to escalate quickly, Arbor moved to intervene. 
 
    “Great. Prudence can carry you, so I don’t have to move my weapons. Let’s…” 
 
    A loud rumbling boom reached them then, shaking the entire coach and everything within. The horses let out frightened whinnies, plunging against their reins and fighting to run even farther. Arbor turned to the horizon and saw the volcano spewing out gigantic clouds of choking ash. An ominous red glow surrounded its rim, signifying that it was close to erupting. 
 
    “Take the horses down the road,” Arbor ordered as he jumped from the coach. “Get them as far as you need to for them to be calm.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for an affirmative, nor did he turn to address Prudence or Grak. The village was in danger now, and every wasted moment was one in which casualties could be rampant. His feet dug into the ground, his steel-soled boots – a recommendation of Hord’s – leaving furrows as he allowed his Perception magic to build. He launched himself forward, pumping power into his arms and legs. 
 
    The world around him seemed to blur for a moment before his perception sped up to match his speed, and he was soon rocketing toward the village at nearly forty miles per hour. It wasn’t his top speed by any means, but he could maintain it without straining himself too far. His breastplate could take the full strain of his magic for two minutes, but that had a limit and would need to recharge after he used it. 
 
    His new bracers had a special skill of their own and would be extremely useful in his upcoming fight. It was almost as though Hord had known he’d be facing one of these monstrous beasts again. Either that or Hord’s intuition was so good that it was almost prophetic. 
 
    Like the breastplate, the enchantment would only last for two minutes, and once used, it would take twelve hours to activate it again. But, in the midst of a hectic battle, two minutes was often more than enough, especially with an enchantment as good as the one that had been worked into the bracers. 
 
    When activated, Arbor would be cloaked in a thin shield designed to deflect magic. According to Hord, it should be able to deflect pretty much any type, but he warned him that physical attacks would still damage him. This was one of the best options Arbor had, especially seeing as only his upper body was clad in Mythicallium armor, while his lower body was woefully unprotected. 
 
    Still, as soon as this Tiger was defeated, Arbor would have yet more Mythicallium to add to his collection, and he knew exactly what he’d be asking Hord to forge him next. Arbor’s arms flexed as he pumped them faster, speeding up his run as the volcano rumbled again, spewing yet more ash into the air. The village was rapidly approaching now, and even from here, he could hear the screams. The villagers needed his help, and as their ruler, it was his job to save them.
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    Arbor came pounding into the village just a couple of minutes later, his footsteps slightly muffled by the layer of gray already blanketing the dirt paths. People were running about, snatching their possessions and children. The sense of panic in the air was nearly palpable. His eyes flicked about, looking for his soldiers. He finally spotted them, trying to wrangle a group of particularly stubborn old men and women. He was surprised that there were so many old people in this village, but another rumble from the volcano got him back on task. 
 
    Prudence came to a skidding halt beside him then, her chest heaving lightly and tan fur retreating into her skin. It seemed she’d used some sort of aspect to help her speed, but judging by the way she was breathing, the run hadn’t been nearly as easy on her as it had on him. Grak, who was clinging to her back, dropped to the ground, her boots covered in the ash that was falling quicker by the minute. 
 
    Arbor could already feel it tickling the back of his lungs and knew that breathing in this toxic environment could not be good for anyone. 
 
    “Prudence. Find whoever is in charge and get them organized. I want these villagers clear of the ashfall. I know that it isn’t part of your regular duties, but I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Prudence said with a bow, seemingly composed despite the fact that she’d been breathing hard just a few seconds ago. 
 
    “Bring them back toward the coach and keep retreating if needed. If the soldiers want to come help, tell them that I order them to stay away. That goes for everyone in the village as well, or anyone coming down the road. Until I return, no one comes close. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Perfectly, my lord,” she said. 
 
    Arbor gave her a nod, before turning to Grak. 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I can be,” the gremlin woman replied, adjusting the rapier at her hip. 
 
    It was the only other Mythicallium weapon Arbor had seen aside from his own, and it was the only item of such rare value that she’d allowed them to give to her. They were now going into battle against a Mythic Beast, one of the strongest in existence, so Arbor was more than happy that she’d at least accepted that, though it had been a gift from Hord, not from him. 
 
    “Alright, then let’s go,” he said, turning and jogging toward the volcano. 
 
    He made sure to keep his pace slow enough for Grak to keep up, but they still went fast enough to reach the base of the volcano a few minutes later. There was a clear path leading around to one side, and they followed it, Arbor taking shallow breaths to avoid breathing in the ash that was falling thick around them. He could feel it entering his lungs, and though his magic strengthened him, it didn’t seem to be expelling or destroying the ash, which meant that it was just as dangerous to him as it was to anyone else. 
 
    Thankfully, it wasn’t long before they found the entrance, now glowing a faint orange. He could feel the heat, even from here, and as he entered, Arbor was glad to notice that the ash had stopped falling. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” he asked, brushing the gray dust from his hair and shoulders as he turned to Grak. 
 
    “As well as can be expected,” she replied, trying – and failing – to get all the ash out of her long dark-blue hair. 
 
    There was another loud rumble, and in here, the sound was magnified tenfold. The ground shook beneath their feet, and Arbor had to brace himself to keep his balance. His Mage Sight spread out before him, showing him the mass of crimson power sitting just a few hundred yards away. This was undoubtedly a Mythic Beast, but he was prepared to fight it. He had backup and a plan. All they needed to do was stick to it and hope nothing went wrong. 
 
    Arbor headed down the tunnel, Grak following close behind. The heat was increasing, the orange glow growing brighter and more persistent. An icy-cold washed over him as the temperature reached some hundred and twenty degrees. He half-turned, giving Grak a grateful look as icy-blue power poured off her skin, cooling the surrounding area. 
 
    While Arbor could technically survive and would probably be fine in the extreme temperatures of this volcano, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t feel it. The temperature was rising rapidly, causing the walls to begin to glow. They dulled as Grak’s magic washed over them, falling back to a cool grayish hue, instead of the bright orange color they had just been. 
 
    The temperature continued to rise, and Grak had to use more of her magic to keep them cool. By the time they reached the opening, Arbor had begun to feel the heat once more, even with the icy mist practically pouring off her. 
 
    “It must be nearly fifteen-hundred degrees in here!” Grak exclaimed, looking around the massive crater. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Arbor said, examining his surroundings as well. 
 
    Grak was far more attuned to temperature than he was, thanks to her magic. If she said it was fifteen-hundred degrees, it was likely fifteen-hundred degrees. He could survive in an environment that hot, but it would be more than a little unpleasant. 
 
    “See anything?” Grak asked, her rapier sliding out of its sheath with a hiss of leather on metal. 
 
    It didn’t sound anything like steel being drawn. Mythicallium was far lighter, so the sound was more akin to someone tapping a windchime than anything else. 
 
    “I can see where the power is concentrated,” Arbor replied, pointing to the single-largest pool of magma in the room. 
 
    He could clearly see a shape in there. A massive beast was lying in the heart of the pool, its power leaking into its surroundings and agitating the magma beneath. There were dozens of smaller pools littering the crater, some of which were periodically exploding, firing several feet into the air and expelling massive clouds of ash as they splashed back down. 
 
    The sky wasn’t visible at all when Arbor looked up, and he was actually surprised that the magma wasn’t closer to the rim of the crater. Then again, with the way the pools were erupting, perhaps they didn’t need to be closer. 
 
    “We need to draw it out,” Arbor said, moving a bit deeper into the room and navigating to the area that was least packed with molten stone. “Make it come to us. In a situation where we’re not in control of the terrain, we need to choose our battleground carefully.” 
 
    “Well, I can think of one way to draw it out,” Grak said with a wicked grin. 
 
    Then, before Arbor could do anything, she thrust forward with her rapier, sending a blast of ice right into the nearest pool of magma. There was an explosion of steam as her ice slammed into the boiling stone, followed immediately by a roar of rage so powerful that it shook the entire crater. The other pools of magma began to boil as the largest one trembled, a mass of power building up in there. 
 
    “Aim for the largest one. Quickly!” Arbor yelled, drawing his glaive in a flash. 
 
    It looked a bit different than the last time he’d wielded it. Blue runes were now etched along the green and brown blade, and the heavy spike at the other end was twined by a line of blue. New properties had been added to the blade as well, and Arbor was more than ready to try them out. As Grak thrust her rapier, an icy blast rocketing toward the giant pool of glowing stone, Arbor let out an attack of his own. 
 
    Reaching for his Origin magic, Arbor channeled it up to his arms and into the blade, sending a lance of white power toward the pool. His attack hit first, the white magic impacting the pool and causing it to explode outward. Before the magma could travel too far, Grak’s attack hit, causing another explosion of steam as the stone cooled rapidly, freezing in place in a geyser-shaped pillar of stone. 
 
    Arbor stood back and waited as the steam wafted thick in the air. He couldn’t see a thing, even with his enhanced vision, but his Mage Sight told him clearly what was going on. Beneath the frozen stone, the magma still boiled hot, along with the Core of power in the Tiger’s chest. This time, when it roared, he was prepared for it. He grit his teeth and allowed the echoing range to wash over him, yet he didn’t let the growl intimidate him. 
 
    The ground began to rumble once more, cracks appearing along the tall pillar of stone as glowing orange light began to shine through. 
 
    “Start freezing the other pools,” Arbor commanded Grak, leveling his glaive as he began moving his Perception magic through himself. 
 
    His muscles bulged as they were flooded with power, and his senses sharpened even further. His mind focused solely on the creature emerging from the bubbling pool of magma. It was massive, larger than any of the others he’d faced until now. The Roc-Jaguar had only been a juvenile, so it and the Azure-Leopard had both been around the same size. 
 
    The Magma-Tiger pulling itself out of the molten pool of stone was anything but a juvenile. Its front paws, larger than his entire torso, smacked onto the floor, splattering molten stone everywhere. Its powerful shoulders, covered in a mix of crimson and orange fur interspersed with black stripes, bunched, revealing the knotted muscle beneath as it hauled its massive bulk from the pit. 
 
    Its eyes, glaring down at Arbor from nearly nine feet in the air, gleamed a bright green, its pupils contracting to slits as it showed its gigantic silvery canines. Its shoulders bunched once again as it continued to pull itself free, magma dripping from its fur and small fires dancing across its body in imitation of miniature eruptions. 
 
    He could feel Grak working frantically behind him, freezing anything she could and making the beast even angrier. Its muzzle bunched, eyes narrowing even further as its hind legs came up onto the stone, finally revealing the beast in its full glory. 
 
    The Tiger utterly dwarfed the other two cats and was some twenty-eight feet long. Its tail, adding another seven, flicked back and forth, sending sprays of magma showering into its surroundings. The beast crouched, its massive maw opening wide as it released a mighty roar, shaking the crater with its rage. Massive white claws extended from its arms, gouging into the stone and slicing it just as easily as the Roc-Jaguar had, proving that even if they weren’t quite as sharp, they were still plenty sharp enough. 
 
    Arbor braced himself as the tiger slunk forward, its massive head weaving from side to side as its shoulder blades protruded with each step. Powerful muscles rippled across its hide, showing Arbor the power hidden beneath its coat of crimson fur. The beast left glowing footprints in its wake, the stone beneath its massive paws melting far faster than it should and letting Arbor know that this beast had far more power stored than they’d originally thought. 
 
    It was clear to see that it was powerful. Whether or not they were powerful enough to stop it remained to be seen. This time, Arbor wasn’t fighting for glory, nor to save someone else’s kingdom. This time, he was fighting for his own people. They were relying on him to deal with this threat. This was why the nobility needed to be strong, and why the requirement to even enter the noble competition had demanded a Wrecker Classification or higher. They needed to be powerful enough to stop threats like this. 
 
    Arbor’s grip on his glaive tightened as the Tiger loomed over him. It didn’t pounce like the other cats did but was approaching until it was standing right over him, its massive frame looming high above him. Its eyes were drilling into him, unwavering and terrifying. He could feel the cat’s malice, its anger at his impudence. This beast was a king. It was not used to being challenged by puny mortals such as him. Yet here he was, boldly striding into its lair and attacking its source of power. 
 
    In all honesty, Arbor could even sympathize somewhat with the oversized beast. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t be taking it down, though. It posed too much of a threat to his people. The huge cat opened its mouth then and unleashed yet another roar, spittle and flecks of magma showering over Arbor and hissing against his armor. 
 
    He could feel the heat as it landed on his exposed flesh, yet he didn’t flinch away. His Perception magic had toughened him to the point where something like this couldn’t burn him. He had no doubt that this beast was well and truly capable of killing him, but Arbor wasn’t going to give it that chance. 
 
    “He who strikes first, strikes hardest.” Prudence’s voice echoed in his mind. 
 
     She had said this in one of their first lessons and many times after. So, without giving the tiger a chance to try and intimidate him once again, Arbor attacked. White magic cloaked his glaive as he struck forward, aiming directly for the beast’s eye. 
 
    It’s showtime, he thought.
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    A white streak trailed behind the glaive as he moved, but the tiger – contrary to what Prudence had told him – was inhumanly quick. It twitched to one side, Arbor’s glaive ripping across his shoulder. However, he’d coated his blade with Origin magic, and even as his attack missed its mark, the white magic exploded violently, throwing the massive beast back a few steps. 
 
    The tiger roared in pain, but Arbor was already following up, darting to its side and slashing out with a powerful blow. Origin magic trailed the attack, and as his blade bit deep into its side, he channeled more power into the attack. The explosion was so powerful that it actually threw the gigantic beast – which must have weighed at least two or three tons – several feet across the room, where it landed with a splash in one of the pools of magma. 
 
    A fountain of molten stone sprayed into the air, forcing Arbor back as he tried to follow. 
 
    “How are you doing back there?” he called. 
 
    He could feel Grak’s magic at work but didn’t want to take his eyes off the area where the Tiger had gone down. 
 
    “It’s much harder than you might think to cool down an entire volcano!” Grak snapped back, her voice sounding strained. “It’ll take as long as it has to and not a moment less!” 
 
    Arbor was about to respond when he felt something shift in the ground beneath him. He leaped back, his Perception Field flashing a warning a moment later. Sending up a flurry of sparks, the Tiger exploded from the ground in a fountain of magma. It roared, unleashing a blast of molten stone from its open mouth, and Arbor was forced to increase the flow of magic in his muscles to get out of the way quickly enough. 
 
    He quickly sprung into a roll, swinging his glaive up and out to counter the wall of magma that erupted from the ground in his path. White light blasted out, shearing the wall in two and spraying him liberally with molten stone. It hissed and sizzled at it landed on a few bare patches of skin, and this time, Abor felt it. 
 
    Ignoring the burning sensation, he got back to his feet, sweeping his glaive out and sending a half-moon blade of Origin magic tearing across the room. The Tiger managed to dodge it by diving into another pool of magma. Arbor whirled, following the trail of magic this time. When the Tiger exploded from a nearby pool, he dashed in and slammed his glaive into the tiger’s shoulder. 
 
    The beast roared in pain as Arbor injected a burst of Origin magic, blowing the joint apart and shredding the fur beneath. Once, Arbor might not have been able to pierce such a mighty beast’s hide. When he’d faced the Roc-Jaguar, his weapon had been insufficient. Now, though, he had a weapon made of Mythicallium, and it had an enchantment that allowed him to cut through almost anything. As tough as the Tiger’s hide might be against normal weapons, Arbor’s glaive was far from normal.  
 
    Looking down, he saw that the Tiger wasn’t about to let him deal such a devastating attack unpunished. Even as the massive limb was ripped free, a gout of magma exploded up at his feet, engulfing him in a burning inferno. 
 
    Arbor triggered the enchantment in his bracers as his skin began to blister and burn, and a second later, cool relief washed over him as the enchantment blocked out the Tiger’s power. He spun midair, sending a blast of Origin magic out and propelling himself free from the gout of molten stone. However, Arbor now found himself some thirty feet in the air. 
 
    Worse, the Tiger was leaping toward him, its massive claws extended and glowing an ominous fiery red. He thrust downward, expelling a blast of Origin magic as the Tiger reached him, swiping its massive claws across his shins. Arbor cried out as the steel greaves were shredded to pieces, the burning hot claws slicing into his legs and cutting deep. 
 
    Luckily, his attack had thrown the Tiger off course, and Arbor was able to twist midair to avoid an even more devastating blow. He landed badly, growling in pain as his legs buckled and he fell to the ground. No blood came out of his wounds, clogged by the quickly hardening stone that was invading his body. 
 
    He quickly purged the stone using his Perception magic, but that had the adverse effect of allowing the blood to finally flow free. Still, as hot blood sprayed from the wounds, Arbor didn’t think he could have waited. It seemed the Magma-Tiger was far more dangerous than it first appeared. Not only was it monstrously huge, powerful, and not hindered by the loss of a limb, but a single swipe of its claws could freeze him from the inside.  
 
    The Tiger landed next to him, standing on its three remaining legs. It was no longer bleeding, as it now had a stump of stone protecting its shoulder. It leaped before Arbor could get up, its mouth opening wide to fire off a beam of condensed magma. Arbor took the hit, his bracer’s enchantment warding off the blast. The cat, having expected him to move, was thrown off when it came hurling right toward Arbor. 
 
    His glaive flickered forward, the tip gleaming momentarily, and the Tiger, in a feat of agility that should have been all but impossible for a creature that size, swiped its paw to counter. However, it was in for yet another surprise, as its paw swiped through the spot where the blade should have been but hit nothing. A half-second later, the blade slammed home, catching the beast in its neck. 
 
    This particular trick had been made possible by his glaive’s new enchantment, the one added by incorporating the Azure-Leopard’s Mythicallium. In a nutshell, it allowed an illusion to be cast, one that made the blade appear to move either a bit faster or slower than it actually was. It wasn’t much, just a half second’s difference, but when it came to a battle like this, it was enough. This enchantment was unique in that the more it was used, the less susceptible an opponent became to it. 
 
    Its best use was as a surprise attack, one designed to kill in one shot. This way, the feint couldn’t be detected. However, even as Arbor’s attack hit home, he knew he was off. The Tiger had moved to block, something he hadn’t anticipated. His blade sank into the shoulder again, and before he could discharge a blast of Origin magic, the cat slammed into him. 
 
    The breath was driven from Arbor’s lungs as the four-ton beast ground his body into the hard stone beneath. Though he was powered by his Perception magic, having something that heavy fall on him, even with the protection of his armor, wouldn’t do much for him. He was tough, but eight-thousand pounds was a lot of weight. 
 
    His ribs shattered as he was driven to the ground, and his grip on his glaive was lost, the weapon spinning away as he was driven forward and across the room toward another pool of bubbling magma. He tried to concentrate, to put some power into his damaged legs to throw the beast off, but he was in too much pain. His shield had another minute, but it would do little to stop the actual magma. 
 
    It might not burn him if not coupled with the Tiger’s magic, but he would drown if he didn’t get out, and in his state, he doubted he’d be able to make it. Just as he was sure he would end up going down, Grak came to his rescue. A massive spear made entirely of ice lanced across the crater, slamming into the cat and tossing it clear. Arbor scrambled immediately, forcing his battered body back into a standing position and stopping himself short of falling into the magma pool. He stood there for a few long moments, his legs quivering as pain radiated from the claw marks and warm blood ran down them. 
 
    It hurt to breathe, his ribs feeling more like broken shards of glass than anything else. But as the tiger got back to its feet, shaking the ice loose, Arbor knew he had little choice but to continue. Never before had he faced such a brutally strong opponent, and he honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d been injured this badly this quickly. In a normal battle, he’d have been fast enough to avoid the beast’s massive bulk. 
 
    The unfortunate combination of his legs being injured, the beast’s leap, and his poorly timed swing had all come together in a beautiful symphony of shitty luck. His glaive was also halfway across the crater, and in his condition, he wasn’t running anywhere. Arbor wasn’t the only one injured, and as the beast limped toward him, blood streaming from its side and the numerous stab wounds he’d dealt it, he could see his chance at victory. 
 
    Grak still needed more time, and judging by the look on her face and the icy frost creeping up her arms, it was taking everything she had to leech the heat from the room and cool the magma down enough to solidify it. That single blast she’d used to save him may very well have cost them the fight, so Arbor was damn well going to make sure that didn’t happen again. 
 
    The cleaver came free of his scabbard with a light swish, this weapon feeling much heavier than his glaive. It was made of the Mythicallium of a Sunburst-Bear, a Mythic Beast that was a little lower down on the food chain than the Cats. However, the blade also contained Titansteel, a super-dense material found only in the bones of specific beasts. It was very strong and extremely durable. The only problem was that it was extremely heavy. 
 
    Luckily for Arbor, he was more than strong enough to handle the weight. The oversized knife swung easily in his grip, and he triggered its enchantment as well. The edge of the blade glowed a dull orange, making the pure cutting power of this hacking weapon increase exponentially. This weapon, he realized, wasn’t at all like the glaive.  
 
    While the glaive was elegant and required both finesse and skill to wield, the cleaver did none of that. It was designed for only one thing — pure destruction. There was no finesse involved here. Power was the only thing that mattered, and though he’d expressly been warned of the Magma-Tiger’s strength, Arbor had no choice but to meet it head-on. 
 
    The Tiger, seeing him standing strong, let out a roar and charged, lumbering toward him. Small bursts of red flared from all over its body as it sped up, coming at him with the force of a landslide. Arbor dug in his feet as best he could, widening his stance and flooding his body with power. Steam began to rise off his skin as his muscles expanded, the massive amount of power too much for him to handle, yet he kept pouring on the power. 
 
    His muscles began to twinge painfully, and just as the Tiger leaped, Arbor triggered the enchantment in his breastplate. The strain immediately dropped off, leaving Arbor free to move without pain – well, without that source of pain – once again. His shattered ribs still screamed at him as he swung, channeling all the Origin magic he could into the cleaver and swinging for all he was worth. 
 
    The Tiger’s jaws opened wide, its remaining front leg sweeping toward him and its mass bearing down on him. Arbor took a single step forward, then threw up his left arm, swinging the cleaver down at the same time. His entire arm went numb as the Tiger’s paw slammed into it, its claws screaming against his bracers and leaving a line of scratches on its surface. 
 
    Arbor’s cleaver slammed into the Tiger’s head at the same time, the glowing metal shearing into its fur, his Origin magic primed to explode. Then, the Tiger exploded. A blast of burning hot magma erupted from all over its body in a gigantic area attack. Hot magma burned Arbor’s skin and sent him bouncing across the floor before slamming into the far wall. 
 
    Blackness flashed before his eyes as he impacted, the breath knocked from his lungs. He hit the ground, and the pain forced him back into the waking world. He’d lost his hold on the cleaver at some point, and as he forced his broken and battered body to rise, he felt something grating in his left leg. 
 
    He was far too dizzy from the pain to even register it, eyeing the Tiger as it paced toward him. It was bleeding heavily from a jagged cut in its head, the crimson droplets streaming down its face. Arbor wasn’t sure if he’d imagined it or not, but the Tiger seemed a bit unsteady on its feet. Of course, that could just have been him, but by this point, he’d take anything he could get. 
 
    The Tiger began lumbering forward, its muzzle bunching up and its massive canines showing as it opened its mouth wide. A ball of magma swirled there, and Arbor only had a second to dive to the side before it blasted across the crater, slamming into the wall where he’d been standing and splattering across its surface. 
 
    A few droplets hit Arbor’s exposed legs, but he barely registered the burning sensation. With the way his leg had ground when he’d jumped, Arbor was sure it was broken. With his mobility all but gone, he had only one choice left. The Tiger opened its mouth again, and this time, not having a weapon to use, Arbor simply extended his arm, summoning forth one the glowing white gauntlets. 
 
    He’d been practicing this every opportunity he had, and by now, calling this construct into being was hardly any effort at all. The ball of magma flew, and Arbor sent a blast of white Origin magic out to meet it. They collided midair, exploding violently and throwing the charging Tiger off its course. It staggered, tripping sideways over its missing leg as it tried to regain its balance, and Arbor used that to his advantage. 
 
    The arm with the gauntlet, which had already been primed, swiped down, his fingers extending into a claw-like shape. Four white blades flashed from his hand, tearing across the ground and heading straight for the Tiger. The beast, seeing them coming, forced another eruption, its body glowing momentarily, before bursting with power and flooding the area with burning hot magma. 
 
    But these blades were not the types that exploded upon impact. No, Arbor had discovered yet another aspect of his Origin magic, one that he’d only briefly touched upon before and only now truly understood. The Origin magic, unlike his Perception, was best utilized when channeled through an external object. Through trial and error, he’d discovered that none seemed to work better than this forged gauntlet. The four thin blades weren’t slowed at all by the Tiger’s attack, still managing to cut through. 
 
    The beast, seeing its attack fail, sprang upward with incredible speed. However, it only managed to avoid two of the blades. A roar of pain echoed through the room as one blade sliced a furrow across its belly and the other sheared a section of its right hind foot clean off. The Tiger came back down, its legs buckling and sprawling to the ground. 
 
    It roared in pain, expelling another burst of magma, but as it tried to pull itself back toward one of the nearby pools, an icy chill washed through the room. All at once, the light seemed to die, the orange glow that permeated the air vanishing as icy blue waves flooded the entire crater, hardening all the stone and cooling it to the point where the volcano was no longer in any danger of erupting. 
 
    The Tiger let out another roar, though this one had a note of confusion in it. Arbor, having been waiting for this moment, acted without thought. One hand pressed to the ground, expelling a blast of Origin magic to hurl him forward, while the other worked to reform the shattered gauntlet. The biggest problem with using his last attack was that it seemed to be a one-off. Use an attack, and the gauntlet breaks. 
 
    It also took an inordinate amount of strain on his part of summon it into being. Unlike the regular use of his Origin magic, the gauntlet taxed his mind. Not that a little extra pain on top of everything else bothered him right now. The gauntlet reformed, flooding the crater with white light and revealing that the Tiger was halfway back to its feet and bleeding heavily. 
 
    Grak was lying on her back several feet away, her chest heaving and frost creeping across her skin. She was still alive, which meant she would recover. That was, if he managed to pull off this attack. Arbor’s gauntlet glowed as he summoned more of his Origin magic, flooding his body with Perception magic as well to keep himself going. 
 
    He streaked through the air, pulling his arm back as the Tiger opened its mouth to try and counter. Like him, it seemed too weak to move. Cut off from its source of power and having expended so much energy already, the wounds covering its body were clearly starting to take their toll. The Tiger roared one last time, unleashing a blast of molten destruction as Arbor slammed into it. 
 
    But it was too late. Arbor’s arm, covered in the glowing gauntlet and powered by his flight and Perception magic, slammed into its right eye. The sharp fingertips punched into the weak area, his arm sinking up to the elbow into the creature’s skull. 
 
    “See you in hell!” Arbor yelled, releasing the pent-up Origin magic in a massive blast. 
 
    The explosion of force threw Arbor clear into the air, his battered and broken body no longer having the strength to resist the impact or the fall. He hit the ground, his back slamming into the solid stone and the breath being punched from his lungs once again. His broken ribs grated painfully once more, and finally, his tired body gave up the battle with the waking world, and Arbor blacked out.
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    A loud ringing in his ears was the first thing Arbor heard as he came to. The high-pitched whine was echoing horribly in his brain and making him want to slam his head into a wall until it stopped. Unfortunately, he didn’t think he had the strength or willpower to injure himself any further right now, though he felt a lot better than he should. 
 
    Cracking his eyes open, Arbor blinked several times to clear his vision. He was still in the crater of the volcano, though it was somehow even darker than it had been before. His eyes adjusted with just a small effort of will, and he found himself staring at the head of the Magma-Tiger. Or what was left of it, anyway. It seemed that his last attack had blown half the creature’s head off, leaving a blackened mass of flesh, bone, and dried blood to stare back at him. 
 
    It was only once Arbor noticed that the blood was dry that he finally understood what had happened, and why he felt so much better than he should. It was nighttime! He’d fallen unconscious and had remained lying here, in the crater, for at least eight hours. He winced, sitting up slowly, and felt pain flaring from his ribs. 
 
    They were clearly still broken, though judging by the painful and constant prickling sensation, they were in the process of mending. He turned then, spotting Grak still lying a few feet away. His Mage Sight told him she was fine and just resting, but he knew he’d have to wake her up soon. They both needed a safe place to rest and recover, and the middle of a recently active volcano wasn’t exactly the best place to be right now. 
 
    Arbor looked down to his legs, running his fingers over the joints and noting that the left still felt quite tender and painful. It was obviously broken, but it seemed to be a clean break. He didn’t have the luxury of simply waiting for someone to come looking for him, as he’d ordered everyone to stay away. 
 
    Looking around, Arbor soon found his glaive and cleaver. One was lying on the far side of the crater where he’d dropped it, while the glaive was just a few feet away, pinned beneath the Tiger’s body. Rolling onto his stomach, but keeping his arms locked so as not to aggravate his ribs, Arbor dragged himself over, doing his best to ignore the pain. 
 
    He used his Perception magic to enhance his muscles and try and cushion his broken bones, but it didn’t really do him much good. Pain was still pain, and only time – or a numbing solution – would make it go away. He had a little trouble fetching his weapon, as the Tiger’s dead body was even heavier than when it had been alive. His ribs flared uncomfortably as he yanked, dragging the completely undamaged glaive from under the massive beast. 
 
    As he hauled himself to his feet, using the spiked end of the weapon as a makeshift crutch, Arbor marveled at his success. Going in, he hadn’t realized just how dangerous this beast would be. This fight had easily been the shortest against any Mythic Beast, but at the same time, it had been the most grueling and brutal battle he’d yet to face. He’d hit harder and faster than any time before, yet this monster had hit back just as hard. 
 
    “Grak,” Arbor said, nudging her side gently with his good leg. “You’ve gotta get up.” 
 
    The gremlin woman stirred, seemingly reluctant to move, but Arbor’s insistent nudging finally woke her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, blinking bleary eyes up at him. A moment later, she shuddered, then let out a loud groan. “And why do I feel like all of my bones are on fire?” 
 
    “I would imagine that has something to do with you freezing an entire volcanic crater,” Arbor replied, turning to limp over to retrieve his cleaver. 
 
    “The Tiger!” Grak exclaimed, sitting up straight, then letting out yet another groan of pain. 
 
    “It’s dead, and thanks to you, the village will be safe,” Arbor assured her. 
 
    Grak turned in the direction of his voice, blinking owlishly as she tried to make him out in the darkness. 
 
    “Oh…Well, I guess we’re not dead then,” she said with a half-chuckle that transformed into another groan of pain. 
 
    “So, it would seem,” Arbor replied, stooping while keeping his glaive planted and snatching up the cleaver. “Let’s get out of here and back to the coach. I need something for the pain, and I could use some food. A bed, too.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” Grak replied. “But, I can’t exactly…” 
 
    A bright light flared as Arbor illuminated the very tip of his glaive with Origin magic, making sure to keep the light slightly behind so it wouldn’t impede his night-vision. 
 
    “Can you read my mind or something?” Grak joked, getting slowly to her feet. 
 
    “If only,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” asked the gremlin, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Only that life would be much easier if I could read minds,” Arbor replied, too tired to play any of Grak’s strange games. 
 
    Grak’s eyes narrowed for a moment before she simply shrugged and moved to walk beside him. 
 
    “So, what are you planning on doing with the Tiger?” she asked as they headed into the tunnel. 
 
    “I’ll have the soldiers come in and drag it out. We’ll load it up onto a cart and bring it back to the manor. After what we’ve been through, all that Mythicallium will not be going to waste. Also, I don’t care what you say, you’re getting something for helping me bring that down and saving the village.” 
 
    Grak’s cheeks flushed slightly, and she flashed him a smile. 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” she said. “I could always use a…” 
 
    Arbor held up a hand to stop her, his expression growing serious. Grak, thankfully, closed her mouth, peering off into the darkness and trying to see where he was looking. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked in an undertone. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Arbor replied, summoning his Perception Field and pushing it out as far as he could manage in his current state. “Something just feels…off.” 
 
    His Origin and Perception magic blended, expanding outward around eight feet and rippling over the stone. He could now feel everything within the radius of his technique, from the small bugs crawling beneath the ground to the few insects in the air above. He could sense Grak walking next to him, but nothing else. Still, his senses were on edge, and he was sure that something was definitely wrong. He just couldn’t figure out what exactly it was. 
 
    “Stay quiet and stick close. I’m putting out the light,” Arbor said after a few more seconds. 
 
    Grak hooked her hand into his arm as the light went out, and the two of them proceeded to the tunnel exit in silence. Light bloomed at the end of the tunnel, soft and green, reflected from the emerald moon above. Arbor slowed as they reached the exit, peering around the corner and looking out into the wilderness beyond. 
 
    His eyes sharpened even further, and his Mage Sight burned behind them, outlining the landscape in various dim shades of color. He noticed that anything alive gave off a faint trace of light. It was nothing like a Mage would exude, but it was one of the ways he stopped himself from being ambushed. Of course, the only thing Arbor could see here were the regular signs of small wildlife, as well as the even dimmer light of the trees. However, he was very aware of how alone and exposed the two of them were. 
 
    Judging by the position of the moon, it was somewhere near midnight, which meant that they’d been out for about eleven hours – three more than he’d originally thought. The night was utterly still, and though he could see the animals, none of them made so much as a sound. It was that oddity that finally made Arbor realize what was wrong. 
 
    “It’s too quiet out here,” he said in a low voice. “We need to move quickly.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere on that leg,” Grak said, eyeing the way he was leaning on his glaive. “Hold on. I think I can help with that.” 
 
    She jogged off the path, making Arbor’s muscles tense in anticipation. However, when she returned a few moments later with a stout branch, he relaxed, though only a little. 
 
    “Stand still and try not to move,” she said, crouching next to him and snapping the branch in two. 
 
    Arbor kept his eyes trained on his surroundings, flicking between the trees and the few houses he could see around the lip of the volcano. He grimaced a bit when Grak placed the splint, tying it tightly with strips of cloth she’d torn from her shirt. When she stood, he was able to put his weight on it without immediately feeling like he was going to drop. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, giving her a quick smile. 
 
    “Hey, what are friends for?” she replied, slugging him lightly in the arm. 
 
    Arbor would have liked to continue the banter, but he knew that now was not the time. Not only were they out here alone and cut off from help, but they were also both pretty badly injured. Sure, they wouldn’t be dropping dead from their wounds if left unattended, but neither of them was in particularly great fighting shape. 
 
    “Let’s go, and stay alert,” he said, taking off in a fast walk toward the village. 
 
    His hearing and sense of smell sharpened as Arbor increased the flow of magic to his nose and ears. He had to tweak his hearing a bit, as it was painfully loud at first, but soon, he got it down to a manageable level. The creak of Grak’s armor now sounded like thunderclaps, and the smell coming from the both of them was hardly pleasant. While he was drenched in blood, sweat, and who knew what else, she practically reeked of adrenaline and fear. She also smelled of sweat, not that he could blame her in the slightest. When compared to him, she practically smelled like a field of flowers. 
 
    “See anything?” she asked, and Arbor had to resist the urge to clap his hands to his ears at the sheer volume. 
 
    He placed a finger to his lips to indicate silence but shook his head in response to her question. He couldn’t see anything. He also couldn’t smell, sense, or hear anything either. Yet he still had the distinct feeling that something was wrong. It was like the feeling of someone staring at your back, yet when you turned, it was to find nothing there. 
 
    A light mist hung over the ground as they entered the village, their feet padding lightly on the volcanic ash and sending up small puffs of gray with each step. Arbor was limping slightly, trying to keep the weight off his broken leg. The feeling of being watched was growing stronger, and it was one that he wasn’t particularly enjoying. His senses were being strained to the maximum of what he could handle right now – his body was still quite sore from the fight, limiting what magic he could use – but he was still picking up a whole bunch of nothing. 
 
    It was only once they entered into the village square, an area with a well and several stalls set about the sides of the buildings, that he finally caught a whiff of something: anticipation. Smells were difficult things to explain, especially to others. Arbor didn’t know how he knew what a smell meant, only that it just was what it was. He stopped for a moment, causing Grak to stumble into him. He ignored her quiet apology, his eyes flicking about the open square. 
 
    Arbor concentrated on his sense of smell, heightening it as far as he could, and allowed his hearing to go back to normal. People could hide many things about themselves, their magic, sound, or even their presence. But smell was something that they rarely thought to mask, which was why Arbor was finally able to pick out what had been bothering him. In an instant, Arbor’s glaive flashed forward and up, a blast of Origin magic flashing in the night sky. 
 
    There was a screech of pain, followed by an explosion of force. Then, a figure tumbled from a nearby roof, clutching at their shoulder and landing with a thud on the ground below. 
 
    “You can stop hiding like a bunch of cowards,” Arbor called out, taking up a fighting stance. “I know you’re there.” 
 
    “And here I thought we’d been hiding ourselves so well,” a condescending voice said from off to his right. 
 
    Arbor turned, watching as dark figures shimmered into view, all armed to the teeth and exuding a distinct sense of danger. It was clear that they were surrounded as more figures appeared, blocking the streets and alleyways that they could have used to escape. They lined the roofs all around the square as well, and all had their eyes focused squarely on him. One of them dropped from the roof, landing in a crouch and removed their dark hood. Long black hair spilled free, revealing a woman with slanted eyes and pointed ears. 
 
    “Elves,” Arbor said, the word sounding more like a curse than anything else. “Why am I not surprised? Your kind does have a tendency for sneaking in the shadows and stabbing people in the back. I’m honestly surprised it took you this long to try to kill me again.” 
 
    “Tut, tut, human. That’s hardly polite,” said the elf, a self-satisfied smirk coming to her face. “Do you have any idea how much planning and foresight had to go into creating this ambush? How many weeks it took to get the Tiger into place, just to lure you out here? Not to mention that we had to try and predict how you’d react or how much backup you’d bring?” 
 
    The elf chuckled, a cold sound that sent a chill down Arbor’s spine. He couldn’t believe that the elves had orchestrated this entire thing. How far were they willing to go to see him dead? And for what? He honestly had no idea why they hated him so much that they were willing to risk countless other lives in trying to kill him. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me who your big boss is?” Arbor asked, keeping his voice hard. “By now, I’m assuming that the Defiants have nothing to do with this, and I doubt you’d want them to take all the credit. I mean, you did go through all the trouble of ambushing me out in the middle of nowhere. And with so many of your…friends,” he said, mentally counting the number of opponents he’d be facing. 
 
    “You’ll be finding out soon enough, but for right now, I believe we owe you a little payback. After all, you did kill our comrades, and we can’t exactly let you get away with that.” 
 
    The elf woman lifted her arm, and Arbor felt Grak tense beside him, preparing for a fight. Arbor could feel his own heart beginning to race. They were outnumbered, and not just by a small margin. The elves had at least sixty here with them, all armed and obviously well-trained. Judging by the acrid stench as they drew their daggers, their weapons were all coated in the Magekiller poison, something designed specifically to kill those with magic. 
 
    “Don’t think I’ll be going down without a fight,” Arbor said, honing his sense of smell and expanding his Perception Field. “I’ve faced plenty of your kind before, and I always come out on the other side. I don’t think it’ll bother me overmuch to add a few more elf corpses to my count.” 
 
    The woman only grinned wider, then slashed her hand downward, giving some sort of signal. Arbor whirled in place, ignoring the burning pain from both his leg and ribs, as something flashed toward him. His glaive blurred as it moved to intercept. Instead of slicing a dagger or crossbow bolt from the air, however, his glaive hit nothing but air. 
 
    A second later, he heard five distinct slapping sounds as something hit his weapon. He tried to pull back, but suddenly the glaive was ripped from his hands. Arbor hadn’t been braced, nor had his grip on the weapon been all that tight. He staggered forward, watching as the glaive soared up toward a group of elves, pulling on near-invisible strands of rope that reflected the moonlight. 
 
    He immediately reached for his glaive, only for his Perception Field to flash a warning. He was forced to turn, batting a thrown dagger from the air with his bracer-covered forearm. As soon as he turned, something slammed into his waist, and an instant later, his cleaver was gone. 
 
    “Arbor!” 
 
    He whirled again, just in time to see Grak’s rapier flying toward another group of elves, leaving the two of them all but defenseless. He ground his teeth together, turning back to the woman whose grin had grown ever wider. 
 
    “Figures,” he growled, fists clenching and muscles beneath his shirt bunching in response. “A cowardly move from a bunch of cowardly, sniveling low lives.” 
 
    Arbor knew he probably sounded like a preachy asshole. After all, if he were setting an ambush and knew his targets, he’d do everything he could to weaken their position first, and the elves had done just that. They’d separated them from their forces, weakened both him and Grak significantly by making them face a powerful opponent. They had waited for them to stumble into their ambush and then disarmed them. Arbor and Grak were basically in the worst possible place they could be right now. 
 
    “We don’t mind a little dirty work now and again,” the elf said with a shrug. “We know everything about you, Arbor, and your little friend as well. We know you have powerful magic, as well as a second Origin. Someone like you shouldn’t be allowed to live, and we’re going to make sure of that! You’re weak, defenseless, and completely surrounded, but I welcome the challenge!” yelled the elf, pulling her hood back over her face. “Take him down!” 
 
    She, of course, immediately backed up, allowing several of the elves to dash in to engage. However, she had made several critical mistakes, which told Arbor that although they knew a lot – far more than they should, in fact – they didn’t know everything. They believed he was defenseless without his weapon and that he would go down without a fight. They thought he was too injured to resist. Well, they were about to be in for a very nasty surprise!
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    “How much farther is this village?” Karria called back, her voice raised to a shout in order to be heard over the wind. 
 
    “Not too much farther, as far as I can see!” Kya called, trying to keep the map from being torn from her hands. “Maybe another forty miles or so? It’s hard to tell in the dark!” 
 
    Karria just nodded and turned back to concentrating on the road ahead. Just as they’d planned, both she and Kya had taken off as soon as they had the map, leaving a very perplexed and shocked crowd of soldiers and servants behind. Akkard, much to his credit, hadn’t said a thing, although she was sure he’d known what they would do. Instead, he’d just wished them good luck, waving goodbye as they blasted down the road and away from the manor. 
 
    She’d seen a few of the soldiers give chase, but they’d been moving far too quickly to be stopped. Now, hours of travel later, they were finally approaching the village. The closer they got, the more uneasy Karria felt. She didn’t know why, but she was feeling really unsettled. She was sure that something bad was happening to Arbor.  
 
    “You need to calm down,” Kya said, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I’m sure your brother is fine.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, but somehow I doubt that very much,” Karria said, her voice grim and eyes set. 
 
    It was hard to navigate at night, especially on these dark and windy roads. The Flatlands were easy because they were just that — flat. They were wide and open, without any obstacles to get in their way. Here, they had to constantly avoid trees, rocks, and animals scurrying in their way. The road had many turns and sometimes vanished altogether, forcing them out of the carriage and onto their feet until they found the next stretch of road. 
 
    The trip had been long and frustrating, and Karria’s worry was mounting by the hour. It was so late that all of the animals, even the nocturnal ones, had gone to sleep. Either that, or their noise had scared them off. The carriage bounced over a particularly deep rut in the road, nearly causing Karria to bite her tongue and breaking her concentration. Their speed slackened for a moment as she cursed under her breath. 
 
    “You really should take a break to at least eat something,” Kya said, sounding worried. 
 
    “I can eat after I’ve seen my brother,” she replied, picking up speed once more and resisting the urge to go even faster. 
 
    They’d nearly crashed several times in the beginning before she’d finally slowed down. Now, they were traveling as quickly as they could without the risk of slamming into something. Kya, much to her credit, didn’t push the issue, but merely sat back and remained quiet. Karria could practically feel her friend’s eyes boring into her, though, and after a few more moments, she couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “What?” she asked, half-turning to look at her friend. 
 
    Kya had her arms crossed beneath her chest and was staring at her in annoyance. 
 
    “You’re being irrational and acting very careless,” Kya said. “I know you want to see your brother again, but that’s no reason to neglect your own health or wellbeing. For all you know, he’s already on his way back and we’ll be bumping into him at any second.” 
 
    Karria bit back a sharp retort, forcing herself to think before she spoke. Kya was only looking out for her, not trying to stop her from seeing her brother. 
 
    “I understand your concern, but missing a few hours of food and sleep won’t kill me. And even if we run into him on the road – which I very much doubt we will – I refuse to stop and wait for him to come to me. It’s been far too long, and it seems like every time we’re destined to meet, fate intervenes and drives us apart once again. I won’t take that chance. Not this time.” 
 
    Kya let out a long breath but didn’t respond otherwise. They continued to travel in silence for the next fifteen minutes, eyes fixed on the road ahead. A light suddenly glimmered in the distance, and Karria felt a small thrill. There was something up ahead. 
 
    “Woah! Slow down!” Kya yelled as Karria suddenly increased their speed to a dangerous level. 
 
    The carriage tipped slightly, one of the back wheels coming off the ground as Karria pulled a sharp turn, but she wasn’t listening. As they came around the bend, a large camp came into view. It was spread on both sides of the road, and Karria could clearly see gremlins moving about. What stood out to her above all else was the magnificent coach, the one emblazoned with the crest of a roaring jaguar. It was the very same crest that had adorned the uniforms of the gremlin soldiers that had found her. 
 
    A wide grin spread across her face, even as the gremlin soldiers noticed her approach and began to sound the alarm. Karria ignored them, pulling her carriage to a screaming halt outside the coach and leaping from the seat. Gremlins were now stumbling from tents, drawing weapons and converging on their position. 
 
    Karria dashed up the small step to the coach and practically ripped the door open, dashing inside. 
 
    “Arbor! I’m so happy to see…!” Karria began, only for her voice to trail off and her excitement to wane. 
 
    Arbor was not in the coach. Instead, a massive woman who had black fur sprouting from all over her body and a face that appeared more lupine than human greeted her. Karria felt fear, then anger as the wolf-woman stepped forward, her hands upraised with long, shining claws extending from her fingertips. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, or why you’ve come after Lord Arbor, but you can rest assured that I will find out,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’m his sister, dammit!” Karria yelled, feeling her face going red. “Who the hell are you, and why does everyone keep getting in my way?” 
 
    The woman stumbled, her eyes going momentarily wide. Then, she sniffed, her inhale audible in the strange silence of the coach. The door burst open then, and a gremlin charged in, spear held at the ready. 
 
    “Hold!” snapped the woman, stopping the gremlin in his tracks. 
 
    From outside the coach, Karria could hear Kya talking to the gremlins, trying to assure them that she wasn’t coming to attack anyone. She sounded scared, and judging by the angry voices of the gremlins, she had good reason to be. 
 
    “You’re Lord Arbor’s sister, Lady Karria,” the woman said. 
 
    “Obviously,” Karria snapped. “Now tell your goons to leave my friend alone, and while you’re at it, tell me where the hell my brother is!” 
 
    The woman seemed to literally deflate then. She shrank, losing mass and height as the dark fur retreated. By the time she appeared human again – or at least passable as human – she was a paltry six and a half feet, towering well above her and looking more intimidating than any woman Karria had seen in her life. 
 
    “You must forgive me for my rudeness, my lady,” the woman said, bowing formally at the waist. “I was unaware that you had been found, nor that you were coming to look for Lord Arbor. I am his personal butler, Prudence. If you will allow me to explain, I will be more than happy.” 
 
    “Hey! Leave her alone!” Karria yelled, whirling and yelling at the gremlins, who were dragging the elf girl from the carriage while trying to bind her hands. 
 
    The gremlins, of course, ignored her completely. After all, why should they listen to some random girl who’d come barreling into their camp? 
 
    “Did you not hear the lady’s order, soldier?” Prudence asked, her voice cracking out like a whip. “Release the poor girl at once!” 
 
    The gremlins hesitated, looking between the struggling elf and the tall woman giving them orders. 
 
    “But…she’s an elf…” one of them began. 
 
    “And in the company of your lord’s sister,” Prudence said. “Now release her at once, or I’ll have you court marshaled!” 
 
    That got the gremlins’ attention, and they immediately did as they were told, releasing Kya and standing back. Kya let out a huff, then moved quickly over to Karria. It was clear she was pretty badly shaken up, even with the strong face she was putting on. Karria didn’t understand why the gremlins would react so poorly to her, when the ones from before had seemed fine. She was sure there was a story behind it, but for now, there were more pressing concerns. 
 
    “Where is my brother?” she repeated, turning back to Prudence. 
 
    “Lord Arbor is with his aide, Grak. They are currently facing what we believe to be a Magma-Tiger in the volcano near Nibia.” 
 
    “Wait…” Karria said, feeling her anger and disbelief mounting once again. “You’re telling me that my brother – your supposed ‘lord’ – is facing some giant monster inside a volcano, while the rest of you are just…sitting here? What the hell is wrong with you?!” 
 
    “Please, my lady, try and understand,” Prudence said calmly. “The Magma-Tiger is one of the Mythic Cats, the most dangerous of all the Mythic Beasts. None of us could have survived even entering the volcano, let along facing the beast. We were ordered by Lord Arbor to stay behind and protect the villagers, and not to enter until he returned.” 
 
    Karria bit back a retort, realizing that this sounded exactly like something her brother would do. Even when they’d been nothing but commoners without a spec of magic, Arbor had always been putting the needs of others ahead of his own. He was stubborn, willful, and pigheaded, and it seemed that getting magic had only exacerbated the idiocy. Karria could feel a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Her brother hadn’t changed after all. He was still the same caring and loving person he had been all his life. 
 
    Caring or not, though, she was still sure he was in danger, and that was something she could not allow. She didn’t come all this way, work this hard and long, just to lose him again. 
 
    “We’re going after him,” Karria said simply. “I don’t care what his orders to you were. My brother is in danger, and I’m going to help him, and if any of you really do care about him, you’ll go back there too!” She had turned and said the last piece to the public that had gathered near the coach. 
 
    “Lady Karria, please…” Prudence began, but Karria hopped out of the coach and headed for her carriage. 
 
    “Kya, you can stay here if you want,” she called to her friend, “but I’m going after my brother.” 
 
    “What kind of person do you think I am?” Kya demanded, running after her. “There’s no way I’d let you go alone, especially not into the sort of danger you’re sure he’s facing!” 
 
    Karria felt a flood of gratitude wash over her, one that could not be expressed in words. She was determined to go after Arbor but had been afraid that she would have to do so alone. She whirled, squeezing her friend in a brief hug, then hopped into the seat of her carriage. 
 
    “My lady, if you would please reconsider,” Prudence said, coming to stand beside the carriage. “This beast is extremely dangerous, and I don’t think it would be wise to go to face it.” 
 
    “You might look at me and see a weak and defenseless girl,” Karria said, sweeping her hair back to keep it out of her eyes. “But I’m every bit as strong as my brother, and I don’t plan on letting him face anything alone, so long as I’m around. Now, you say you’re his personal butler, and from what I can see, you’ve got some pretty powerful magic. So, are you going to come along, or hide back here like a coward?” 
 
    Prudence bristled a bit at that and, after a few moments, motioned for Kya to move over a bit. Karria felt the wagon rock slightly to one side as the tall woman climbed in, and felt a small smile curl her lips once again. 
 
    “For the record,” she said. “I do not sanction this course of action at all. But if my lord’s sister is going into danger, then it is my duty to ensure your safety.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep at night,” Karria said, then yanked on the pulleys attached to the wheels, accelerating with astonishing speed. 
 
    She heard a muffled groan that cut off halfway as the butler tried to put on a stoic expression. Karria saw right through her. Still, she didn’t say anything. Arbor was in trouble, and whatever the reasons she gave, Prudence was coming along to help. 
 
    I’m on my way, Arbor, Karria thought as she sped up even more. Just hold on a little longer.
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    Arbor let out a long breath, sliding one leg forward and raising his arms as the elves closed in. He felt Grak tense at his back and knew that even unarmed, she’d be just fine. She was a Mage, after all, and could create weapons all her own. What he had to worry about was making sure that none of these bastards managed to take him down. He was already badly injured and they were outnumbered, but Arbor had faced long odds before, so he didn’t shy away from a challenge. 
 
    He flexed his good leg and brought his hands into a position that Prudence had been teaching him in his training. Perception and Origin magic flowed up through him as he calmed his breathing, readying himself for what was to come. The elves were quick, agile, and seemed to have the ability to become invisible. However, none of them were using their tricks now, seemingly confident in their overwhelming numbers and their opponents’ perceived weaknesses. 
 
    Arbor was not weak, and these elves were about to learn that lesson firsthand. 
 
    The first in their group reached him, darting in and slashing at his chest with a gleaming knife, coated in a greenish-purple substance. The knife made it about halfway to him before Arbor’s front hand flashed out, Origin magic pumping to the tips of his fingers in an instant and slamming into the elf’s face before he could so much as react. 
 
    The elf’s head exploded in a shower of blood, gore, and fragments of bone, covering Arbor in a liberal amount of blood. He didn’t mind. It was elf blood, the kind he could shed without blinking twice. His hand snapped back into place as the headless elf was sent hurtling back, slamming into another of his kind and knocking him to the ground. Arbor knew better than to stand still and let more elves come, though. 
 
    Even as he recovered from his first strike, he stepped to his right, still leading with his good leg, and threw another attack. The elf tried to dodge, but Arbor was far too quick. The blow connected with his throat, blowing his neck apart and sending his head spinning away. Arbor’s other arm snapped up and swept to the side then, deflecting an incoming strike aimed at his neck. His hand continued the motion of the block, throwing the elf off balance before his hand came back, the back of his wrist catching the elf in the cheek and shattering the bone to powder. 
 
    The elf went down without a sound, his body slamming several times into the ground before it went still. The fight was still far from over, and Arbor had to sidestep another swing aimed for his shoulder. He hid a wince as his leg twinged, and he fought with all his might to keep fighting with controlled precision. 
 
    He couldn’t afford to allow power to spill out of him right now. He was too weak, and his body wouldn’t be able to handle the strain. What he needed right now were short bursts that would allow him to expel power without expending too much physical effort. Behind him, Grak, who was less physically impaired than him, moved back and forth, daggers made of ice deflecting any incoming attacks and striking back where she could. 
 
    They were playing it smart right now, as they were outnumbered, but Arbor knew that they wouldn’t be able to keep this up forever. For now, they seemed to be holding them off. 
 
    Another group of elves were hot on the trail of the first, long-bladed dirks held in reverse-grips. These elves were far more cautious than the last, seeing the bodies of their comrades littering the ground. They vanished halfway to him, and Arbor prepared himself for a far more difficult encounter. His Perception Field flared to his left, and his arm shot to the side, knocking aside a trio of throwing needles. He crouched, throwing his bad leg out and tripping another elf, then spun, sweeping another off their feet. 
 
    His hands slapped the ground then, expelling a burst of Origin magic and propelling him into the air. He struck out, even as he rose, an elbow catching an elf in the ribs and blowing her wide open. His right leg simultaneously caught another in the point of the chin, whipping his head back with an audible crack. Both went down, one with a broken spine and the other with half their ribcage littering the floor. 
 
    He felt another flash in his Field and expelled another burst of magic, throwing himself sideways midair and avoiding the glittering blade. He landed in a crouch, leg buckling slightly and flaring in pain. He stumbled, and the elves took advantage of his misstep. Two needles flashed through the air. One pinged off his breastplate, but the other sank into his neck, burning with a white-hot pain. 
 
    Arbor tore it free, hurtling the needle away, but he already knew it was too late. The Magekiller poison was immune to magic, and any attempts at using magic to purge it would only result in failure. That was why Arbor crouched, grabbing up a handful of dirt and rubbed it vigorously into the wound. He had no idea if it would help absorb the poison or not, but it was literally all he could do at the moment. 
 
    More elves dropped down, charging him with gleaming blades as they vanished from view. Arbor danced among a sea of invisible enemies, his Field allowing him to see where he would normally be blind and his hands moving too quickly for the elves to follow. However, as the fight dragged on, he could feel himself slowing down. The pain in his ribs had grown astronomically, and his bad leg was so numb that he could hardly feel it at all. 
 
    His hand came up to block another attack, but he was simply too slow this time. There was a screech of metal on metal as the blade slid across his breastplate. Mythicallium was impervious to almost any attack, so the blade did little more than dirty his armor, not even leaving a scratch. However, the next strike that came from behind was aimed lower. 
 
    Arbor twisted, his arm catching the elf’s head and snapping his neck, but the tip of the dagger had already sunk into his lower back, in the gap between his breastplate and belt. 
 
    He hissed in pain as he felt the burning poison enter his system, and this time, there was no time to even rub dirt into it. More elves continued pouring down, attacking from all sides and not giving him a break. Arbor had already killed so many, but he was like a wounded bear, fighting off the darting attacks of hunters as they tried to weaken it to the point of exhaustion and eventual death. 
 
    Grak was no better off, the two of them having been separated at some point, and was bleeding from several cuts along her arms and shoulders. She was visibly sagging, and the elves were taking advantage, becoming more aggressive and self-assured with their attacks. She’d built herself a barricade, so unless the elves climbed it, they could only attack her from one direction. That meant that although they could turn invisible, she always knew where to place her attacks. 
 
    “They’re almost down!” called their leader, her face twisted in excited glee. “Make the final push now!” 
 
    Arbor, who was beginning to see stars, watched as more than a dozen crossbows were drawn. Bolts coated in Magekiller poison were loaded up and aimed directly at him. Apparently, they didn’t think Grak was enough of a threat, as they focused their main assault on him, for which he was both annoyed and grateful. Strong as Grak might be, he was far better suited to fighting these bastards than she was. 
 
    “Then take your best shot!” Arbor taunted, holding his arms out wide. 
 
    Everything hurt, his ribs and leg ached, his chest and lungs were on fire, and his head swam. Each use of his magic pained him, and his skin had taken on an unhealthy red hue as steam wafted off his body. Still, Arbor knew he would continue fighting to his last breath. So long as he was alive, so long as he could move his arms, he would fight. 
 
    “Fire!”  
 
    There was a dull thumping of crossbow bolts being released, and suddenly, Arbor felt a dozen pinpricks enter his Perception Field. Had he had his glaive, this would have been an easy problem to handle. Unarmed and injured as he was, he had to rely solely on the strength of his body and the techniques that had been taught to deal with multiple attackers. 
 
    Both hands slid outward, fingers forming into blades. Perception magic burned through his body as Arbor’s hands flashed in a dizzying blur of motion. The elves, even those who were in the midst of fighting, paused for just an instant, complete shock written on what could be seen of their faces as Arbor knocked every single bolt from their air. His blows were swift and precise, striking the quarrel below the head and snapping it clearly off, sending it spinning away into the night. 
 
    Even as the remaining elves stared, Arbor finished his defensive move, then immediately turned to offense. In the span of a single second, a gleaming gauntlet cloaked his arm, and he thrust forward, then swept his arm in a line, sending a beam of condensed white light rocketing toward the rooftops. The elves tried to move, but the speed of his attack, coupled with his unexpected defensive move, worked against them now. 
 
    Only about half managed to get out of the way before the beam hit them. The rest were sliced in half, their screams of pain cutting off as their legs collapsed one way, while their upper bodies – often accompanied by their severed hands – fell to the ground below. 
 
    Arbor sagged, panting hard and vision swimming as the attack completed. He felt utterly drained. His body was burning with pain, and his arms felt just about ready to fall off. His magic blazed as powerfully as ever, but he was no longer in any shape to fight. Yet, as the elves, now on the ground, reloaded and trained their crossbows on him once again, he knew he had no choice. He could fight or die, and until he found his sister, he knew which choice he’d prefer. 
 
    “Kill him! Kill him now!” the elf screeched, and Arbor heard another series of thwacks as the bolts released. 
 
    His hands moved once more, deflecting the bolts, but this time, he didn’t have the strength for another counter. There was a flash of pain from his lower back, and Arbor whirled, missing the elf who’d managed to sneak up on him as she danced back. It was only then that he realized that his Perception Field had died. It appeared he no longer had the strength to keep it up. There was another cocking of crossbows as he realized this, and Arbor knew that without the Field and with his vision wavering as it was, he’d be unable to block this next attack. 
 
    There was a sudden loud cry of pain, and Grak came flying through the air, slamming into the ground next to him. She was panting hard as she scrambled back to her feet, and Arbor could clearly see her side stained black with her blood. 
 
    “How are you holding up?” Arbor asked, blinking toward the elves raising their crossbows. 
 
    “Oh, me?” Grak said, wiping blood from her face. “I can keep going all night!” 
 
    “Hope you won’t mind a little light show,” Arbor said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Grak replied, flashing him a bloody grin. 
 
    Arbor grinned right back, spreading his legs out despite the horrific pain. If they were going out, then so be it, but the elves would all be coming with them. He reached for his second Origin, pulling on the white magic and allowing it to burst forth from his body. White light cloaked his skin, wisping off him in small tendrils. The pain intensified, and his mind began to go numb from the strain, yet Arbor kept one pushing. The light grew brighter, Arbor pulling on his Origin for all he was worth and pushing his broken body to the very limits of what he could handle without dying outright. 
 
    He was close to the 8th Tier, but not close enough that he would reach it tonight. So, left with little choice, Arbor was going to do the only thing he could to ensure none of these elves lived to regret attacking him. He was going to blow this entire square sky high. 
 
    “Come on! What the hell are you waiting for?” the lead elf yelled. “Fire already! Can’t you see he’s building up for an attack?” 
 
    The elves, who’d been fumbling with their crossbows, finally got them reloaded, leveling the weapons on the two of them and taking careful aim. The square was littered with corpses, most damaged so badly that they were hardly recognizable as elves, let alone living creatures. There were more than forty corpses by Arbor’s count, which meant that even with the elves’ vastly superior numbers and the fact they’d been injured, the two of them had nearly prevailed. 
 
    “Hang onto your hats!” Arbor said, veins bulging along his arms and face. “This is gonna be a real show!” 
 
    There was the thwacking thrum of bolts as the crossbows were fired, all aimed for vital points. Arbor gathered himself in an instant, preparing to unleash a devastating attack that would wipe the entire village – and everyone in it – from existence. 
 
    Before he could unleash the attack, there was a massive explosion from off to their right. Then, a gigantic shield appeared before them, blocking Arbor’s view and making both him and Grak stumble back. There were a series of drumming sounds as the quarrels slammed into the massive shield. Before anyone could react, least of all Arbor, a black figure drove into him, sweeping him from his feet and carrying him halfway across the square, to an area that was completely free of elves. 
 
    “Prudence?” Arbor asked as he was gently set down by the oversized woman who had distinct lupine features. 
 
    “I beg your pardon for disobeying orders, my lord,” his butler said. “But I had to protect someone who was being extremely foolish.” 
 
    “What?” Arbor asked, his mind foggy with pain and having a hard time comprehending what was going on. 
 
    The massive shield swung aside in that instant, revealing the very last person that Arbor had expected to see here. Coming into the village square, hair fluttering in all directions and rainbow-colored light practically blasting out of her, was the person he’d been searching for for over a year. She was the only thing that had kept him going when he’d felt ready to give up and die, and she was the only real family he had left in this entire world. 
 
    At that moment, Arbor felt relief the likes of which he hadn’t even known possible, as well as a rush of emotion that he hadn’t even thought himself capable of feeling since the deaths of his parents and Florren. Only one word escaped his lips as the girl he’d seen grow up extended an arm, summoning forth a ball of glowing rainbow light. He’d been waiting for what felt like forever to finally say her name again. 
 
    “Karria…”
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    Karria’s carriage bounced hard as it hit another rut, yet she refused to slow down. She could see the village in the distance, painted by emerald moonlight, yet she also saw something else, something she hadn’t expected to see. There, from the very center, she could clearly see flashes of white light. They weren’t overly large or flashy, just brief flashes that looked more like the twinkling of stars than anything else. However, Karria had been in the world of magic long enough to know that flashing lights on the ground could only mean a fight between Mages. 
 
    “I think Arbor’s under attack!” she yelled. “I’m going straight into the village, so hold on to your asses, because I’m not slowing down!” 
 
    There was a cry of alarm from Prudence as the carriage barreled straight into the village, Karria pulling the contraption around buildings and houses as she made for the center. 
 
    “Watch out!” Kya yelled, just before Karria slammed into a small food cart. 
 
    The flimsy wooden frame shattered, showering their group in fruit and splinters. Karria was now very glad she’d placed the glass screen at the front of the carriage. As it was, the glass cracked, sending web-like lines spreading across its surface. The carriage itself ran over the remains of the cart, jerking them into the air and bouncing along until they broke clear of the wreckage. 
 
    Karria gritted her teeth, pulling the wheel hard to one side and narrowly avoiding another building. The side of the carriage scraped by, ripping a chunk from the wooden structure and damaging her own construct. 
 
    “Karria, I’d really rather we slow down and get there alive!” Kya yelled. 
 
    Karria ignored her, pulling hard to the left and swerving around another building. However, as she pulled around this one, she came face to face with yet another structure. She pulled the wheel hard to the side once more, but another building stood right next to it, with not enough room for the carriage to squeeze by. 
 
    Karria’s head pounded as she locked the pulleys into place, the wheels skidding across the dirt as the carriage spun out of control. 
 
    “Hold on!” Karria yelled, right before impact. 
 
    With a jarring crash, the carriage slammed into the side of a building. The only thing keeping them all from being launched from their seats were the safety straps that Karria had installed. As it was, Karria felt her head whip forward, slamming into the wheel before her and seeing stars. She could taste blood in her mouth, and her tongue was swelling up. But she was alive, and judging by the groaning coming from the back, so were the others. 
 
    “Come on!” she said, fumbling to release the restraints and stumbling from the ruined construct. 
 
    She looked back for a moment to see Prudence, already transformed, pulling herself from the carriage. Kya, on the other hand, still seemed a bit woozy. There was a small trail of blood leaking from the corner of her brow, but other than that, the elf seemed to be just fine. Not wanting to wait around, Karria took off at a jog, the sounds of combat now clearly audible. Her head was pounding from the impact with the wheel, but Karria ignored the pain. The only thing she allowed to be on her mind right now was her brother. 
 
    Prudence dashed past her as she rounded another corner, the massive woman streaking through the night with incredible speed. Karria gritted her teeth, leaning forward and pushing herself for all she was worth. However, despite her increased capabilities, she didn’t have magic that lent itself to increasing her physical prowess. At least, not to the degree that some Mages did. 
 
    There was a loud scream from up ahead, and Karria readied herself, forcing her magic to begin obeying her will and summoning her destructive spheres. There was no time to call on any fancy weapons, nor could she afford to try and think up something new. All she could do now was bring as much destructive force as possible and hope it would be enough. 
 
    The narrow street on which she was running came to a sudden end, opening up into a wide square that had the appearance of someone’s worst nightmares. Corpses, at least three dozen of them, littered the area. Some were lying on the ground, splattered against walls and torn to bloody pieces. Entrails, brain matter, and fragments of bone were scattered about, and more than one body was missing limbs, a head, or even its other half. 
 
    Karria had seen a lot of death in the past year, but this grisly scene made even her stomach wrench. However, what she saw at the very center of the square banished all thoughts of vomiting. There, covered in blood and a multitude of wounds and looking as though he were about to drop, was her big brother. 
 
    Karria felt a small choked sob escape her throat, the world seeming to freeze in that moment. There he was, the person she’d been searching for since she’d been taken. The only remaining family she had. She’d been disappointed so many times, yet here he was, standing just a few feet away. 
 
    He looked different than she remembered. He looked as though he might have gotten a drop taller, but definitely was far broader and much better built than before. His face was chiseled in a way it had not been before, his cheekbones and jaw clearly defined. However, it was the white glow surrounding him that really stood out. The burning white presence of magic, the type that gave even her pause, wisped off his skin. 
 
    “Fire! Kill him now!” 
 
    The shrill scream of a woman’s voice brought Karria crashing back to reality. Her eyes flicked to the left and she saw a group of figures dressed in all black, raising crossbows to kill her brother. 
 
    No! Karria thought, Not this time! 
 
    A massive shield formed in the air before her in an instant, the magic responding far faster than it ever had before. With an effort of will, Karria hurled the shield forward. There was a dull series of thwacks, so recognizable from the night that had forever changed her life, as the quarrels were sent speeding toward him. But Karria had been fast enough. 
 
    The shield flew before Arbor, stopping the quarrels in their tracks. Karria saw him start in surprise. A black shape flashed across the square then, catching him around the chest and dashing to the opposite side of the clearing. Karria turned her head and saw that four of the dark figures were now lying dead, courtesy of Prudence. It seemed she’d taken a slightly different route to get here and had taken out some of the enemy along the way. 
 
    Karria was grateful for that, knowing that it would make her job all the easier. With Arbor now safe and being looked after by Prudence, she could concentrate on killing the bastards who’d ambushed him in the first place. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Karria turned and saw a woman – more specifically, an elf woman – pull the black mask from her face. 
 
    “I’d like to know the same thing,” Karria replied. “What’s an elf like you doing here?” 
 
    “Screw it,” the woman said, ignoring the question and turning to her remaining forces. “There’s only two more of them. Kill them too!” 
 
    Karria acted immediately, pulling her arm back and hurling the glowing rainbow-colored sphere right at the elf woman. She let out a loud scream and jumped back, snagging one of her subordinates and throwing them in the path of her projectile. 
 
    The elf was blasted clear off his feet, the sound of broken bones echoing through the square. She barely paid him any mind and ignored his scream of pain as she began throwing glowing spheres about, taking elves down left and right. 
 
    These elves had ambushed her brother and tried to kill him, and there was no way she was going to let them get away with that. They’d tried to end his life, but Karria would assure that they would be the only ones dying tonight. 
 
    However, as soon as her fourth target died, the elves started vanishing from view, forcing Karria to rethink her strategy. Pulling her magic back in, Karria forged a row of spikes in the ground around her, layering them to trip any of the elves up. At the same time, she slammed a palm into the ground, ejecting her magic into a wide blast instead of a concentrated one. This kind of attack didn’t have the power to kill, but combined with her spikes, it should be enough. 
 
    Cries of pain echoed through the night as elves flashed into view, their feet skewered by the sharp spikes. Karria didn’t hesitate for an instant, injecting her magic into the spikes and making them grow, extending up in a wicked attack and spearing the snagged attackers through their bodies. She struck indiscriminately, aiming for any vulnerable areas, confident that even if not immediately fatal, they would take the attackers out of the fight. 
 
    “Look out!” Prudence cried, and Karria formed a shield as a hail of quarrels was unleashed. 
 
    She felt them slam into her shield, but shockingly enough, she could feel the integrity of her construct failing far faster than it should. There was something wrong with the crossbow bolts, a sort of vile disturbance around their tips that was eating away at her magic. 
 
    Growling, Karria whipped the shield to one side, then sent five forged pebbles speeding through the air. They slammed into the organized group of crossbow wielders, breaking bones and shattering weapons. She formed another few and attacked again, filling the night air with the screams of pain only horrific injury could cause. Spikes shot from the ground, forged in an instant, and impaled what was left of the ranged attackers, leaving Karria to face the last few of the elves. 
 
    They all vanished, but Karria had wised up to the trick and forged a sea of spikes, flooding her surroundings. She then let out a blast at chest-level, aiming to take them all down in one shot. However, as the blast’s radius widened and she’d failed to hit anything, Karria felt a small pang of nervousness. Her ears strained for any sound at all, and she sent out another blast, this time at ankle-level, followed quickly by one at the shoulders. 
 
    This time, she caught something, and two more elves died as they landed on the spikes. But she knew that there were still three that she hadn’t taken care of. Karria twisted in place, looking for her attackers, only to see a flash of icy blue light streak past. There was a scream of pain, as an elf appeared, dagger poised right above her head. A slim spear of ice sprouted from his heart and the elf stared down in horror, the dagger clattering from nerveless fingers as she collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Karria whirled to see a heavily injured gremlin woman, who was holding a slim rapier, collapse in a heap. She’d never met this woman, but by process of elimination, this had to be Arbor’s friend, Grak. Karria would have to thank her when this was all over, but that would have to wait. There were still two more elves missing, and unless they’d run away, Karria knew they’d be coming for her. 
 
    When the next scream came, it wasn’t from anywhere near her, but on the opposite side of the square. Karria whirled once again, just in time to see an elf falling from Prudence’s bloodied claws. 
 
    She felt a pang of fear as she realized that they were going after Arbor. Karria dashed from her protective circle, running for her brother. There was still one elf left, and with Prudence no longer standing over him, he was in danger! She saw Arbor’s eyes go wide as she approached, summoning a ball of destruction to blast the area before him and hopefully flush out the elf. 
 
    “Behind you!” Prudence yelled, whirling and dashing toward her. 
 
    Her heart froze as she realized that it was not out of fear for himself that Arbor had reacted the way he had, but fear for her. Even as Karria turned, seeing the black-clad figure wielding a gleaming dagger covered in a viscous fluid, she knew she was too late. There was no way she’d be fast enough to do anything, and judging by the angle of the dagger, this was going to be a killing blow. 
 
    Just as Karria had resigned herself to her fate, there was a rushing of air from beside her, and the elf was jerked back, dagger clattering from his fingers. Karria stumbled and, luckily, was caught by Prudence before she could fall. She blinked, hardly believing her eyes as she watched Arbor throw the limp body of the elf off his long, gleaming weapon. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen before. 
 
    The weapon was brown and green, with a shining blue twining around it. However, it wasn’t the weapon that had shocked her, so much as Arbor’s incredible speed. He’d been lying against the wall, halfway across the square, and the next second, he was standing next to her, weapon in hand. He’d moved so quickly that she hadn’t even seen him! How could anyone, least of all Arbor, move so fast? 
 
    He turned then, his expression so hard and murderous that it sent a cold chill down her spine. This wasn’t Arbor. This wasn’t the brother she’d grown up with. The person looking at her now was nothing more than a monster. 
 
    The expression melted so quickly from his face, morphing into one of relief, concern, and most of all, joy, that Karria had to wonder if she’d imagined it. 
 
    “Karria,” Arbor said, taking a single step forward. 
 
    Before he could say anything else, a cry of warning echoed through the night. 
 
    “Karria! Look out!” 
 
    Karria’s head whipped away from her brother to see Kya dashing into the square, a look of pure panic on her face. For several long moments, Karria didn’t understand why her friend was so panicked. All of the elves were dead, after all. 
 
    “The leader!” she yelled, whirling and searching for the female elf who’d been yelling out orders. 
 
    Karria didn’t remember seeing her among the dead, but between her near-death experience and the relief of seeing Arbor alive, the leader had completely slipped her mind. But, by then, it was too late. 
 
    There was a blur of movement from up above as a silvery projectile flew from the dark figure’s hand. The world seemed to slow down in that instant as the small object flew between them. Karria had no idea what it was, but judging by the crackling purple light surrounding it, the object was obviously dangerous. 
 
    She looked up, seeing Kya diving toward them, her eyes wide. They shifted to Arbor, just in time to see his hand flashing out toward her. Karria felt a hard impact on her chest, then the world sped up once more. 
 
    The air exploded from her lungs as she was sent hurtling backward, slamming into a wall and falling to the ground. At the same time, there was a bright flash of purple light, brief but blinding in its brilliance. When the light vanished, both Arbor and Kya were gone. Karria gasped several times, trying to fill her lungs with air as she stared at the spot where her brother had stood just seconds before. 
 
    No…This can’t be happening. Arbor can’t be…! 
 
    There was a scream, and then a body slammed into the ground before her – the elf who’d thrown the projectile – followed a moment later by Prudence. The woman was now even larger than she had been before, her arms bristling with brown fur and her proportions so huge that Karria didn’t think she could even be called human anymore. 
 
    “Where is he?” Prudence demanded, her voice deep and booming. 
 
    The elf gasped, thrashing on the ground as one of Prudence’s massive paws squeezed around her head. Her other paw pushed down on her chest, depressing her ribs. Judging by the snapping sounds, Prudence was doing quite a bit of damage, but not so much as to kill her or cause her to pass out. 
 
    Karria didn’t understand the question. Why was Prudence asking where Arbor was? That light had clearly been some kind of bomb, and Arbor had sacrificed himself to save her. 
 
    “Where?” Prudence roared again, squeezing down harder on the elf’s head, eliciting another screech of pain. 
 
    “You’ll never get to him!” the elf finally answered as her eyes bulged. “He’s in another dimension now! One filled with monsters even he can’t beat!” 
 
    The elf cackled madly, her laugh turning into a wet-sounding wheeze halfway through as her chest was flattened, blood, intestines, and internal organs splattering across the ground as her body was popped like an overripe tomato. Just for good measure, Prudence squeezed, crushing the evil elf’s head in her massive paw to assure the deed was done. 
 
    Karria felt sick as she watched this brutal display of force, but, more than that, she felt a mixture of relief, rage, and sadness. Arbor wasn’t dead, but if what the elf said was true, then he was once again very far away. Perhaps he was even so far that he’d never find his way back. On top of that, Kya, her best friend, was gone along with him. Where they’d ended up, she had no idea, but Karria definitely knew one thing. If there were a person alive who could help, it would be the only one that had taken her to another dimension. 
 
    So, having no other recourse and no other ideas, she called out to him, hoping against hope that he could hear her pleas. 
 
    “Silver! Wherever you are, I need your help!”
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    Light surrounded Arbor on all sides. Swirling and chaotic, it tore at his mind and what little vitality remained in his body. Even as he felt the pain of himself being torn apart, there was a pulse of light from his chest, his Origin magic pushing back against the tearing pain and forcing it back. Arbor groaned in pain, his voice sounding oddly hollow in his ears, and dizziness threatening to rob what little lucidity remained. 
 
    Then, all at once, the spinning stopped, and Arbor found himself standing in an unfamiliar place. He staggered, planting the spiked end of his glaive into the hard red stone and managing to stop himself from falling. He swayed on his feet for a moment, fighting down the urge to vomit as the series of events leading up to the strange light replayed itself in his mind. 
 
    Karria, of all people, had come to save him, and despite his initial worry, she had been incredible! She’d singlehandedly taken down fifteen of the assassins, despite not being able to see or hear them. Though she’d still looked much the same as he remembered, there had been some stark differences as well. 
 
    She’d grown up a bit more, her body looking less girlish than he remembered. She was also far slimmer and more athletic. All traces of fat were now gone. She’d grown a few inches as well, and Arbor silently lamented all his missed time with her. However, it had been her eyes that had changed the most. Not the color, those had been the same sparkling green as he’d remembered. That hadn’t changed. What had changed had been the way they looked. 
 
    No longer was there any of the innocent playfulness that had marked her youth. The girl was well and truly gone, and in her place, was someone who’d been forced to grow up far too quickly. She’d killed the elves without hesitation or remorse, and the way she’d done it told him she’d been forced to kill before. Karria was no longer the little girl he remembered, but even after all their time apart, some things hadn’t changed. 
 
    The way she’d looked at him, for instance. It was the same look he remembered from their times growing up. Joy, comfort, and the knowledge that as long as he was around, she would be safe. Despite a close call with one of the elves, Arbor had been able to keep that promise, tapping into what little reserves he had left to snatch up his weapon – retrieved by Prudence – and save her, just as she’d come to save him. 
 
    Unfortunately, they’d both been careless, and the leader had managed to get off one final attack. He’d managed to save Karria, throwing her out of the way before the explosion went off. He just hoped he hadn’t hit her too hard, though judging by the feedback of the impact, he’d probably fractured a couple of ribs. 
 
    I guess none of that really matters now, Arbor thought as he looked around the new landscape. 
 
    Everything was red. The sky was a light red, covered in thick, crimson clouds. The ground was all red, blasted stone and craggy outcroppings as far as he could see. In the far distance, he could see a small beam of light coming down from the sky and illuminating a section of the barren wasteland. It was quite hot here as well, and Arbor’s mind immediately went to the description of Hell from his mother’s old stories. 
 
    He let out a small bark of laughter, then winced as he felt all the aches and pains of the battle come flooding back. 
 
    “If this really is Hell, then I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” he muttered, grinding the spiked end of his glaive deeper into the stone to keep himself upright. 
 
    “This isn’t Hell. At least, I don’t think it is.” 
 
    Arbor whirled as a female voice sounded behind him. 
 
    He felt his heart skip a beat, then harden as an elf came out from behind a rocky outcropping. She looked pretty banged up and was rubbing a bloody spot on her forehead, but that was just fine with him. If she was already weakened, then killing her shouldn’t be too hard, even in his current state. 
 
    “Well, then, elf,” Arbor said, forcing himself to stand on his own and leveling the glaive at her. “How about you enlighten me as to where your leader sent me, and perhaps I’ll make your death a quick one!” 
 
    “What?” the elf asked, her head whipping up in shock. “Why would you kill me?” 
 
    Arbor let a short bark of laughter escape, though it was free of any real humor. 
 
    “That was almost funny,” he said, tightening his grip on his glaive. “Now tell me where we are, or I’ll start chopping pieces off until you talk!” 
 
    “I don’t know where we are, I swear!” said the elf, holding up her arms and looking genuinely terrified. 
 
    Her hazel-colored eyes were wide, and her face, which was oddly pretty for one of her kind, was plastered with an expression of pure fear. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’re of no use to me then,” Arbor said, taking a step closer. 
 
    His broken leg, still splinted, screamed in pain, but Arbor ignored it, advancing slowly and making sure that the elf couldn’t get him in some sort of trap. 
 
    “Please!” the elf begged, backing away and keeping her arms raised. “I don’t know why you’re acting this way! Karria always said such amazing things about you! She said you were the kindest person alive. So why do I feel so much hatred?!” 
 
    Tears were streaming down the girl’s face now, but it wasn’t that that made Arbor hesitate. It was the fact that she’d used his sister’s name. 
 
    “So, your filthy kind is after her, too?” Arbor demanded, feeling his anger growing. “Is it not enough to constantly be coming after me? You go after my little sister as well?!” He continued to advance, Origin magic now leaking from his skin and wisping into the air. “I don’t know why your kind seems to hate me so much, but I can assure you that as soon as I get out of here, I’m going to gather every one of my soldiers and burn the Goldenleaf forest to the ground!” 
 
    The elf girl stumbled and tripped as she was scrambling backward, falling to her back. She continued scrambling back as Arbor advanced, tears flowing freely down her face as she continued to beg for her life. She kept on insisting that she knew Karria, that his sister was her best friend. The more she spoke, giving him details about his little sister, the angrier he became. 
 
    It seemed that the elves had been watching her for quite some time, collecting information to make the kill easier. All elves had to die. It was the only way to keep his family safe, and this elf would not be the exception. 
 
    The elf’s back finally hit a rocky outcropping, leaving her with nowhere to go. Arbor loomed over her, hatred blazing in his veins and magic pouring off him. He would obliterate this elf completely. Blow her body into so many pieces that there would be nothing recognizable left. It was the least she deserved for sending him all the way here – wherever here was – and separating him from Karria once again. 
 
    “Please,” the elf girl said, now speaking in more of a whisper than anything else as she stared up at him. 
 
    For just an instant, Arbor hesitated, wondering if this girl might be telling the truth. Then, he saw it. There were wisps of magic pouring from the girl and threading themselves into small spikes and penetrating into his mind. The elf was a Mage! Arbor reacted immediately, blasting the elf’s magic away with his own by reinforcing his mind. 
 
    “That was a nice trick,” Arbor said, shaking off the effects of her magic. “Almost worked too. But what else can really be expected of your kind?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to…” the elf said, cutting off the end of her sentence and staring up at him with wide eyes. “Please, if you’ll just listen, I can…” 
 
    Arbor growled, then pulled his glaive back to finish the job. He didn’t know what her magic could do, but there was no way in hell he’d be giving her another opportunity to attack. His arm tensed to thrust forward, but a small flicker of movement from his left made him turn. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered as a massive worm, some fifteen yards long, exploded from the ground, not ten yards from them. 
 
    It was huge, hairy, and covered in a green slimy substance that seemed to burn the ground as it moved. Worst of all, it had a massive maw, larger across than he was tall and lined with dozens of jagged yellow teeth. The worm let out a hissing sound, then came straight for them with astonishing speed for something that large. 
 
    Arbor had never even heard of anything like this, but judging by the burning red light surrounding it, the creature had some type of magic. He wasn’t one that often cursed, but he had deemed it appropriate for the occasion. He really hadn’t thought that his luck could get any more rotten than it had been. First, he’d had a battle with a Mythic Cat, followed by an ambush by elves. Then, a reunion with his sister that had lasted all of three seconds, and now, he was going to die, eaten by some oversized worm in Hell! He honestly didn’t think his day could get any worse. 
 
    However, even as he braced himself for what he knew would be a pointless resistance, the worm slowed to a halt, its head swinging from side to side, as though confused. Arbor was confused as well until he saw the trails of magic whirling around the worm and sliding into its thick hide. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, whirling on the elf. 
 
    “Just shut up and let me concentrate!” the elf said, eyes narrowed in focus. 
 
    “Why, so you can control the worm into killing me? I don’t think so!” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I’m doing,” the elf snapped. “Mind-controlling the worm that was already going to eat you, into eating you even more!” 
 
    Arbor opened his mouth but hesitated for a moment. What the elf said made sense. The worm was going to eat them anyway, so why bother mind-controlling it? The answer came to him just a couple of seconds later. 
 
    “Nice try,” he said, leveling the glaive on her once more. “That thing would have eaten you, too. Don’t try and pretend to be on my side, when you were just trying to save your own skin!” 
 
    “Whoever I’m trying to save, I’d appreciate it if you shut up! Otherwise, we’re both going to die!” 
 
    Arbor debated simply cutting the girl down and saving himself the trouble. After all, there was no guarantee that she wouldn’t simply take control of the creature and then set it on him. However, he stayed his hand, figuring that if she were stupid enough to try something like that, he could cut her down before the worm made it more than a few feet. Sure, he’d undoubtedly be killed himself, but he wouldn’t allow the elf to get away with it. 
 
    He watched, muscles tensed, as the worm wriggled about in a very disturbing way. Several times, it seemed that it would break free of her control and charge, but each time, the girl tightened her focus and reasserted her dominance. Finally, after what felt like hours – but in reality, was only a few minutes – she managed to wrestle control of the worm’s mind. 
 
    She sagged a bit as the worm stopped thrashing, going utterly still. Arbor tensed as she opened her eyes and turned to look at him. Her eyes were red and puffy, and her cheeks were stained with tears. Yet, as she looked at him, Arbor saw a strength and determination that she had previously been lacking. As he prepared himself to strike, the worm turned away, tunneling into the ground and vanishing from sight. 
 
    “I don’t know what my kind has done to you to deserve such a visceral hatred, but for some reason, I can’t seem to read your mind. I can still sense plenty of emotion, though, and I can tell that you’re ready to kill me, even after I’ve saved you. 
 
    “You owe me, and from what Karria told me about you, you’re not the type to kill someone who saved your life. So, you’re going to lower your weapon, sit down, and listen to what I have to say!” 
 
    Arbor was slightly taken aback by the formerly blubbering girl’s vehemence. Now that he was really looking, he could see that she was probably no older than fifteen or sixteen, which seemed far too young for the forces that had been attacking him. Likewise, she was dressed nothing like them. 
 
    This elf wore a top that hugged her curvaceous form, but one that seemed to be stylish rather than functional. The floral print on the material, as well as the pretty skirt and leggings she wore, seemed to corroborate her story. Her hair, though mussed, was also styled, and there was a slightly wilted flower braided behind her left ear. 
 
    Of course, this could all be a ruse to get him to lower his guard, but despite hating to admit as much, the elf was right. He wasn’t the type to just attack someone out of hand, especially after they’d saved his life. So, against his better judgment, Arbor ground his glaive into the stone beneath his feet, leaning his weight against it and trying not to show how close he really was to collapsing. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, keeping his voice hard and watching the girl suspiciously. “Talk.”
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    Kya felt her heart racing as she faced down the terrifying man, yet she kept her expression of anger and annoyance fixed clearly on her face. Of all the stories Karria had told her of her brother, this was not the man she’d pictured. Sure, he was even more handsome in person than she’d imagined, but Kya had pictured their first meeting as going slightly different. 
 
    In her mind, he’d be reunited with his sister, then immediately turn to thank her. He’d comment on her beauty, ask her to be his bride, and sweep her off her feet. 
 
    Fantasies were often fickle, and their first meeting found the two of them trapped in some alternate dimension, with him immediately trying to kill her. The visceral hatred he felt for her kind was so palpable that she could practically see it. The shock of him shrugging off her mind-control, as well as detecting her magic, had mostly worn off, but her complete inability to hear so much as a single thought was truly off-putting. 
 
    Whenever she focused on him, all she got was a blank static, as though his mind were there, but she simply did not have access to it. This was a novel experience, as no one had ever been able to resist her power. Not even Karria, who was the strongest Mage she’d ever met. 
 
    Then again, she’d never gotten much from Silver either, though his mind had spat out the occasional thought. She’d never understood any of it, but at least she’d been able to hear. The feelings weren’t going away, though, and although Arbor was at least willing to listen, she could still feel his hatred, the burning anger he held toward her and her entire race. 
 
    “Now, I’m going to talk, and you’re going to listen,” she said, fighting down the urge to vomit. 
 
    He was exuding an immense amount of power and she knew that if he decided to kill her, there was literally nothing she could do about it. She’d thought about keeping the worm around once she’d gotten control over its mind. But, like Arbor, she had figured that he could kill her far faster than she could sick the worm on him or even use it as a bargaining chip. The only way she was going to get out of this alive was by being tough and demanding respect. 
 
    “And by listen, I mean listen,” she continued. “Not hear what I have to say, then attack me right after!” 
 
    Arbor’s fist tightened momentarily on his weapon, and Kya feared that she may have pushed him too far. 
 
    “Fine,” he ground out after a few seconds. “Now talk.” 
 
    Kya took a deep breath, then launched into an introduction. She told him exactly who she was and how she’d met his sister. She talked quickly, not giving a whole bunch of detail but trying her best to convey sincerity and truthfulness in every word. She talked about how Karria had saved her life on multiple occasions, how she’d stood up for her when no one else would, and all because of how much she admired her big brother and valued the lessons he’d taught her. 
 
    As she spoke, she noticed Arbor beginning to relax, though it wasn’t by much, and by the time she finished recounting her tale, she no longer felt the murderous intent trained solely on her. There was still plenty of resentment and distrust, but she no longer believed that he would kill her outright. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, his voice still carrying an edge. “Your story sounds believable enough, but tell me how you ended up in here. I don’t remember seeing you during the latest attack by your kind.” 
 
    Kya had been hearing him refer to elves as ‘your kind’ since they’d met, and was starting to pick up on the context clues. 
 
    “From what I gather, you’ve been having some trouble with elves lately. Is that why you seem to hate me so much, despite having just met me?” Kya asked. 
 
    For the first time since they’d met, Arbor seemed genuinely taken aback, and Kya knew why. From everything she knew about him from his sister, Arbor wasn’t one to hate someone out of hand. He didn’t make rash judgments or decisions about people, regardless of how they looked. He judged people by their actions, which was witnessed by the fact that he had so many gremlins willing to work with him. 
 
    Gremlins, as far as she knew, worked exclusively for the human king, which was why she’d found it odd that so many were going to work for him. Among the elves, at least, she knew that gremlins were regarded with nearly as much distrust as humans, due to their affiliation. 
 
    “You still haven’t answered the question,” he repeated after a few moments. 
 
    “Fine,” Kya replied, rolling her eyes. “We came to rescue you because Karria was sure you were in danger, and when we arrived, it proved to be true. So, like the reckless fool she was, she barreled straight into the town without slowing down and consequently crashed our cart. As you can see, I’ve suffered a head injury, and it took me a few minutes to gather myself. As soon as I did, I sensed what one of your attackers was about to do and rushed in to try and warn you. 
 
    “It was because of my warning that you managed to keep Karria out of this place, while I ended up stuck here with you!” 
 
    Kya crossed her arms beneath her chest and drew herself up to her full height, meeting Arbor’s angry glare with a steely gaze of her own. 
 
    “So, tell me, Arbor. Do you believe me now, or are you going to keep resenting me simply because I share a race with those who attacked you?” 
 
      
 
    Arbor stared right back at Kya, keeping his glare fixed in place. Truthfully, he was somewhat torn. Everything the girl said added up, and unless he was willing to believe that Kya was so good that she’d managed to trick his sister into being her best friend just to gain information on the both of them, she was telling the truth. 
 
    Additionally, the bit about the Goldenleaf Forest being overtaken by the king’s brother made him suspicious. Add to that her story about how the Defiants had been slaughtered and Ramona’s plea for help, and it all pointed to one person as the culprit. Still, he wasn’t about to hand her any answers, so instead, he asked a question. 
 
    “You said the king’s brother overthrew him and took the throne. What is his name?” 
 
    Kya’s answer a moment later, confirmed his suspicions. 
 
    “Zir.” 
 
    Arbor’s shoulders relaxed just a bit more. After that answer, he had no doubts about this girl. Arbor might not have had the ability to sense emotions or manipulate minds, but he could sense truthfulness quite accurately. Both his Perception and Origin magics helped identify key features about his target. Her heart rate, breathing, perspiration, and the fluctuations of magic in Kya’s body had all pointed to her being open and honest. 
 
    Of course, someone who knew his abilities would have known as much and kept their composure, but Kya’s earlier surprise at being found out proved that she knew nothing about how his magic worked. Had she been part of Zir’s assassination squad, she wouldn’t have attempted to manipulate him with magic, knowing that he’d be able to see it. Besides, this girl was anything but a hardened warrior, and he doubted she had much stomach for killing at all. 
 
    She had killed before, that much he could see. He could always tell the killers and innocents apart. It was all in the eyes. He wouldn’t judge her on that, though. Hell, he’d killed more than he could count. 
 
    “So, it’s Zir who’s been sending all those lovely assassins after me,” Arbor said. “The only question is why. Well, that, and why he’s sent me here…” 
 
    “I believe I can answer that,” a voice said, making them both jump. 
 
    Arbor turned, unsurprised to see Silver standing there, leaning casually against a nearby outcropping of stone. The elf’s response to seeing Silver, however, did shock him. 
 
    “Silver!” Kya squealed, all signs of anger and determination gone as she rushed toward the tall man with orange skin. “I’m so glad to see that you’re alive!” 
 
    “Wait…You know this…elf?” Arbor asked, forcing himself not to call her something more derogatory. 
 
    He knew she was telling the truth, but the constant attacks by her kind had left him with a sour taste in his mouth toward elves as a whole. 
 
    “Why, yes,” Silver said, smiling as Kya threw her arms around his waist. “Karria, Kya, and I spent some time training together a few months back.” 
 
    Arbor was now very glad he hadn’t killed her out of hand. If Silver was vouching for her, then all doubts as to who this elf girl was, were well and truly gone. If he’d killed Karria’s best friend then returned to tell her that, he didn’t think his sister would be so glad to see him. Still, that wasn’t the most pressing concern at the moment. Right now, he needed to know where they were and how to get out. 
 
    “You were saying about Zir?” Arbor asked, fighting to stay on his feet. 
 
    He was just about ready to drop, and despite Kya not being able to see it, Silver would be able to without a doubt. 
 
    “How about we have this conversation after you’ve had some rest, hmm?” Silver said, extricating himself from Kya and placing a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve pushed yourself further in the last twenty-four hours than you have in your entire life, and if you don’t allow yourself to rest soon, there will be permanent damage.” 
 
    Arbor grit his teeth together as Kya turned to face him. He resented Silver for telling the elf about his current state of weakness, but judging by the look of worry on her face and the way she took a step forward, attacking him while he was injured was the last thing on her mind. Silver kept his hand firm on her shoulder, not allowing her to get too close, for which Arbor was grateful. 
 
    “I know how you work,” Arbor replied. “I go to sleep, and you’re gone when I wake up. There’s no way in hell that’s going to happen. I’m stuck here in some other dimension with no idea how to get back home. Zir now has more forces than he ever did with the Defiants, and he seems dead set on killing me. 
 
    “Who’s to say he won’t go after my sister as well, or try and destabilize my lands while I’m gone so I’ll have nothing to come back to? No, you’re going to talk, and I’ll rest after you’re done. Anyway, I don’t know how safe I’d be resting in a place like this.” 
 
    “Well, think of it this way,” Silver said. “I’m not giving you a choice. You’re going to rest, or I’m going to leave now and won’t come back for a week. You might not know this, but your sister is freaking out right now as well. She just lost her brother and best friend in one fell swoop, and is now left sitting in a village of corpses while she tries to keep hold of her sanity.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Kya said, turning and giving Silver a worried look. “She hasn’t accessed her Bestowal magic, has she?” 
 
    Before Arbor could ask what she meant by that, Silver shook his head, giving her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Not to worry, my dear. She hasn’t gotten to that point just yet. But if I don’t return to her soon, she may very well reach for that power to try and work out a solution. She’ll convince herself that it will only be for a bit, and when she’s done, she can just turn it off once more.” 
 
    “But that’s not how it works…” Kya said, her face going ashen. 
 
    “I know,” Silver said, patting her gently. “So, Arbor,” he continued, turning to him. “You’re going to go to sleep, and Kya will gladly watch over you. Now, I know you haven’t had the best experiences with elves thus far, but I can assure you that Kya is nothing like those who attacked you. In fact, most elves aren’t. You’ve just been unfortunate enough to encounter all the rotten eggs, and because of that, you have a skewed perception of them as a whole.” 
 
    “Somehow, that doesn’t make me feel much better,” Arbor said dryly. 
 
    He was concerned about Karria’s wellbeing. Grak had been pretty badly hurt in the fight as well, and though Prudence would be with her, she didn’t exactly know her well enough to try and calm her down. He dearly wished Grak had ended up here with him instead of this elf, even though he knew she’d be needed back home. Still, sleeping while trusting his safety to an elf… 
 
    “I can see you’re still wavering,” Silver said as he ran through his options. “How about I sweeten the deal? I owe you an explanation about that pendant around your neck. You do as I say, and I’ll gladly give it to you upon my return. It ties in with the reason you’re here in the first place, so I think it’s about time you know.” 
 
    Arbor’s hand flashed to his neck, clutching at the red pendant that had started all of this. It was because of this pendant that Ramson had originally come to Woods’ Clearing, and Arbor had been searching for answers about it ever since. 
 
    His eyes darted between Silver, who had an amicable smile on his face, and Kya, who looked extremely worried and whose eyes were flickering over him, now pausing on the various areas in which he was hurt. She was far more perceptive than he’d originally given her credit for, which made him even leerier of resting in her presence. 
 
    Still, common sense was beginning to win out over blind hatred, and Silver’s calming presence assured him that the elf could be trusted. So, against his better judgment, Arbor gave Silver a single nod. 
 
    “I expect you to be back within one hour of when I wake up. If you’re any later than that, I’ll assume you’ve broken your promise, and I don’t think I have to tell you what that means.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Silver said, his voice sounding oddly formal. 
 
    Arbor gave him a single nod, then promptly collapsed, finally surrendering to the darkness that he’d been fighting over the last few hours.
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    “My lady, please try and calm down. We need to get you to the safety of the camp. Out here, we are far too exposed, and I fear that I cannot protect you on my own.” 
 
    Karria paced back and forth, ignoring Prudence’s pleas as she searched about for the man she’d been calling to over the last hour. Aside from the butler, Grak was the only other living being in the entire village. The gremlin woman had been moved inside one of the houses and was now lying in bed recovering. Prudence had done some quick first aid to staunch any bleeding and clean any wounds, but it was clear that she’d need a real doctor if she were going to make a full recovery. 
 
    The Magekiller had gotten into her system, and though it was only a few drops, it was already doing its sinister work. There was a doctor among the villagers, but she was back at the coach with the gremlins, and Prudence refused to leave Karria here alone. If the gremlin woman didn’t receive treatment within the next few hours, she would undoubtedly die, yet Karria staunchly refused to leave, continuing to call for Silver. 
 
    “Come on, you orange-skinned bastard, I know you can hear me!” Karria yelled, her voice sounding oddly muffled in the still night air. 
 
    “You know, I find that quite rude and insulting,” Silver said, stepping from thin air and into the clearing. 
 
    Prudence appeared before Karria in a flash, fists raised as she faced this stranger who’d just appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “Oh, for pity’s sake!” Karria said, brushing past the taller woman and approaching Silver. “What the hell took you so long?” 
 
    “It’s nice to see you too,” Silver replied, ignoring her rude behavior. 
 
    When Karria didn’t otherwise reply, he simply rolled his eyes and went on. 
 
    “You know, Arbor wouldn’t appreciate it if you let one of his best friends die, just because you were too stubborn to leave.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Karria demanded. 
 
    She knew she was being irrational, but she was at her wit’s end. She could feel her sanity slowly unraveling and was about ten seconds away from a complete meltdown. It had taken her over a year to find her brother, only to lose him three seconds after they’d been reunited. She hadn’t even gotten to say so much as a word to him, and now, for all she knew, he was gone forever! 
 
    “Do try and calm down,” Silver replied, still maintaining his affable demeanor. “If you’re worried he’s dead, don’t be. Both he and Kya are simply trapped in another dimension. Now, we can either keep standing here, in this village of corpses, while your brother’s friend slowly dies of poison, or you can whip up your cart thing and go back to the safety of the gremlin camp.” 
 
    Karria wanted nothing more than to yell at the man, but with a supreme effort of will, she slowly nodded. 
 
    “Prudence,” she said, turning on the still-confused woman. “Go get Grak. We’re heading back to the camp.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lady,” the woman said, seeming to be very relieved. 
 
    She bowed once before dashing off toward the house where Grak was resting, leaving the two of them momentarily alone. 
 
    “Now, are you going to tell me where he is?” Karria asked, turning on the man once more. 
 
    “I am touched by your concern for your brother and best friend,” Silver said, stressing Kya’s disappearance as well. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me, or not?” Karria repeated, crossing her arms beneath her chest. 
 
    “Once we are on our way,” Silver replied, heading across the square at a leisurely stroll. 
 
    Karria had to force down the urge to scream, knowing that Silver was the only one who knew where Arbor was and was her best chance of getting him back. 
 
    Getting them back, she quickly amended, reminding herself that Kya, her best friend, was trapped with him. 
 
    She was less worried about Kya, because she knew her friend could take care of herself. And though she rationally knew that Arbor was a lot more capable than the elf, she still had the strong urge to protect him. He needed her, and the longer the two of them were apart, the more she would worry. 
 
    She followed Silver, only looking away for a moment as Prudence emerged from a nearby house, Grak cradled in her arms. The gremlin woman was a much darker shade of red than she remembered, and her breathing was quite shallow. Karria didn’t know much about this Magekiller poison, but the name alone gave her a pretty good idea as to what it was. 
 
    They headed quickly for the edge of the village, where Karria summoned her horseless carriage once again, making sure to stretch the back seat to accommodate Grak’s inability to sit upright. She left room in the front for Silver. She wanted him to sit in a place where she could keep an eye on him. 
 
    “You gonna start talking now?” Karria asked once they were headed down the winding road and back toward the camp. 
 
    “Arbor and Kya are trapped in a dimension known as Grimm,” Silver began, without preamble. “Unlike Nexus, home of the Heavenly races of the Upper Realms, Grimm is one of the Lower Realms, the land of Demons. He is badly injured, but Kya is watching over him while he rests. He has a remarkable rate of recovery, so within just a few days, he should be back to normal.” 
 
    “How do we get him out?” Karria asked, feeling her heart skip a beat. 
 
    She knew nothing about Demons, but she well-remembered the Transcended. They were angel-like creatures who’d made even Silver fear for his life. If Arbor and Kya were forced to face those monsters or creatures of similar power, what chance could they possibly have? 
 
    “That will require planning on both your parts,” Silver replied. “Unlike Nexus, which has an open portal that moves around, a portal to Grimm needs to be opened. The usual way to open a portal between the Lower and Mortal Realms is by having a group of Mages draw out the correct runes to summon an Elemental. Then, the Mages supply the power, weakening the bonds on this side. 
 
    “At the same time, the Elemental will throw their power into the mix, and together, they can shatter the barrier between dimensions. This method is only temporary, and the Elemental is recalled to the Lower Realms as soon as the supplied power from the Mages runs out. 
 
    “What we’re going to have to do is have both you and Arbor go to the Anchor Points, the places that keep the two dimensions connected, despite them existing on different planes.” 
 
    “What exactly does that mean?” Karria asked, finding that she was quickly beginning to calm down now that Silver was talking and outlining a plan on how to bring Arbor and Kya back. 
 
    “Think of Grimm and Laedrin as two separate bubbles, if you will,” Silver replied. “However, instead of the two of them floating next to one another, think of Grimm as being on the opposite side of a mirror. Normally, the only way to cross between the two planes is to use a strong rope and drag someone through. This rope will break after a limited amount of time, dragging the summoned creature back through the mirror. 
 
    “There is always a single weak point in the mirror’s glass, a string that keeps the two bubbles from drifting apart. It is possible to travel through this string, but it will require an immense amount of power to be supplied on both ends to make it work.” 
 
    “What you’re saying is that both Arbor and I will need to be in a certain place to open his way back,” Karria clarified. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Why can’t I open it myself?” Karria asked. “I know I’m strong and I’m sure I can do it.” 
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Karria, but while you and Arbor might be evenly matched in terms of your magic’s potential, your brother is far ahead of you in pure power, and it would take over a hundred times what he has to open the tunnel on his own.” 
 
    Karria felt her heart sink at that. Silver’s answer was extremely disheartening. She hadn’t wanted to put her brother in any more danger. Worse, if it would take that much power to bring him back, then adding her meager strength to the mix wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    “Now, there’s no need to fret about anything,” Silver continued. “Because while opening a portal singlehanded takes an immense amount of power, having someone on each side significantly reduces the cost to both. You’ll need to time this perfectly, and unfortunately for the both of you, the portals on either side are located in enemy territory.” 
 
    “Where’s this one located?” Karria asked, feeling her heart sink even further. 
 
    “Heart,” Silver replied. 
 
    “Damn it!” Karria cursed, remembering well how they’d had to flee from the dwarven city and nearly all died as a result. 
 
    “I know it won’t be easy, but —” 
 
    “I’m going, no matter what,” Karria said, cutting him off. “It’s just annoying that we’re going to have to sneak in there to get at that portal.” 
 
    “If I may be so rude as to interrupt, my lady,” Prudence said, leaning forward a bit in her seat. “As Lord Arbor’s sister, command of his army and lands fall to you in his absence. We have a significant force at our backs. There’s no need for you to place yourself in harm’s way when we can simply launch an attack against the dwarven city.” 
 
    “No,” Karria replied. “For multiple reasons, no. Firstly, launching a widescale attack would probably take weeks or months, and there’s no way I’m leaving Arbor and Kya in some Demon world for that long. 
 
    “Secondly, most of the dwarves living there are innocents. They have no say as to who is king. Jek’s plan was a good one, and when he overthrew Akkard, he made sure to kill all his loyalists. No one really knows what happened that night, and Jek is probably already blaming it on the humans. However, if we depose Jek and the dwarves see that their real king is still alive, we should have no problems with getting to the portal.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you will be returning to the manor?” Prudence asked hopefully. 
 
    “Yes,” Karria replied. “But I won’t be staying. I’m only going to get Akkard, and maybe Hord. I can make it there in less than a day and pick them up before heading out to the Flatlands. From there, we can reach Heart in under three days if I really push it, and sneaking in for just three people shouldn’t be too hard, even with heightened security.” 
 
    “Actually,” Silver said. “Where Arbor is located right now, it will take him at least ten days to reach the anchor point. I would also recommend you wait until Grak is recovered before heading out. She’s quite strong, and having someone to back you up with magic is something that you may very well need.” 
 
    “I believe I will be more than enough protection for Lady Kya,” Prudence replied icily. “I also do not see why she has to go into harm’s way. Lord Arbor was taken because I allowed him to…” 
 
    “Allowed him to what?” Silver asked, half-turning in his seat. “If I’m not mistaken, you are a butler. You are not Arbor and Karria’s personal bodyguard. Your job was to look after Arbor’s needs, and offer him training, which you have done admirably. And, as his butler, you will be remaining behind at the manor to await his return.” 
 
    Prudence’s mouth opened halfway, her face clearly expressing shock at this stranger’s in-depth knowledge of the goings-on at the manor and in Arbor’s personal life. Finally, she managed to stutter out a response. 
 
    “You can’t…I mean, who gives you the right to…Who do you…” Prudence couldn’t seem to find the right words, so Karria cut in. 
 
    “He’s right. I honestly don’t know you all that well, and despite you seeming to be strong, I’d rather you stay behind. I don’t know anything about Arbor’s command structure, but I’m assuming he has someone who can rule in his stead while he’s gone.” 
 
    “There’s also the need to keep up appearances,” Silver continued. “With Arbor out of the way, the other Barons may see an opportunity to swoop in and try to claim his lands for themselves. As far as I know, the king remains out of conflicts between the nobility unless personally called upon, and even then, getting him to grant you aid is a very tedious and risky proposition. 
 
    “We’ll need to put up a strong front if Arbor is to return to anything remaining of his hard-won title and lands. One of the ways to do that is to have you, his personal butler, seen around the manor. The coach will need to be brought to the village, and you will ride along with it, presumably to escort Arbor back home. 
 
    “No one can know of his disappearance. At least, no one other than those Arbor would trust with his life. Do you understand?” 
 
    Prudence looked like she wanted to argue. It was clear she wanted to go along with Karria, to protect her in the way she’d been unable to protect her brother. However, it was also clear that what Silver said made perfect sense. Prudence had been trained in the workings of the courts and nobility. That was why she knew that everything the man said was true. While the nobles had been cordial enough at their dinner, they would strike like hungry vipers the moment they sensed weakness, and without Arbor around, their forces may very well fall under the combined might of the Barons. 
 
    “Very well,” she finally said, sitting back sullenly in her seat. 
 
    “Great, now back to the task at hand,” Karria said. “I won’t wait for Grak for more than three days. If Arbor will need ten, that’s fine. But I won’t have to push myself as hard if I take a week for the trip instead of a few days. I’ll also need the exact location of the place where the portal can be opened.” 
 
    “Well,” Silver said, his voice hedging a bit. “That’s going to be the tricky part. You see, while a portal can technically be opened anywhere if enough power is used on one side, the anchor point’s portal can only be accessed in one place…” 
 
    “Please, just spit it out,” Karria said, already seeing the gremlin camp up ahead. 
 
    Silver blew out a long breath, then, for once, did as he was asked. 
 
    “The anchor point for the Grimm portal is inside the throne room.”
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    “Ooh, would you look at those lovelies!” Seven squealed, watching the approaching pack of Gila lizards with obvious excitement. 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so lovely about them,” Ramson replied, eyeing the approaching pack with apprehension. 
 
    They’d been walking out on the Flatlands for several days now, finally picking up the trail and following it in a swerving and erratic series of turns, back turns and sharp changes in direction. It seemed that this Naff was smart, though not smart enough to erase his trail. However, all thoughts of the rebel were driven from his mind as soon as the approaching pack had been spotted. 
 
    They were quite numerous, nearly twenty of the ugly brutes in all, and they were clearly on the menu. While Ramson put his odds of survival when facing a lizard or two at about ninety-five percent, the odds significantly dropped once those numbers went up. He was only human, after all, and facing down a pack of six to eight-foot-long lizards who had razor-sharp claws and teeth that carried a corrosive acid was hardly something any sane person would welcome. 
 
    Which was why he was hardly surprised that Seven was practically dancing from foot to foot in anticipation, the chain of daggers she’d named Chainey, already clutched in her hand. 
 
    “I think I’ll just hang back and let you have all the fun,” Ramson said, making a point of taking a few steps back. 
 
    “Suit yourself, Ram Son,” Seven replied. “I’ve been all hot and bothered thinking about my darling anyway, and I really need to let off some steam. Those lovelies will make a wonderful distraction and help me calm down until I can see his gorgeous face again.” 
 
    Ramson didn’t reply but took another few steps back. He hadn’t ever been one for romantic inclinations or even chasing women for anything but profits in the slave market. However, he’d been around long enough to understand the basic concepts of love and affection, and what Seven had for Arbor was not love. The woman was obsessed, to the point where she’d probably kill someone just for speaking ill of him. 
 
    He hardly even wanted to think of what she would do to any other women she perceived as competition for his affection. Not to mention the lengths she’d go to to ensure they stay together. He very much doubted that the Duke would say no to her wanting to marry him once they returned. In fact, Ramson would be shocked if the man weren’t already planning the wedding. 
 
    The hissing, spitting sound of the approaching monsters snapped Ramson from his thoughts, and despite himself, he unsheathed his sword. He knew Seven would be fine. She was an even scarier monster than the lizards. He was just nervous that some might slip past her to go for weaker prey, and Ramson didn’t much feel like being lizard food. 
 
    “Here they come!” Seven said, cackling madly, then exploded forward, covering the distance between her and the closest lizard in a flash. 
 
    Her chain of daggers whipped out, flashing through the air in an arc and slicing the shoulders and hind legs of the nearest lizard, causing it to topple to the ground with a hiss of pain. The creature rolled several times, sliding to a halt several feet away, unable to rise. Seven continued her path of destruction, slicing and severing limbs, but not actually killing the lizards as she danced among them. 
 
    The entire fight – if it could even have been called one – lasted maybe a minute, by the end of which, all the lizards were lying in pools of spreading blood, screaming their pain and rage as they tried to move their damaged limbs. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just kill them?” Ramson asked as she returned, perfectly clean and grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Why would I kill these poor little darlings?” Seven asked, cocking her head to the side. “We had such a fun playtime!” 
 
    “Because they’re monsters and will likely kill us, if given the chance,” Ramson said flatly. 
 
    “Monsters?” Seven asked, looking down at one of the lizards. “That one eye you’ve got must be going blind, Ram Son. They’re the cutest little creatures I’ve seen in months!” 
 
    Ramson watched then as Seven bent to pat the ugliest of the lot on the snout, while it tried unsuccessfully to bite her fingers. 
 
    “Great,” Ramson muttered. “Now that you’re done playing, can we get back to the mission?” 
 
    He’d noticed several scraps of rotting meat stuck between several of the lizard’s teeth. Seeing as there weren’t many options for food out here, he had a pretty good idea where it had come from. If they were in luck, they’d find some sign of carnage at the end of their path, and be able to return to the Duke with the news that they were all dead. 
 
    “Of course!” Seven said. “How could I be enjoying my playtime without my darling Arbor here to share it with me? Bad Seven,” she said, slapping herself on the back of the hand. “No more playtime until you’re back with your hunky husband!” 
 
    Ramson resisted the urge to sigh as Seven let out a very disturbing and high-pitched girlish giggle as she rose back to her feet, her cheeks flushed once again. 
 
    “Ooh! Just thinking about him gets me all excited! Come on, Patchy! We need to find that ugly man and make him talk!” 
 
    Ramson’s grip on his sword tightened as Seven began skipping away, humming to herself once again and occasionally stopping to wiggle her hips in excitement. If he’d even had the smallest chance of killing her, he knew he’d already have done it. Even now, knowing that he’d die before laying so much as a scratch on her, Ramson was still tempted to try. However, as Seven half-turned, calling back to him, he forcibly slammed his sword into the sheath at his belt. Revenge would come soon enough, but only once he was certain he knew what she could do and had devised some surefire way of ending her. 
 
    It was approaching nightfall by the time they finally spotted a disturbance in the landscape. As they drew nearer, it was clear that what Ramson had thought before – about this group being attacked by the lizards – had been correct. Nearly a dozen half-eaten corpses littered the ground, their bodies in various states of decay. 
 
    However, they weren’t the only bodies there. Over a dozen lizards littered the ground as well, more than half of which surrounded a single man. 
 
    “He’s still alive!” Ramson said, a note of awe in his voice. 
 
    The man was sitting with his back propped against one of the lizard corpses, a massive broadsword stuck into the dry earth beside him. His left leg was missing from the knee down and was covered in a bloody bandage. His entire body was covered in acid burns and cuts, and several of his fingers were missing, but when he heard them approaching, his head swiveled in their direction. 
 
    Twin orbs of burning violet met his, and just for a moment, Ramson felt like backing up and running the other way. Never before had he faced such intensity, such a burning and overwhelming sense of danger. Seven was completely unaffected, merely skipping over to the man and kicking one of the dead lizard corpses out of the way. 
 
    “Are you Naff?” she asked, crouching in front of the man. 
 
    “Who wants to know?” 
 
    The man’s voice was ragged and rough, sounding as though he hadn’t had a drink in days and was on the brink of death. In all honesty, Ramson was shocked that the man wasn’t dead. 
 
    “Me! Who else, silly?” Seven replied with a giggle. 
 
    The man nodded slowly, and when his chin came up from his chest, Ramson could see a line of clear fluid oozing from a gash across his throat. This man clearly did not have long to live, so they needed to get some answers out of him. 
 
    “What are you doing all the way out here?” Ramson asked, stepping forward. 
 
    “Had to flee,” Naff replied, his burning eyes moving up to lock onto his. “Betrayed. Slaughtered. Every last one of us.” 
 
    “Really? How interesting,” Seven said. “Who turned on you?” 
 
    “Zir,” Naff said, his voice burning with hatred. “That sneaky bastard was supposed to be my right hand. Stabbed me in the back, killed all the others…” 
 
    “How exactly did one man kill an entire force?” Ramson asked. 
 
    “No…Not a man,” Naff said. “Elf. Or at least, he used to be.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ramson asked. 
 
    “Is he a human now?” Seven asked. “Or…” She let out a loud gasp, then turned to him, a delighted smile on her face. “Do you think he turned into a pony? Maybe a pink one, with pretty silver wings?!” 
 
    “He turned into demonspawn,” Naff said, spitting to the side. 
 
    He then devolved into a series of hacking coughs that wracked his broken frame, causing him to sag momentarily. 
 
    “Turned into what?” Ramson asked, the term tickling a faint memory, buried deep in the recesses of his mind. 
 
    “He made a deal with the devil,” Naff said, taking great big gulps of air. “They granted him power, minions, and turned him into one of their spawn.” 
 
    “Aww, so he didn’t turn into a sparkly pony?” Seven asked with a pout. “How boring.” 
 
    “What exactly is a demonspawn?” Ramson asked, feeling his blood run cold. 
 
    He remembered now, from the stories his mother would tell him before she’d died. Stories of the Almighty and his counterpart, the Devil. He’d never believed in those stories, thinking them to all be old wives’ tales, but with the way this man was talking, Ramson was having a hard time disbelieving him. 
 
    “They are those who’ve abandoned their mortality and given their eternal souls to the devils of the underworld,” Naff said, wheezing for air now. “A bastardization of both mortal and demon, these beings can neither live in the realms of man nor the realms of demons. They live in between, doing their master’s bidding for all eternity. 
 
    “Zir seems to have struck some sort of deal, though. One that would grant him dominion over the entire Laedrin. He told me as much before leaving me for dead, but I am not so weak as to simply lie down and die! I have the strength of my ancestors burning through my veins. I might be a bastard child, but I still have the blood of the…!” 
 
    Seven darted forward, slamming a dagger into the man’s throat and ending his life before he could complete the sentence. Ramson cursed, leaping back as blood sprayed across the ground to avoid getting any on him. 
 
    “What the hell did you do that for?” he demanded, watching as Seven wrenched the dagger one way, then the other, ripping the man’s head from his shoulders. 
 
    “We found out everything we needed,” Seven replied, standing from her crouch and producing a cloth sack from the pouch at her belt. “Now we can head back and tell Daddy everything he wants to know. Let’s go, Ramson. I don’t want to be out here any longer.” 
 
    Ramson hesitated as Seven marched away. It didn’t escape his notice that she wasn’t acting at all like her usual self. Her flippant and often insane tone sounded somber and serious. Ramson might not have been the sharpest tool in the shed when it came to taking social cues, but even he could tell that this had something to do with what Naff was about to say before she’d killed him. 
 
    He’d been the bastard son of the king, which meant that he’d likely been about to give away some big secret, one that Seven was all too aware of. He had to keep reminding himself that Seven was the daughter of a duke. That meant that the king could be her uncle, for all he knew. In all likelihood, though, the duke and the king were probably cousins at best. 
 
    Still, that would mean they were privy to secrets that most were not, especially about those in the Royal Family. Even as he followed, watching the last light of day fading into darkness, Ramson couldn’t help but wonder what Naff had been about to say. 
 
    Whose blood did you have in your veins, I wonder? Ramson thought as he eyed the dripping sack. 
 
    On a whim, he tore a scrap of cloth from his shirt, stooping and wiping several droplets up from the ground. Carefully folding the cloth, he placed it in his pocket. He might not get any answers now, but Ramson knew several people throughout Laedrin who could identify the properties of blood for a price. It was just such people who could authenticate a true-born elf over a clever fake. He was certain that if anyone could help give him answers, it would be one of them.
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    Arbor’s eyes flickered open as consciousness returned, the memory of what had happened and where he was now returning in a flash. He tried to sit up, but felt something pressing against him, its weight keeping him from rising. He blinked several times, clearing his vision, and looked down at his chest. A figure was draped over him, long honey-colored hair splayed out around a head with the tips of pointed ears showing through. A pair of slender arms were folded beneath her head, cushioning her from his armor, and judging by the slow rise and fall of her back, the elf was fast asleep. 
 
    So much for staying awake and watching me, Arbor thought, feeling a momentary flash of annoyance. 
 
    “Hey,” he called, moving an arm to shake the sleeping girl. “Get up. I’m not your pillow.” 
 
    He noted the ease at which he could move, and his body felt far better than it had before he’d collapsed. He could feel some tenderness in his chest, and judging by the tightness in his legs and back, he was going to have to do some serious stretching to work out all the kinks once he was back to normal. 
 
    Kya stirred as he shook her but didn’t actually wake up. Arbor then did what any gentleman in his situation would do. He simply shook her harder. 
 
    “Wake up,” he said, raising his voice. 
 
    Kya finally stirred, turning her head and blinking blearily up at him. Arbor scowled at her, looking pointedly to where she was lying. The sleepy elf looked between his face and chest several times, her mind trying to catch up with the waking world. However, as soon as it finally dawned on her, she turned beet red and nearly jumped off him. 
 
    “Oh, I am so sorry!” she said quickly, scrambling back from him. “I was just so tired, and you’d been asleep for over a day, and I must have drifted off…” 
 
    Arbor sat up slowly, ignoring the elf’s rambling apology and pulling at the straps on his armor. He needed to get out of the breastplate and bracers for at least a few minutes so he could stretch, and the greaves needed to be tossed altogether, as they were little more than scrap metal at this point. Arbor didn’t have a hard time believing he’d been asleep an entire day, but he was confused as to why he wasn’t hungry. 
 
    After the amount of energy he’d exuded in his fight, he should be practically ravenous. He figured he could always ask Silver, if the man even decided to show up. 
 
    “I’m awake, just in case you’re wondering,” Arbor called out, causing Kya to pause mid-apology. “So, your time starts now.” 
 
    “Umm, who are you talking to?” Kya asked as Arbor dropped his breastplate to the ground. 
 
    “Silver. Obviously,” he replied, rising to his feet and testing his leg. 
 
    It was still quite tender, so he would leave the splint in place for now. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea to be removing your armor?” she asked, looking around nervously. 
 
    “If we weren’t killed in our sleep, we’re probably fine out here,” he replied, dropping the bracers as well and beginning to stretch. 
 
    His ribs were still quite sore, and his muscles were practically screaming with each movement, but Arbor took that as a good sign. 
 
    “So…are we going to head toward that beam of light in the distance?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then what are we going to do?” 
 
    “I am going to wait for Silver,” Arbor said, swiveling his shoulders from side to side and scanning the landscape with his Mage Sight. “You can do whatever you’d like.” 
 
    The elf bristled at that, getting to her feet and placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Aren’t you even the least bit grateful I’m here?” she asked. 
 
    “Why would I be?” he asked. “So, I can serve as your pillow? I don’t know how things are where you come from, but in my world, people generally don’t enjoy being treated as furniture.” 
 
    “I wasn’t…I don’t…Gah! You’re so annoying!” Kya yelled, throwing her hands in the air, frustration clearly written on her face. 
 
    Arbor ignored her and continued stretching. As far as he could see, there was nothing in any direction, except where the light was shining. There, he could see a mass of power and multicolored light that let him know there was a lot of magic gathered in that area. The only question was who was there. He still didn’t know where they were, which was why he was waiting for Silver to show up as he’d promised. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you’re being so rude to me!” Kya snapped, interrupting his musings. 
 
    “I’m not being rude,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “You sure sound rude to me!” 
 
    “I’m being direct. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Are you ‘direct’ with all your friends?” 
 
    “You’re not my friend.” 
 
    Kya paused, mouth half-open to continue the argument when there was a flash of motion from over her shoulder, and Silver stepped out into the open. 
 
    “Looks like you kept your word,” Arbor said, continuing to stretch. 
 
    Kya had a look of confusion on her face for a few moments, before she let out a yelp, jumping when Silver placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “That was not nice!” she snapped, whirling on the man, who was grinning widely. 
 
    “Someone got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Silver replied. 
 
    “No,” Arbor said. “She got up on top of me. For the record, I am not a bed.” 
 
    “I never said you were!” Kya exclaimed, seeming to be on the verge of tears now. 
 
    “Leave the poor girl alone, will you?” Silver said, placing a calming hand on her shoulder. “Can’t you see she’s been through a lot? First, she gets sent to an alternate dimension. Her best friend’s brother tries to kill her. You spend over thirty hours sleeping, while she barely gets four, and then you treat her badly the moment you wake up. That doesn’t sound like the Arbor I know. What do you think?” 
 
    Arbor, whose immediate instinct was to defend himself, bit back the sharp retort. Silver was right, obviously, but he was having a hard time seeing this girl as anything other than an elf. One who’d somehow ended up trapped here with him after he’d been ambushed for about the fifth time in as many weeks. He’d also been unaware that he’d been asleep quite so long, or that Kya had watched over him the entire time. When he thought about it that way, he could hardly begrudge the poor girl some sleep, even if he was a bit sour about being used as a pillow. 
 
    “I’m…sorry,” he ground out, finding the words very difficult to say. 
 
    Kya, who was now hugging Silver tight and shaking, half-turned to look at him. Her eyes were clearly watering as she fought back tears. Now that he was looking closer, he could see the bags under her eyes, the way her body was shaking, as well as how she was favoring one side. She must have sustained some sort of injury during Karria’s mad rush here, yet she hadn’t said a thing about it, agreeing to watch him while he recovered. 
 
    Arbor felt his anger and simmering resentment dim even further, realizing that he was acting like a petulant child, while this girl, who was his little sister’s friend, was trying to keep things together on her own. He let out a long breath, allowing his shoulders to slump, and approached her. 
 
    “Stand still and try not to squirm,” he said as he laid a hand on her neck. 
 
    Kya’s body stiffened, but a calming word from Silver got her to relax. Closing his eyes, Arbor felt for his Perception magic, the pulsing blue light that shone in his center amid all the white. He could clearly sense all the channels and concentrated on the smaller ones branching off the main channels in his arms. 
 
    Power flowed from his Origin, tracing to the tips of his fingers. It took an effort of will to force the magic out of himself and into the elf, but he’d done it before, so it wasn’t too difficult. 
 
    Kya let out a gasp and jerked slightly as his Perception magic flowed into her. Arbor, who’d been expecting some reaction, just allowed his hand to move with her, making sure to keep a firm – but not too firm – grip on her neck. He hadn’t grabbed it as a tool for intimidation, but rather, because it was one of the only patches of skin he could touch. He could have taken her hand, but that would have felt too strange, and touching her face would have held the same problems. 
 
    He could have grabbed her shoulder, but he’d have had to shift part of her dress away for that, and he doubted she’d have been comfortable with that – he knew he wouldn’t. 
 
    The magic flowed into Kya, and Arbor followed the path it took, flooding her body and finding the areas that needed to be fixed. He came across nearly a dozen scrapes and bruises, all of which he closed up, bringing down the swelling and inflammation. It wasn’t until he reached her ribcage that he found what was really bothering her, and when he did, he felt like yelling at the girl for being an idiot. 
 
    Four of her ribs were broken on her left side. Worse than that, one of them had turned inward and was scraping against her heart. Each beat had to have been agonizing, especially with the way the jagged edge of bone was slowing cutting into the vital organ. There was already a fair amount of internal bleeding, and Arbor had a feeling that had he not checked, this could have been fatal in just a day, perhaps even less. 
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you mention how badly you were injured?” Arbor asked, opening his eyes to glare down at the elf girl. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bother you while you were sleeping,” Kya replied, the strain in her voice audible now that he was listening for it. “Besides, how was I supposed to know that you could heal people?” 
 
    Arbor thought about answering, but Kya had a good point. He hadn’t exactly been friendly, either. Instead, he merely grunted, then closed his eyes and got to work. His magic traced through her ribs, slowly pulling them back into place and surrounding the bones. 
 
    He poured more magic into her, feeling his Origin beginning to strain with signs of another breakthrough. He knew he couldn’t concentrate on that right now. He continued to work, feeling the pulse beneath his neck slowing as Kya began to relax. It was only the work of a few minutes before Arbor fused the last bone together and closed up the scratch on her heart. The excess blood was burned away, leaving her system clear and preventing clotting. 
 
    For good measure, Arbor doused her brain as well, giving her a boost and waking her fully. He felt her jerk once again as he began to retreat, only taking note of the small node of green at the base of her neck, right above her shoulder blades. He could tell that he could do something more for her, even without going into it, but healing her and making her more powerful were two completely different things. 
 
    “There,” Arbor said, retracting his magic and taking a step back. “That should keep you…” 
 
    Arbor trailed off, letting out a loud gasp as his Perception Origin contracted then expanded, flooding his body with magic and opening new channels. He hissed, feeling a slight burning from the nerves in his hands as they shook uncontrollably for a few seconds, but then, the sensation vanished, leaving him in control once again. 
 
    Kya, now fully healed thanks to him, took a single step forward, concern clearly showing in her eyes. Arbor simply held up a hand, straightening to his full height once again. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said, fighting to keep his voice neutral instead of harsh. 
 
    Kya looked him over for a few seconds, biting her bottom lip before giving him a nod. 
 
    “Thank you…For healing me,” she said, clasping her hands at her waist. “I…” 
 
    “There’s no need to thank me,” Arbor said, now fully recovered from breaking into the 8th Tier. “You needed help, and I was able to provide it.” 
 
    Then, before Kya could say anything else, he turned his eyes to Silver, who’d been silent this entire time. 
 
    “Now. I believe you owe me an explanation about why I’m here, what my pendant has to do with it, and why Ramson was willing to kill more than a hundred people to get it.” 
 
    “That I do,” Silver said, lowering himself to the ground. “It is quite a tale, so I’d recommend taking a seat, and please, hold any questions you might have until I’m finished. This is a hard tale to tell, and I’d really appreciate no interruptions.” 
 
    Arbor briefly debated simply standing, then decided that would just be stupid. He did as Silver suggested and sank to the ground, splaying his splinted leg before him as he felt his magic working to repair and strengthen the bone. Kya sat down next to Silver, and though Arbor was less than thrilled that she was joining, he couldn’t exactly ask her to leave. 
 
    Silver cleared his throat several times before looking into the distance and beginning his tale. 
 
    “To understand the origins of your pendant, we need to travel back over twenty-thousands years. Back to when Laedrin was still young, and magic had yet to be discovered…”
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    Arbor sat, his back stiff and ears perked, as he listened to Silver. 
 
    “Back in those early years, the races still occupied their own sections of the continent, no one race having claimed any major parts of Laedrin as their own. At that time, only two other races were known to my people - the humans, and their shorter, more brawny cousins, the dwarves. Neither of them had yet to meet, yet our people, the race of salamanders, had sent out explorers to map our world. 
 
    “We made many discoveries in those early days, such as the vast abundance of wildlife, the massive forest stretching nearly the entire continent – which we called the Endless Wood – and the way some areas seemed to thrive more than others. Magic, however, simply did not exist, and the world was better for it. 
 
    “Around the time I was born, the first meetings between our races began. At first, we were all met with open hostility, but soon after our people began to moderate, the races reached an amicable state and mostly minded their own business. Soon after, though, something happened. Something which was completely out of our control or the control of any mortals alive at the time. 
 
    “A gateway was formed between Laedrin and the Upper and Lower Realms. The reason as to why or even how this happened is still a mystery, but suffice it to say that this changed the world forever. Both of the Realms were, as per usual, in conflict. Being the all-powerful and immortal monsters they were, they settled on a solution. A way to keep the balance between their Realms and prevent more pointless fighting. 
 
    “They turned to us, the mortals of this world, and forged a pact. I was one of the head-representatives present when it was signed into being, and upon the sealing of said pact, both the Demon and Heavenly races combined their might and created an object of duality. Something that would, under normal circumstances, be shattered into a million pieces, taking the entire planet along with it. 
 
    “However, the pact between them, known among their kind as the Accords, assured the object’s stability.” 
 
    Silver leaned forward at that moment, interlacing his fingers and meeting Arbor’s eyes. 
 
    “This object, as I’m sure you now know, was called the Origin. It’s a shining sphere of black and white, contained within a specially crafted case. The Origin was then placed into the care of our leader at the time, my grandfather. That day, the day when the Heavenly and Demonic races left, retreating to their respective Realms, was the day when Laedrin’s fate was changed forever. It also marked the beginning of the end of our race as a whole. 
 
    “My grandfather was a curious man, and instead of locking the Origin away, he began to experiment. The containment around the Origin was strong, but not infallible, and after several years, a small hole was bored into its casing. A flood of power was released into the world that day, altering the way many things worked and sinking into the planet’s very core. 
 
    “To this day, I still have no idea how such a small object could have caused such a large change, but our proximity to the Origin imbued our race with the greatest power of all. The humans, who were the closest to us, received far less, while the dwarves, living high in their mountains, received none at all. 
 
    “Our race was fundamentally altered. Our bodies were changed, our physiology morphing to support longer lives and stouter frames. My grandfather, who had been standing closest to the Origin, became the strongest of us all, cementing his rule over our people for years to come. Over the next few years, we began to discover how to harness this power and began bending it to our will. And, after several years more, we began to understand the fundamentals of magic.” 
 
    Silver let out a long sigh, looking into the distance as a great sorrow seemed to cloud his features. 
 
    “Power, as you well know, can be quite the corrupting force. My grandfather, despite his strength, began to grow paranoid that others were trying to steal his power. The Origin, which was meant to be kept locked away, was now carried with him everywhere he went. The thing is, the paranoia still grew. He feared that the Heavenly and Demonic races would return, see that he’d broken the Accords they’d signed by meddling with the Origin, and take it away from him. 
 
    “So, in an act of desperation, he shattered the casing completely and transplanted the Origin within himself. He’d been preparing himself for years, fortifying his body with magic and forming a shell of sorts to contain the Origin’s immense power. He was successful in absorbing the Origin, and the power drove him mad. He began acting even more erratic, demanding that all bow to his godly might. 
 
    “He declared war on the other races, claiming superiority of the salamanders as a whole, and thus began his bloody conquest to take over the world. At first, our people went along with his lead, believing him to be chosen. He was the all-powerful being that would lead us all into a brighter future. Soon, though, the closest to him began to truly see his insanity for what it was. He was a danger to us all and threatened not only the existence of the other races, but our world as a whole. 
 
    “It was around that time that I was approached by a human King, a man named Titus. He was the most powerful Mage of his race, and convinced me to try and help end my grandfather’s tyranny. I was still young, barely in my thirties, and believed that this man, like I, wanted to see an end to all conflict. 
 
    “Together, we hunted down one of the most powerful beasts to exist at the time, and along with a dwarven smith, the three of us created a dagger. We coated the metal in the blood of our three races and doused it in the Streams of Null, the only place in Laedrin that had yet to be touched by magic. In hindsight, I should really have wondered how Titus knew so much about making an anti-magic weapon, but he was quite charismatic, and I was led astray. 
 
    “Finally, the weapon was finished, a gleaming red dagger embossed with the likeness of the beast we’d killed — a tiger, on the hilt — then made our plans to end my grandfather, once and for all. This weapon, named the Dagger of Absence, was the first and only weapon of its kind. When we faced my grandfather, his overconfidence in his own strength led to his downfall. 
 
    “However, it was Titus who wielded the blade, not I, and upon plunging the dagger into my grandfather’s chest, the Origin was set free. It was then that his true intentions were revealed to me, as Titus cut himself wide open and slammed the Origin into his own chest. Unlike my grandfather, Titus had not acted alone. 
 
    “The Heavenly races had made contact with him, and thanks to them, Titus had a much better understanding of the power he wielded. I tried to stop him, but sadly, I was too weak. I was allowed to live as thanks for ensuring that the Heavenly races took control of the Origin. They were not happy with the stalemate, and now that they had the Origin, they were preparing to strike out at their bitter rivals. 
 
    “Titus returned to his kingdom and began to assert his dominance. With the help of the Heavenly races, he created an entirely new race, one steeped in magic.” 
 
    Silver paused once again, looking between the shocked faces of Arbor and Kya and slowly nodding his head. 
 
    “Yes. I can see you already understand the implications. Titus wanted an army, and thus, he created one. With the powers of creation granted to him by the Origin and the understanding given to him by the Heavenly races, Titus created the elves. But, when he created them, he made them in such a way that they would draw their magic from within, not just from external factors, as was the norm. 
 
    “With his new super-soldiers who didn’t need to rely on the ambient magic for strength, he soon subjugated the entire human race. However, once he was done, he set his sights on us. Despite my people being long-lived, by that point, my father was starting to feel the signs of age. He’d been the one who’d taken over as king after my grandfather’s death, and with his passing, would have come my ascension. 
 
    “However, I did not want the responsibility. I was responsible for my grandfather’s death and was entirely to blame for the humans and elves coming to take our home. I did not want any further conflict, so I did the only thing I could. I…ran. 
 
    “It’s not something I’m proud of, but I was afraid. Afraid of the responsibility of ruling and afraid of what Titus would do to me. I had been spared once, but there was no guarantee it would happen again. I retreated, going far into the woods, and spent my days learning the mysteries of magic. I discovered how to internalize the ambient magic, storing it for later use. It was very much unlike the elves' power, as their source never ran dry, but it was the best I could do at the time with what I had. 
 
    “Many years passed in that manner, and while Titus destroyed mine and the dwarves’ homelands, I simply hid. The past has a funny way of sneaking up on you, and one day, I found elves in my part of the woods. They’d been sent by Titus to scout out new territories, and despite my strength, I was easily captured. 
 
    “As they were taking me into custody, I heard them discussing their dissatisfaction with the way Titus ruled. A lot of them no longer wanted to fight, and several had already deserted. But, for the first time in years, I finally had a way to dismantle Titus’s army, and I was right at its heart. 
 
    “I began to speak with the elves, and though they were resistant at first, they soon began to listen. I spoke with them about abandoning their posts and going off to create their own utopia, one far from Titus’s rule. It took several months to get them to trust me, and over a year to convince their generals to go along with the desertion. But, after nearly two years of planning, the elves finally abandoned their posts, going to the far side of the Endless Wood and setting up their own nation, one far from Titus and his tyranny. 
 
    “Titus, of course, was furious, and immediately declared war on his former slaves. However, the humans under his control simply were not strong enough to face them. The elves had been created with their magic internalized and never ran out, while the other races would only be able to use as much as was readily available. It was then that Titus realized his problem. While the world was flush with magic, there simply wasn’t enough to sustain his soldiers in a prolonged battle. So, with the help of the Heavenly races, Titus began to flood the world with even more magic—” 
 
    “I know you asked us not to interrupt,” Arbor said, “but what I don’t understand is why the Heavenly or Demonic races would even care about our world. Why help some random human king?” 
 
    “Because immortals like playing games with one another,” Silver replied. “They do not see us as intelligent or living beings, but rather, as pieces on a board to be leveraged against each other. Mortals had never been strong enough to challenge them, after all, and they saw us as little more than dirt. 
 
    “However, in a war between immortal races, proxies are often used as an opening move. And, in the case of Laedrin, they were using the Origin, and Titus by extension, to lay claim to the entire world. The Demonic races, having lost control over the Origin, were being pushed back, and the more power the Heavenly races asserted in Laedrin, the closer they came to being victorious. 
 
    “It was around that time that we had another convergence, a time when gates to both the Upper and Lower Realms were opened. The Heavenly races, already confident in their victory, remained where they were, whispering into Titus’s ear and guiding him on his path of conquest. The Demons saw their opportunity and sent an emissary to talk with those who had yet to be conquered. 
 
    “By some horrible stroke of luck, I ended up at that meeting and was once again talked into crafting a weapon. This one was simply designed to counteract the Origin and bring it back under control. So, along with the help of several others, we once again hunted down a powerful beast, a lion this time, and forged a pendant of shining metal. 
 
    “The demons supplied us with blood and another special metal, and from that, we created what we believed to be our salvation. They then took it to imbue with a special type of magic, and we, like the fools we were, trusted that it would be returned to us. What we didn’t know was that the Demons had sent an emissary to Titus as well, and had convinced him that they could offer him far more power than the Heavenly races ever could. 
 
    “Being the greedy man that he was, Titus thought he could play both sides, and eagerly accepted the pendant. He then followed the instructions of the Demons and created an entirely new race, one in their likeness, and used the very blood supplied by them in their creation. Gremlins were born, but unlike with the elves, they were born without the option to rebel. You see, the pendant that was created was done so with a singular purpose — to control the gremlins and assure that they would never rebel, unlike the elves.” 
 
    Arbor looked down at the gleaming pendant sitting around his neck, the true horror of what he was wearing finally sinking in. 
 
    “Yes,” Silver said sadly. “That pendant, bathed in the blood of Demons, is known as the Pendant of Control. It was designed with the singular purpose of enslaving a race and keeping them meek and subversive. 
 
    “With the power of his new army, Titus once again declared war on Laedrin, and using the massive power he’d built up in the world, he began slaughtering all those who stood in his path. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, the other races decided to fight back. Despite the odds, the salamanders, elves, dwarves, and humans, all banded together and faced the gremlin hordes in the Endless Wood. 
 
    “I’m sure you remember the history I taught, the one remembered by all. Sadly, that recounting of history is completely made up. There were no betrayals, no backstabbing for lands, but a desperate battle to stop a tyrant from ruling the entire world. Fire was brought forth from the earth and sky as the magic Titus had pumped into the world ran wild. The Flatlands were created as the Endless Wood burned, and Titus himself was forced to make an appearance. 
 
    “It was there, when he was exposed and weakened, that he was finally brought down. The pendant he so cherished, the one that gave him control over the gremlins, was lost, and the dagger, the one that had killed my grandfather, was retrieved by me. I killed that man with my own hands and took the Origin for myself. With the prize in hand, I fled the ruins of the battlefield and headed back to my people. 
 
    “What I didn’t know was that Titus had left an heir, one that would lead to the ruin of my people. However, that is a story for another time…”
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    “Wait…Is that it?” Arbor asked as Silver trailed off. “That’s the whole story?” 
 
    He was truly horrified, but there was still so much that was missing. Like how his father, a carpenter living far from anywhere really, had come into possession of the horrific artifact lying around his neck. Or why the gremlins had continued to serve the human king, even after losing the pendant. Or what this all had to do with Zir, or how he’d ended up with the Origin. 
 
    “Of course not,” Silver replied. “Now, if you’ll just calm down, I can finish the story.” 
 
    Arbor was a bit embarrassed at his outburst, so he did as he was told and simply sat back as Silver continued. 
 
    “Titus’s heir soon showed himself to be an even bigger monster than his father. He had magic, the likes of which had never been seen before, and worse, he seemed to have an affinity unmatched by anyone of his race. After a prolonged war with so many casualties, he simply didn’t have the forces needed to launch a widescale war. That didn’t mean he wasn’t plotting though, and my race would soon learn the true depths of his depravity. 
 
    “In the meanwhile, I, as the new holder of the Origin, was approached by the Heavenly and Demonic races, each trying to sway me to their cause. Having seen the devastation wreaked upon this world, I wanted no part and made a pact of my own. One that would change the fate of the world and how magic worked in general. 
 
    “It was not an easy task to complete, but after the deal was struck, I was implanted with the Origin and entrusted to be its guardian. With the help of the two races, the wild magic was tamed and implanted in the children of the next generation, so that what happened to the forest would never happen again. The dwarves could not be joined in the pact, as their race simply had never been given an affinity in the first place, while the elves and salamanders, who’d been steeped in magic, were given more. 
 
    “The humans and gremlins remained neutral, though when I asked why the gremlins were not being freed after the loss of the pendant, the Demons told me that they would be forever enslaved to the bloodline of whoever had last had the pendant until it would fall into another’s hands. 
 
    “As you might guess, I spent many a year searching for the pendant to try and free the gremlins, but to no avail. It, like a massive portion of the Endless Wood, had vanished. I was also forced to abandon my search when word reached me of my people’s plight. As the guardian of the Origin, though, I was forced by the agreement between the Heavenly and Demonic races to remain neutral. 
 
    “Choosing sides was what had started all this conflict in the first place, and so, I was forced to watch as my people were destroyed. Their power should have protected them, but Titus’s son seemed to have a magic that could rival even theirs. Despite my promise to remain neutral, I did confront him once, demanding he put an end to the madness. All that did was put me square in his sight. 
 
    “As the new bearer of the Origin, it was clear that I had power, and as the son of Titus, that power was believed to be rightfully his. He pursued me for years, until I finally gave up and went into hiding. For millennia after, I guarded the Origin, keeping the peace on this world and bearing the weight of my decisions in solitude. 
 
    “The world advanced, kingdoms were raised, and borders were drawn. The races thrived, new histories were written, and the horrors of the Origin were forgotten. Gremlins, as close relations with the Demons, soon discovered summoning, though their summons were often those too weak to do any real damage. Every once in a while, someone of note would make it through, and it was on just one such occasion, some fifteen years ago, when a Demon Lord came into contact with an elf named Zir. 
 
    “Zir was ambitious, and like many mortals over the years, he struck a deal with the Demon, one that would allow him to achieve his ambitions of ruling all of Laedrin. At first, I didn’t think much of it, as so many mortals had struck deals over the years. However, as he began to set his plans into motion, it soon became clear that he had taken something from the Demons, something that no mortal, no matter how desperate, had ever taken before. 
 
    “I could see the beginnings of a conflict, even back then, and the repercussions that the world would face as a result. But the Demons were not actually breaking the Accords, so there was little I could do about it. As a neutral party, I was forced to sit and watch as he enacted his plans, making dark sacrifices and butchering innocents to increase his own personal strength. I had lived through many atrocities, but I knew that the time had come for me to act, or once again face the possibility of another worldwide war. 
 
    “I began to search for an answer, looking at the strings of fate, and soon found a way out. I needed to shed some of my burden if I were to help, so I did the only thing I could - I began to search for a new bearer to take part of the Origin. I needed to unburden enough to allow me to act, but not so much as to place the world in serious danger. I also needed to find someone who I believed would be a good match, someone who could manage their destructive tendencies and temper it with logic. 
 
    “For many years, I came up short, but then, one day, you stumbled into my neck of the woods. I thought of simply taking you to the nearest town, but I received the shock of my life when I saw you carrying the Pendant of Control. I had thought it was lost forever, yet there you were, a youth of only eighteen, carrying one of the most powerful weapons in the world. 
 
    “I debated taking it from you, but after living as long as I have, decided that fate had brought us together. When I discovered your magic, I started to become convinced that you had to be the one I was searching for, and once the Origin began to resonate with you, I knew that you were the one. So, one night, as you slept, I implanted half of the Origin within you, trusting you to manage its power. 
 
    “Only a small thread of Creation sits within your body, while the voice of Destruction rages through your soul. Now, before you ask, I had a very good reason for splitting the Origin in that way, and it’s because Destruction is far easier to manage than Creation. I had originally planned on giving that to your sister and finally freeing myself of this burden, but Karria developed a second core of her own, which leaves no room for Creation. 
 
    “After seeing how well you’ve managed to handle Destruction, I will be entrusting you with the other half. Destiny is a funny thing, Arbor, and it comes for us when we least expect it. I know you might hate me for putting you in the position I have, but please allow me to finish the story first, and then ask your questions.” 
 
    Arbor stared at the man, wondering just how much more he could take in one day. The pendant around his neck was a device to enslave an entire race. Zir had made a deal with Demons to take control of all of Laedrin, and now he was being put in charge of the Origin, the literal source of all magic. And, even worse than that, it seemed that the insane power he’d been displaying this whole time had only been half of the Origin. 
 
    He was angry at Silver for having gotten him involved against his will, but also desperately needed some answers. So, despite the fact that he was practically bursting with questions, Arbor nodded, allowing Silver to continue his explanation. 
 
    “By giving you the Origin, I have broken the Accords between the Demonic and Heavenly races,” Silver continued. “But judging by Zir’s actions and the way in which he was circumventing the Accords, it was my only course of action, and, for several months, my plans went undetected. However, they didn’t stay quiet for as long as I’d hoped, as you were forced to face that Elemental, and in doing so, brought the attention of the Demons upon yourself. 
 
    “Zir, as a pawn of the Demons, has been trying to kill you ever since by sending assassins after you. The Heavenly races have begun to stir, and as a result, the Demons decided their best action was to try and get ahold of the Origin themselves by transporting you to their lands. Right now, we are in the Lower Realms, the world of the Demons and their kind. 
 
    “My guess is that you were supposed to be transported straight into a dungeon of some sort, but the interference of the Origin and their lack of knowledge as to how much of it you actually have, threw off their calculations. Right now, they’re likely hunting for you, trying to pin down your location, so they can extract the Origin for themselves. I cannot help you escape myself, but there is a way back to Laedrin for you, one that will require that you head into the Elemental city. 
 
    “It will be extremely risky, but as of now, it is your only way out. Karria will be setting up on the other side, and in exactly eight days from now, the two of you can open a portal to bring you home. You have to…” 
 
    Silver trailed off then, his eyes going distant for several long moments before he came back to himself. 
 
    “What?” Arbor asked. “I have to what?” 
 
    Silver rose quickly, causing Arbor to look around, trying to spot the attackers he was sure were nearby. He didn’t see anyone, and when he turned back, he saw that Silver had crossed the distance between them. His hand flashed out, clamping over his arm, and before Arbor could yank it out of his grip, his entire body locked up as a viscous blackness began oozing into him. 
 
    “Stay focused,” Silver said, his voice intense. “Be ready at all times, and above all, do not allow this to fall into the hands of the Demons. I am only giving you this now, because you would stand no chance otherwise, and it does me little good to see you die here. Not after all the work I’ve done to prevent another war. 
 
    “You have a good head on your shoulders and a truly righteous heart. Do not second-guess your relationship with the gremlins. They follow you out of a sense of loyalty, not control. All you did was break the king’s hold on them, nothing more. You have given them fair treatment and good lives!” 
 
    Silver stepped back then, releasing his arm and staggering a bit, as though he were about to pass out. 
 
    Arbor felt about ready to throw up as the blackness oozed down to his Origin, mixing into the white magic and swirling around like dirt at the bottom of a clear pool. His head was spinning, his vision going dark around the edges, yet Silver’s voice still reached him, even through the fog of unconsciousness already threatening to take over. 
 
    “The Origin will take some time to attune, and the voices will come soon after. Do not fight it, Arbor. You are going to have to be the voice of reason. Trust your instincts, and keep a level head. The Origin offers immense power and opportunity, but you, unlike I, will not be dealing with the same constraints. You have the power to change the world for the better, so fight for what you believe in and secure our future!” 
 
    Arbor barely heard those last words, seeing a blurry Silver vanish into thin air, even as Kya came rushing over. The blackness was heavy within him now, and Arbor vaguely felt himself falling. By the time he hit the ground, he was already out cold.
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    “Please, can’t we convince you to stay? Lord Arbor would be devastated if you were to perish on your mission.” 
 
    Karria resisted the urge to roll her eyes as Frunk, the strange gremlin who seemed to think he was her babysitter, tried once again to stop her from leaving. Thankfully, she was spared from answering by Grak, who, at that moment, strode out of the manor with a bag slung over one shoulder. 
 
    “Calm down, Frunk. It’s not like she’ll be going alone. She’s got me.” 
 
    “As capable as you are, Grak, you’re hardly in any condition to be fighting,” Frunk said dryly. 
 
    “Who said anything about fighting?” Hord asked, lifting his head from the large wooden trunk Karria had forged onto the back of her carriage. “We’re just sneaking in and kicking little Jek’s ass off my brother’s throne!” 
 
    “Last I checked, kicking of any sort constitutes a fight,” Frunk said. 
 
    “Look, Frunk,” Karria said, straightening her back with a series of small pops. “I’m going, whether you like it or not. Arbor needs my help and can’t get back without me. I’ll have both Akkard and Hord to help me sneak in, and Grak to back me up if anything really bad happens. Between the four of us, I’m sure we can handle ourselves.” 
 
    Karria swung a leg over the side of her carriage then, sliding into the seat and tying her hair back. She was planning on traveling quickly and knew from previous experience that her long hair would be sent flapping by the wind, making it difficult to see. 
 
    Grak got into the seat beside her, though a lot less gracefully, due to her injuries. The gremlin woman had made a remarkable recovery after hearing that Arbor had been trapped in another world. She was still far from being battle-ready, but hoped that in the few days it took them to reach the Jagged Peaks, she’d be well enough to fight if the need arose. 
 
    “Please, at least promise me you’ll be careful,” Frunk said with a resigned sigh. “Losing Arbor would be hard enough, but if you were to disappear as well, our entire fledgling settlement would be disbanded. I’m not just saying this to be selfish, but rather, I am saying this as someone who speaks for those of my race who have bucked the system. 
 
    “We can’t go back to serving the king, fighting needless battles and having our young raised to be fodder. Arbor was our only hope until we found you, and unless you can get him back, you are our only hope now.” 
 
    “Don’t go writing my brother off just yet,” Karria said, pulling the harness over her shoulders. “He’ll be back, and I’m going to be the one to make sure it happens.” 
 
    She half-turned then, watching both Hord and Akkard scrambling over the sides. She felt a bit bad about their less-than-graceful entrance, but she hadn’t had the time to adjust the carriage’s height. 
 
    “Strap in and hang on,” she said, grabbing ahold of the wheel and reaching for the pulleys with her magic. 
 
    Before the two dwarves could do either of those things, Karria took off, pushing the pulleys hard and propelling them forward. She ignored the shouts of alarm as the two of them scrambled to get seated and strapped in, speeding up as she headed down the road. The glittering manor flashed by as she passed, and Karria set her shoulders as she bent her mind to the task of getting them to the Jagged Peaks as quickly as possible. 
 
    They’d already been delayed a full day and a half, and now had less than six days to reach the Jagged Peaks. Arbor would already be on his way to the meetup point on the other side, and she wouldn’t disappoint her big brother. 
 
    Karria pushed them for the entire day and well into the night, only stopping for a short rest before continuing on. They were nearing the Flatlands by the time the sun was peeking over the horizon, and Karria, despite feeling tired down to her very bones, was glad to see the flat planes opening up before them. 
 
    “Oh…Crap. That is not good,” Grak said as Karria pulled her carriage to a halt. 
 
    It was clear as day when they saw the massive pack of Gila lizards swarming the border to the Flatlands what Grak had been referring to.  
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Karria demanded. 
 
    Never before had she seen such a gathering of the monsters. There had to be hundreds of the creatures, all milling about the border of the area and stopping anyone, least of all them, from heading out. 
 
    “I don’t know, lassie,” Akkard said, leaning slightly forward. “But I’ve never seen anything of the like before.” 
 
    “That’s definitely not a good sign,” Hord commented. “They never get into packs this large, and never this close to the border. Not unless there’s something bigger or scarier keeping them here.” 
 
    They all shared a look, but before anyone could suggest turning back, Karria simply jerked the wheel to the right and began traveling down the line. 
 
    “We’ll just go around them then,” she said, rubbing tired eyes and trying to stay focused on the task at hand. 
 
    She only had five days, and the Jagged Peaks were three full days away, even pushing at top speed. They’d also have to circumnavigate the guards that Jek had undoubtedly set, as well as sneak into the actual throne room. So, right now, having these damned lizards blocking her way was seriously fraying her last nerves. 
 
    Karria began to grow more nervous as they traveled for nearly an hour and could not see an end to the line. 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” she snapped, pulling the cart to a halt and glaring at the mass of lizards. “Why is there not a single opening in the line? And how many damned lizards can there even be?” 
 
    “Try and stay calm, lass,” Akkard said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find a way through. We just need to be patient.” 
 
    But they didn’t find a way through. Another six hours of driving showed them nothing but an endless line of the hissing lizards. Karria had drifted close enough, several times, to get their attention, and each time, they’d attempted to swarm the cart, showing themselves to be just as aggressive and dangerous as ever. 
 
    “We can’t keep going like this forever,” Karria finally said when the sun was high in the sky. “We’ve wasted half a day trying to go around, but they’re just sticking near the border. I say we just smash right through them. How many of them can there be?” 
 
    “I would advise against that, lass,” Akkard said, a tinge of nervousness in his voice. “Gila lizards are vicious creatures, and when gathered in even small numbers, are extremely dangerous. We should keep going and try to find another way.” 
 
    “We don’t have the time!” Karria said, trying to wrack her brain for some other way around. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was completely exhausted, and her tired mind refused to give her any bright ideas. Likewise, her best friend wasn’t around to keep her calm, and worse, the longer she took to find a way through, the more likely it became that Arbor would be trapped in the dimension of Demons forever. 
 
    “Please listen to him,” Grak said, eyeing the swarming lizards. “We still have a couple of days to spare. Let’s just keep traveling, and we might just find a way through.” 
 
    Karria wanted to argue. She was feeling so frustrated and helpless. She was angry at herself for being too weak to save Arbor and her best friend from being sent to some other dimension. She was the one who should have ended up there, but Arbor and Kya had saved her, and she was the only one who could bring them back. Yet, no matter what she did, she found herself blocked at every turn. 
 
    Growling, Karria drove the carriage forward once more, speeding down the edge of the tree line and watching the green and brown bodies flashing by. She had no idea what the hell all these lizards were doing here, but if she didn’t find some way through soon, she would have to try something crazy. If smashing through these monsters was the only way to get to Arbor, she would kill every last one of them. 
 
    “Come on. There has to be an end to these things eventually!” Karria growled. 
 
    It was nearing nightfall, and they’d wasted an entire day heading in the opposite direction to try and get around the endless lines of lizards. Many ideas had been thrown around, from Karria and Grak building a bridge, to trying to cover the carriage in armor and smashing through. When they’d stopped and Karria had climbed a tree to check, all she saw were more lizards, stretching for miles in the distance. 
 
    “I’m not so sure, lassie,” Akkard said, slumping back in his seat. “Even if we manage to get past them, there must be something pretty terrifying out there to force this many lizards to the fringes of the Flatlands. We must have seen over a hundred thousand just lining the border, and who knows how deep their ranks are? I’m sorry to say this, but there doesn’t seem to be any way around them.” 
 
    Karria pounded her fist on the wheel in frustration, feeling that she was just about at her breaking point. She’d barely slept at all over the past few days, worrying and fretting about getting to the Jagged Peaks in time. And now, when they were finally here, their path was blocked by a horde of monster lizards. She hadn’t felt this helpless since the night her family was killed, and the feelings of anger, despair and frustration were just about ready to boil over. 
 
    This wasn’t a problem she could simply smash through, nor was it something she could circumvent. She was too tired to try and think up some way over. At the same time, she was too amped up and worried to get any actual rest. What she needed was some time to think. A plan. Some way to get over the lizards. There had to be a way. 
 
    Karria’s bleary eyes wandered upward, noting a flock of geese coming back to the Endless Wood. They were later than most returning after the winter, but their loud honks calmed her somewhat, reminding her of her days spent watching them return with her family. 
 
    “That’s it!” she exclaimed, practically hopping out of her seat and interrupting the conversation between her other passengers. 
 
    “What’s it?” Hord asked. “You figure out some way for us to get through?” 
 
    “Not through,” Karria said, pointing to the flying geese. “Over!” 
 
    Everyone shared a look, the type that said they all clearly thought she was crazy. However, Karria ignored it, already hopping out of the carriage, her mind whirling as she tried to figure out how she could get them into the air and over the group of lizards. 
 
    “Um, Karria, where are you going?” Grak called as she began climbing up a nearby tree. 
 
    “To test some ideas!” Karria called after her, already scrambling to get as high as she could. 
 
    If she was going to test flying constructs, what better place to be than high up? Here, she could run all the tests she’d need, and soon enough, they’d be soaring over the Flatlands, toward the Jagged Peaks.
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    “This is impossible!” Karria almost screamed, hurling yet another failed construct into the air. 
 
    The bird-shaped construct glided some hundred feet before falling out of the air, crashing to the ground on the Flatlands and instantly being swarmed by lizards. Karria placed her head in her hands, fighting not to pass out. She’d been going all night, and while the others had eventually fallen asleep, she’d remained awake, continuing to try and work out her flying construct. 
 
    No matter how she looked at it, her task was impossible. She was trying to create something that would keep four people and a heavy chest airborne, all while being propelled forward. She’d tried everything, from making the constructed materials lighter, to increasing the wingspan to nearly a hundred feet, but no matter what she did, the craft wouldn’t stay airborne for more than a few hundred yards. 
 
    The sun would be rising in just a couple of hours, and Karria knew that if she hadn’t found some way through by then, there was no way they were going to make it to the Jagged Peaks in time. She’d even called out to Silver several times, in some vain hope that he would come to her aid, but no matter how many times she said his name, the man did not appear. 
 
    Her head was throbbing from overusing her magic, and her body was warm all over. She felt flushed, sick, and about ready to fall over from exhaustion. But still, she forced herself to remain awake. Arbor needed her, and she would not let her brother down. Gritting her teeth, Karria raised her head and nearly fell from the tree as her mind went momentarily blank. 
 
    She only managed to catch herself, thanks to the line she’d tied around her waist. Karria sniffed several times, feeling tears burning at the corners of her eyes. She’d been debating this for several hours now, and no matter how she looked at it, she could see only one way forward. She wasn’t smart enough to work out the details of this flying construct in the short amount of time they had left. But what if she were smart enough? 
 
    The small dark orange sphere of magic sitting in the center of her brain was looking more inviting by the minute, and though Karria knew it would be a bad idea to even think about touching her Bestowal magic, she was just about desperate enough to do so. Each time she’d failed to create a working construct, she’d told herself that she’d try just one more time, but now, she was out of options and time. 
 
    “Silver, if you can hear me,” Karria said, her voice cracked and hoarse. “I really need you right now.” 
 
    Karria waited in silence, her body swaying back and forth on the tree branch as she waited for some response, an answer or sign. Anything, really. When fifteen minutes passed and nothing happened, Karria resigned herself to her next plan of action. 
 
    Using the Bestowal magic could be extremely dangerous, especially if she used it for too long. The longer she had the magic active, the smarter she would become. Along with those smarts came a cold callousness toward the lives of others and a surety that the world would be better off with her in charge. The price of brilliance was sacrificing her humanity, and without Kya here to pull her back, Karria wasn’t sure if she’d be able to wrestle control of the magic before it was too late. 
 
    You’re stronger now than you were before, Karria told herself, fighting to stay awake and alert. Besides, you’re doing this for Arbor. Just think about him, and you’ll be fine. 
 
    An image of her brother flashed in her mind’s eye. He was smiling in the way he always did when she was feeling down. He was wearing the look of kindness and compassion that always made her feel safe. Then came the image of his wide, panicked eyes, followed by the hard explosion of pain in her chest and the flash of bright light. 
 
    Karria reached down, feeling at the bandages wrapping her ribs. They didn’t really hurt anymore. The gremlin healers were amazing and had given her some numbing agents. But the pain she now felt wasn’t physical. It was a deep soul-crushing pain from within, the type that had driven her as hard as it had, keeping her going despite her exhaustion and fatigue. 
 
    Karria’s fingers clenched into fists then as she thought about Arbor and Kya, trapped in another dimension and forging their way toward the area they could use to escape. What was she doing while they were fighting for survival? Just sitting here and debating whether she was willing to take a small risk to assure their safe return. 
 
    Letting out a sound of disgust, Karria shoved aside her doubts and delved into her mind. The sphere of Bestowal magic was dark as she reached it. As her consciousness brushed against it, a soft dull glow began emitting from its depths. All reservation gone now, Karria dove straight in, pulling on her Bestowal Origin and flooding her brain with its power. 
 
    The effects, unlike last time, were almost immediate. Her mind sharpened, fatigue vanishing in an instant as her brain was rejuvenated. New ideas and plans began to form, and despite knowing how close they were cutting it, Karria couldn’t help but smile. She was using her Bestowal magic and nothing bad was happening. Perhaps she’d become strong enough to handle its adverse effects, or maybe her need to save her brother had gotten her so singularly focused that she could now use it safely. 
 
    Whatever the case, Karria was now confident she could figure out a way to make the constructs work by the time the sun rose. Her eyes flickered to the horizon, noting the dim glow in the distance. There was perhaps an hour and a half before the sun rose and she still had a lot of work to do. The lizards were a large obstacle, but now that she was looking closely – and with a boosted intelligence – she could see the restless fear that seemed to hang over them. It seemed the dwarves had been right. Something was out there right now, and it was scaring them enough to flee, which was quite the feat. 
 
    With her mind working at full capacity now, Karria was confident she could solve any problem, least of all, how to create a functioning construct that could fly. 
 
      
 
    “You did it,” Hord said, staring at the construct standing before them. 
 
    The astonishment was clear in his voice, as well as in just about every other aspect of his body, and Karria took a small moment to allow the satisfaction to wash over her. Neither Akkard nor Grak knew enough about complicated constructs to appreciate the work but Hord, it seemed, was a crafter by nature and recognized her brilliance straight away. 
 
    The construct looked much like the horseless carriage, but there were some serious alterations. For one, Karria had stripped the carriage down to its framework, attaching bucket-shaped seats and keeping the shoulder harnesses. This would leave their feet to dangle off the ground, but with all the extra weight removed, the construct would be able to fly. 
 
    The chest containing all their items had been strapped to the center pole running between the front and back seats, which made sure that the weight was evenly distributed. A massive pair of wings spread from either side, spanning some ten feet. They were wider at the base, narrowing as they stretched toward the ends. And, the final piece, the one that would keep them aloft, was attached to another piece of framework, one that attached to the four corners of the cart, stretching up and bending in to form a cage-like top of sorts. 
 
    Mounted at the tip were a pair of crossed blades, extending nearly as far out as the wings and attached in a way that they could be spun. Controlling such a construct would be difficult and finicky at best, and all Karria had managed to do was give them the ability to move forward, as well as make small changes in direction. Had she had more time and had been less exhausted, she was sure she could have come up with something better. As it was, she was quite proud of what she’d accomplished in ninety minutes. 
 
    “Did you doubt I could?” Karria asked, a hint of smugness in her voice. 
 
    Despite her exhaustion and worry, her calculations told her that with this new construct, they’d be able to cover the distance twenty percent faster. So, despite losing a bit of time on their way here, they’d make up the difference today. Her mind was operating near full capacity for her Tier once more, and at the same level as her Mythic magic, her mind was formidable indeed. 
 
    “Well, if I’m being honest,” Hord replied, crouching to examine the quadruple pulley system. “Yes.” 
 
    “Understandable, given the fact that I couldn’t figure it out for most of the night,” Karria said. “But I’m glad to have proved you wrong.” 
 
    “How about you explain exactly how this thing works,” Grak cut in. “You know, for those of us who don’t know what the hell this thing is supposed to be?” 
 
    Karria turned to the gremlin woman, and for just a moment, felt a twinge of annoyance. Who did she think she was to question her work? She should just be grateful she’d created this marvel and shut her annoying… Karria gave herself a mental shake, forcing the thoughts out of her mind. She was tired and didn’t have much patience for explanations, especially knowing that they could be traveling instead. 
 
    “I tried to figure the problem out nearly all night before I finally found the solution,” Karria said, running her hands over the construct. “I kept trying to make it work the way a bird would. I soon discovered that I simply couldn’t make the construct fly quickly enough to stay in the air, especially not with all of us on it. It was only once I rethought my strategy that the idea finally came to me. 
 
    “We needed a way to get into the air and remain airborne, but without enough thrust from the rear or wings that could move, there was no way that was going to happen. I tried using the moving wing strategy first, but soon discovered that the wind put up a lot more resistance than I’d realized, which would make the repeated motion all but impossible to maintain. Especially at the speeds needed to keep us aloft. 
 
    “I was wracking my brain for an answer when a gust of wind came by and blew some of the samaras, the narrow maple leaves, from the trees. I watched then, as they fell, spinning and whirling, rotating so quickly that it was nearly dizzying. It was only then, after watching how far they flew and how long they remained airborne, that I finally found an idea that would work.” 
 
    “Ingenious!” Hord exclaimed, examining the long blades from every angle. “I’m assuming these are meant to get us off the ground and then keep us aloft, and the pulley system is to lessen the strain on your magic. But how exactly will we be moving forward?” 
 
    Karria resisted the urge to grin once again. It was nice to have her genius appreciated. 
 
    “By tilting the construct forward at an angle, we will be able to move forward. The wings I’ve attached at the bottom can be turned all the way from their horizontal positions, to full vertical…” 
 
    “Giving you more control in the air, and a pair of proverbial brakes if we need them!” Hord exclaimed. “Girl, you have to be just about the smartest inventor of the last millennia! Are you sure you’re not a dwarf?” 
 
    Karria flushed slightly at that, but this time, she couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face. Akkard looked up sharply at that, and it was clear by the look of suspicion he gave her, that he knew what she’d done. He would no doubt give her a talking to, or perhaps try to get her to stop using her Bestowal magic, but Karria felt just fine. 
 
    She felt a bit tired, but now that she knew they could arrive in a timely fashion to save Arbor, she’d be able to get some sleep. For now, though, they needed to get moving. If they dawdled any longer, they would lose valuable time. In her mind, calculating the speed of their flight, they would reach the halfway point if they left right now. However, the temperature at night changed, and the gusts of air stirred between the ground and where they’d be could send them crashing out of the sky. 
 
    She knew that there were many risks that she hadn’t calculated, but one could only have knowledge if they had the requisite experience or had studied it beforehand. Karria had neither of those, so even with her brilliance, she would have to study as they went. 
 
    “Everyone in,” she said, already moving toward the construct. “Hord, you’re in the front with me, and Grak will sit in the back with Akkard. And before you ask,” she continued, “the seating is arranged to balance out our weight. Hord and Akkard obviously weigh more than the two of us, and though I’m eighteen pounds lighter than you, it shouldn’t make too much difference once we’re up in the air.” 
 
    Karria turned then, hiding a grin, as she knew the gremlin woman’s face was displaying the anger and outrage that would be conjured with her words. Grak, she’d noticed, was sensitive about her weight. It was likely due to childhood obesity if the tiny marks around her jawline were any indication. She was doing quite well now, though she could still have stood to shave a couple of pounds off for an optimal fat to muscle ratio. 
 
    Comparing the two of them was also quite illogical. While about the same height, Grak was a fully-grown woman, while she was still only fifteen. While she would be considered a full adult in just a few more months, Karria’s body would continue to develop for several more years. She also had to factor in their difference of race, though gremlins seemed to be built pretty much the same – if a bit on the slimmer side – than humans. They also tended to be a bit shorter as well, though Grak herself had topped out at the average height of an adult female in Laedrin. 
 
    She’d said what she had because she’d known it would annoy her, and in Karria’s mind, it served the gremlin right for asking questions. 
 
    “Would you mind if I talked to you before we left?” 
 
    Karria turned as a heavy hand landed on her shoulder. Akkard stood behind her, a serious look on his face. 
 
    “If you’re going to say something about me using my Bestowal magic, then there’s no need to bother,” Karria said, putting on a smile and lightening her voice to make herself sound younger. “I only used it to figure out the problem. As soon as I was finished, I shut it off. Don’t wanna end up going crazy or anything.” 
 
    Akkard watched her suspiciously for several more seconds, but Karria knew how to play this man. She’d been around him long enough to note his fatherly tendencies, which was why she’d changed the pitch of her voice. Though he consciously suspected her of lying, his subconscious, the real decision-maker, would be telling him that such an innocent young girl couldn’t be this devious. 
 
    “As long as you’re sure,” Akkard said, giving her a light pat before turning to head to the construct. 
 
    Karria turned as well, hiding her smirk as the dwarf scrambled in next to a seething Grak, who was looking down at herself and likely wondering how she could shave off a few extra pounds. 
 
    Hord, on the other hand, was seated eagerly in the front, examining the long pole jutting outward from the front of the construct, the one designed to make the wings tilt to change their direction. At least he knew his place and respected her brilliance, but the other two… 
 
    Karria gave herself another shake, fighting down the sinister voice in the back of her mind. She wasn’t acting like herself, and she knew it. But right now, she needed to be operating at one hundred percent. Without her Bestowal magic keeping her mind engaged, she’d fall asleep the moment she sat down, and right now, Karria needed to stay awake. 
 
    Karria had been hesitating, wondering if she should simply relinquish her hold over the dangerous magic. However, when she thought of her brother, her shoulders set, and her resolve firmed. Arbor needed her, and she would use every tool at her disposal to make sure he came back alive.
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    “Are you sure this will work?” Grak asked as Karria strapped herself in, making sure to tie her long hair back before taking ahold of the steering stick. 
 
    She debated, just for a moment, telling the gremlin woman that they’d probably all die. She held herself back, knowing that it wasn’t something she would normally say. Akkard was watching her, and she needed to alleviate his suspicions. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Grak,” Karria replied in as reassuring a voice as she could manage. “Just make sure to tie down your hair before we take off. Can’t have any of it getting caught in the spinning wings.” 
 
    In truth, Karria didn’t think it would damage her construct, not when she could simply shed the hair with a small effort of will. But Grak’s hair, on the other hand, wouldn’t be so lucky. At best, it would be torn free of her scalp. At worst, it could cause some serious injury, the type that would slow them down even further. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning,” Grak said, quickly smoothing her long blue locks back before beginning to form them into a tight braid. 
 
    “This is going to be very loud,” Karria warned as she reached for the pulleys to begin the blades’ rotations. “I probably won’t be able to hear you, so there will be no point trying to talk while we’re in the air.” 
 
    The blades were starting to pick up speed as she pulled with her magic, the sound of wind growing ever louder. 
 
    “What do we do if we need to use the bathroom?” Hord yelled as the volume increased. 
 
    It was clear he was trying to break the tension with a joke, but by then, it was simply too loud to offer a witty reply that everyone could hear. Karria could feel the force of the wind, blasting down on them, driving her down into her seat. The grass beneath the construct flattened and the leaves in the trees began blowing away from the ever-increasing wind. 
 
    The Gila lizards, who’d been dozing or fighting amongst one another, all turned at the foreign sound. They were close enough to the Flatlands that they could be spotted, and one by one, the lizards began to venture onto the soft grass. Karria noticed something odd then, even as the construct began to shudder and slowly begin to lift. 
 
    The grass seemed to be hurting these creatures, small boils and tendrils of smoke rising as they ventured forth. She’d been wondering why they’d only gone so far as the fringes if something were chasing them, but now it was quite clear. The lizards had a severe allergy to at least some of the plant life there, which was why they remained on the barren Flatlands. Still, the sight of such easy prey was making the monsters act recklessly, but by now, Karria was far from worried. 
 
    The ground beneath her feet lurched, then her feet left the ground, the full weight of her body being pressed into the seat as the construct took to the air. Karria grinned, even as she saw Hord pumping his fist in the air. Over her shoulder, she saw Akkard clinging to the sides for dear life, while Grak looked to be an unhealthy shade of green – which was quite an accomplishment, given her skin tone. 
 
    Karria was elated, and as they climbed ever-higher, now out of the reach of the hissing lizards, she pushed the pole slightly forward, tilting the wings and the whirling blades. Up until that moment, Karria had been afraid that she’d made some sort of miscalculation. When the construct began to move forward, she let out an internal sigh of relief. Genius or not, inventions didn’t always work on the first try, and she was glad that things had worked out well this time. 
 
    They continued to climb, Karria spinning the blades faster and faster until they reached an altitude of about ten yards. She didn’t want to climb any higher than this, as thirty feet was about as high as she could comfortably go right now. It was high enough to stay out of reach of the lizards, while assuring that they could all still breathe. 
 
    The air on the Flatlands wasn’t only scorching, but it was also a good deal thinner than the rest of Laedrin, due to its lack of trees. It was still habitable, but Karria wouldn’t take the risk of flying any higher and passing out due to a lack of air. The craft gave a small lurch as they entered the Flatlands, the temperature soaring to well over a hundred degrees and causing the wind to change. 
 
    Karria felt her stomach drop as the craft fell about five feet, before reasserting control and spinning the blades even faster. Thinner air meant more force was needed to keep them aloft, and though Karria could feel the effort needed to keep them in the air, the pulleys took a great deal of the strain. Below them, Karria could see Gila lizards stretching out into the distance. They all looked up as they passed, their ugly faces and small beady eyes watching them hungrily. But, high up as they were, their group was pretty much untouchable. 
 
    Now that she was getting the hang of flying, Karria tilted the pole forward and began picking up speed. Until now, she’d been keeping them at around five miles per hour, but there was no way they’d reach their destination going so slowly. They moved faster as the construct tilted forward, and though their legs swung out beneath them, the bucket-shaped seats and shoulder harnesses kept them snugly in place. 
 
    Soon, Karria was feeling the rush from all sides, as the wind whipped at her hair and face. It was a bit difficult to see up here, but with nothing to crash into and no dust blowing in her eyes, she could ignore the discomfort. Hord was looking all around, examining the construct and landscape, trying to take everything in. 
 
    By contrast, Grak had her eyes slammed shut, her face pinched and knuckles white as she gripped the railing. Akkard seemed to be somewhere in the middle. He wasn’t terrified in the same way Grak was, but still wasn’t quite as comfortable as Hord. 
 
    The ground beneath them streaked by, the hordes of Gila lizards stretching unbelievably as they continued flying. By her estimate, they had to have passed well over a million of these monsters. If the scale of the Flatlands was anything to go by, this was hardly a surprise. What she didn’t understand still, was why they were all bunched up here. Judging by the rate they were traveling, Karria had no doubt they’d be finding out soon enough. 
 
    Another few miles of flying finally saw the herd thinning out, and soon, they were flying over clear, empty land. As soon as they were free, Karria felt a tugging on her shirt and turned to see Grak frantically pointing down. Landing now and continuing down there would be far slower and less efficient, so Karria simply shook her head and turned her attention forward. 
 
    She didn’t feel bad for Grak in the slightest. That woman had gotten on her nerves and her discomfort was well deserved. Karria felt a small twinge of annoyance then as she once again found herself having petty and ridiculous thoughts about Grak. There was no logical reason she should be so annoyed with her. 
 
    She and Grak had spoken at length over the last few days about her time with Arbor, and she’d filled in a lot of the blanks as to what he’d been through since they’d been separated. Arbor had not had an easy time, and after their family’s slaughter at the hands of Ramson and his men, Arbor had been close to giving up. It was only thanks to her that Arbor was alive in the first place, and functioning as well as he was. 
 
    Another, smaller voice in the back of her mind whispered that Grak was trying to steal him away from her, just like Florren had been before she’d died. Arbor was her brother, and no one else would be taking him away from her again. After she saved him, she would make sure that no one came to ruin their family.  
 
    Florren was the reason we were all at that horrible wedding in the first place, and… 
 
    Karria was snapped from her thoughts as she felt another tug on her shirt, but this time, it came from her left. Turning her head, she saw Hord, frantically pointing toward the ground. Unlike with Grak, it was clear he was just trying to get her to look, not land. Training her eyes downward, Karria began scanning the landscape. 
 
    It hardly took any time at all to find where he was pointing, as the creatures wandering through the Flatlands below would have been very hard to miss. There were seven in all, distinctly cat-like in their movements and body shapes. However, they were far too large to be ordinary cats. They were all roughly twenty feet long. Well, all except for the largest, which was easily a good forty percent larger, both in mass and size. Their shoulders stood nearly ten feet off the ground, and their fur shimmered with all colors of the rainbow, the sun reflecting off their magnificent hides and dazzling her eyes. 
 
    The lead cat stood out the most, a massive mane of hair covering its head and spreading all the way to its shoulders. The mane seemed to flicker and writhe, letting her know that it wasn’t made of fur, but some sort of magic. As they passed, the lead cat, who was obviously male, looked up, and Karria locked eyes with it. 
 
    She stared, the moment seeming to stretch as she stared into them, fathomless pools of shimmering violet, sparkling with a blue and red light. Karria had never seen such intelligence in the eyes of a beast before, let alone felt such a sense of both awe and terror. It was now abundantly clear why all the Gila lizards had fled from these magnificent beasts, as she doubted the whole lot of them could so much as lay a scratch on their magnificent hides. 
 
    The smaller cats, females no doubt, all craned their necks upward as well, watching the flight of their small craft. The male blinked then, turning away and shaking its hide, sending glimmering light dancing off his brilliant mane. Karria thought about circling back to get a better look at the beast, but the male cat chose that moment to open its mouth and roar. 
 
    Karria’s eyes widened as the sound blasted over them. Her entire construct began to shake as the rippling soundwaves, visible to the eye, washed out over the empty Flatlands. The most shocking part about that was that the cat was facing away from them, yet the shockwaves were so powerful that they reached behind and over ten yards into the air. 
 
    Karria only had time to watch as the blast of sound rocketed off into the distance, kicking up a tornado of dust and debris before she was forced to bring her attention back to the construct. It was failing, that much was clear, but why Karria couldn’t get it back under control or why it was failing in the first place, was a total mystery. She fought with the steering stick as it jumped and bucked in her grip, spinning the blades above to try and keep them aloft. 
 
    Another roar blasted over them and one of their wings was torn free. Karria cursed under her breath as the construct began spinning out of control, the entire vehicle rotating along with the spinning blades as they plummeted toward the ground. At their height, crashing shouldn’t be fatal, not with the shock absorbent frame she’d built. However, their uncontrolled fall and the speed at which they’d been traveling would be enough to cause them serious harm, if not kill some of them outright. 
 
    Karria’s mind whirled as she fought to keep the construct from falling apart. The cat’s roar had disrupted her control somehow, along with the integrity of her creation. It didn’t seem to be coming for them, which meant that upon landing, they wouldn’t be attacked. She only had seconds before impact, and she knew that if she didn’t do something, and fast, they were all going to be in for a rough time. 
 
    The problem was that with their current whirling and spinning, she had no way to orient herself. Worse, she was growing nauseous and felt like she was going to throw up, which made concentrating all the more difficult. But Karria wasn’t about to let herself die, not after she’d come so far. Her mind rushed to find an answer as she tapped deeper into her Bestowal magic, running through all the possibilities in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Hold on!” she yelled, her voice now audible as she detached the whirling blades with a small effort of will. 
 
    They plummeted, the screams of those next to her ringing in her ears. A frame traced around them in an instant, encapsulating the construct and spreading outward, connecting into a makeshift ball some ten feet across. They slammed into the ground an instant later, their speed carrying them forward as they impacted. 
 
    Karria shut her eyes, trying to regain her sense of equilibrium as they rolled and bounced along the ground, her construct, pliable and springy, absorbing all the force and leaving them unharmed. Well, unharmed as far as keeping their bones intact anyway. She heard sounds of retching and was glad she’d constructed a frame, rather than a bubble, which allowed any vomit to escape instead of showering them all. 
 
    By the time they finally came to a halt, the frame turning one last time as it came to a rest, they all found themselves upside down, blood rushing to their heads. They were all letting out groans of nausea and discomfort. With a small effort of will, Karria turned them the right way, then lowered the construct to the ground. As soon as it touched down, everyone fell out, the remainder of the forged flying carriage dissolving and dropping them on their collective asses. 
 
    Karria promptly threw up then, leaning to one side and emptying her stomach. It wasn’t like she’d really had much to eat that day. She’d only had a few bites of dry jerky and some water, but the violent fall had been more than enough to shake even that meager meal from her stomach. 
 
    “What…the hell… was that?” Grak gasped out. 
 
    Akkard, who was lying on his stomach and groaning, forced himself halfway off the ground, turning to gaze at the gremlin woman. His face was pale, and he was sweating profusely, though Karria suspected that had little to do with the heat. 
 
    “Something I never thought I’d see in my lifetime…” Akkard began before a violent shudder ran through his body, and he turned to vomit once again. 
 
    Karria was starting to feel a bit better, though her head was pounding horribly and she felt like someone had kicked her in the brain. Their fall had carried them well over a mile, bumping and rolling all the way. She was lucky she’d managed to think up a solution as quickly as she had, and despite the pain she was in, applauded her genius. 
 
    “What?” Grak asked, swiping the back of her hand across her lips. 
 
    “The king of all Mythic Beasts,” Hord said, rising shakily to his feet. 
 
    Of all of them, he seemed to be the least affected by the fall, though his face was still quite pale, and the small puddle next to him showed that he had also lost the contents of his stomach in a less-than-pleasant way. 
 
    “Aye,” Akkard said with a groan as he forced himself to stand. “It’s a beast that’s more legendary than any of the others. It’s also the most powerful beast in existence.” 
 
    Another roar shook the landscape, though this one sounded much farther away. The sound blasted over them, making Karria feel momentarily faint. The sheer force of the roar made her bones rattle and her brain hurt. Her eardrums rebelled, trying to deafen her to save her from the pain. It didn’t work, as Karria’s body had been fortified by magic and her hearing refused to give out. 
 
    “Just quit the theatrics and spit it out already,” she snapped as she finally came back to herself, wincing at the pain in her head. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Hord replied. “Something like that beast deserves a little praise and awe, but you’re right. Now’s not the time to be leaving everyone in suspense. The beast we just passed is the undisputed king of all Mythic Beasts. He travels with a pride at his back and makes all creatures flee in terror with the sheer force of its presence. Though I’ve only ever heard about it in stories, the signs are unmistakable.” 
 
    Hord paused here, despite his earlier statement that he was just going to give them a straight answer. Before Karria could admonish him, the dwarf continued, his voice tinged with a mixture of fear and awe. 
 
    “That beast is none other than the Mythic Lion, the most powerful Mythic Beast on Laedrin!”
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    “Where is he, worm?” 
 
    The Demon Lord Krios did not yell, yet his voice boomed out of his massive chest, reverberating in Shelderoth’s ears and shaking the poor Elemental down to his very core. 
 
    “We d-do not know, my l-lord,” Shelderoth stammered. “T-The elf s-said that the portal was activated. He s-saw it himself through the s-scrying glass y-you provided.” 
 
    Shelderoth was, understandably, stuttering in terror once again. Krios, apparently, had made a deal with a mortal through a proxy. The proxy hadn’t been very good at delivering bad news and had apparently tried to hide the existence of the Origin’s use by trying to have the human killed. Seeing as that Demon was now dead, her ashes scattered to the far reaches of Abyss, that had been the wrong move. 
 
    Shelderoth had witnessed the grisly scene himself, and that had further highlighted how very tenuous his current predicament was. If Krios was willing to kill a Greater Demon of her power, then a lowly Elemental would stand no chance. 
 
    “And yet I see no mortals in my dungeons,” Krios said, stroking his massive chin. “So, either you are lying, or the elf has betrayed us. Then again, I sensed an intrusion in Grimm several days ago. Perhaps our portal was thrown off, though it was specifically calibrated to bring the Origin here…” 
 
    Krios trailed off, looking thoughtful as Shelderoth simply stood and quivered. He knew that his best bet right now was to simply remain silent and not say a word. His very life, his immortal soul, depended on the Demon Lord’s good graces. 
 
    “Go back to your homeland and scour the dimension from top to bottom,” Krios finally said. “I don’t care how many of your filthy kind it takes. Find me the Origin. If you return empty-handed, I will personally wipe out a thousand of your pitiful kind for every hour I had to wait.” 
 
    Before Shelderoth could say anything, his body was engulfed in blackness, and a moment later, he found himself back in the massive work area of the Elementals. Immediate relief swept through him, as the burning heat of Abyss disappeared. Still, that didn’t mean he was in the clear, and though his entire body was trembling from head to toe, he made an immediate and panicked flight to his supervisor. The old man would be beside himself with anger that Shelderoth had gone behind his back in the first place, but with the threat of death to so many of their kind, the Elemental was sure that his part in all of this would be quickly forgotten. 
 
    Shelderoth knew one thing for sure. Demon Lords were not as terrifying as the stories made them out to be. No. They were far, far worse, and the Elemental knew that if he failed in his mission, he would be the very last to die, and it would be in a very horrific and painful way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Here you go, Daddy!” Seven said, plopping the still-damp sack onto the polished desk. 
 
    The Duke, much to his credit, didn’t flinch or balk at the blood splatter that covered the papers on his desk. Instead, he simply opened the lip of the sack, peered in, and closed it once again. 
 
    “Very well done. The King will be pleased,” he said, interlacing his fingers and looking up to his daughter. 
 
    “Soooo?” Seven asked, cocking her head to the side. 
 
    “I have made arrangements for the two of you to meet,” Carve replied. “It took some doing, especially seeing as I had to cow all the other nobles into holding onto their letters instead of sending them. But my courier should be arriving at the Ryevine estate in the next couple of days. I don’t doubt Arbor will accept my generous invitation, especially seeing as he has a very rare opportunity in marrying you.” 
 
    Seven let out an excited squeal, clapping her hands and rushing around to place a very wet kiss on the duke’s cheek. 
 
    “Ooo! Thank you, Daddy! I’m soooo excited! Did you pick out my dress yet? How about a wedding planner? Will there be pie? No! Not pie! We need a cake! Wait…I changed my mind. I definitely want pie! Also, did you…?” 
 
    The duke turned away from Seven as she rambled on, fixing the man with a stern gaze. 
 
    “What did you find out?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Ramson began, “the elves were responsible for wiping them out. Naff mentioned someone named Zir and a deal with the devil. Something about demonspawn and how they want to take over the world. He was pretty far gone by the time we found him, so he could have made all of it up.” 
 
    Carve looked thoughtful for a few moments, before slowly nodding. 
 
    “Very well, Ramson,” he said, straightening in his seat. “You have repaid your debt to me. I have other plans on how to get that pendant now, so you are free to go. And I hope I need not remind you of what will happen, should you speak of this to anyone.” 
 
    Ramson stared at the duke for several long moments, hardly believing what he was hearing. After all this time, all those errands and wild goose chases, he was finally being allowed to go?! Ramson wanted to ask to make sure and had already opened his mouth halfway to do so, when he stopped himself. He was finally being given an opportunity to leave. If he spoke up now, chances were that the Duke would change his mind. 
 
    He did the smart thing and snapped his mouth shut, giving the man a sharp nod. Inwardly, he both cheered and seethed. All that time and effort, and what did he have to show for it? A broken rib and a loss of thousands of gold in profit. This entire misadventure had started as a result of this man, and though there was nothing Ramson could do about it right now, he swore to get his revenge. 
 
    “Going so soon, Ram Son?” Seven asked, pausing mid-rant to address him as he left. 
 
    “I can’t say it’s been a pleasure,” Ramson replied, fighting to keep the anger from his face. 
 
    “I won’t miss you either, you ugly one-eyed poop!” Seven cackled, sticking her tongue out at him. “Oh, and if you get any ideas about going after my darling, I’ll chop your wee-wee off and choke you to death with it.” 
 
    Ramson kept his face neutral as Seven twiddled her fingers at him, reminding himself that despite being powerless now, he already had plans to end them all. He might be a copper-less ex-slaver with a missing eye, but his mind still worked just fine. And, with the cloth folded neatly in his pocket, Ramson had everything he’d need to begin digging. He had no idea what all that digging might turn up, but he had a feeling that the information would be enough to ruin the Duke’s entire household. 
 
      
 
    The door closed behind him, and Seven gave her father an odd look. 
 
    “You’re not really going to let him go, are you, Daddy?” she asked with a pout. “He’s so ugly, and I don’t want him touching my future husband.” 
 
    “Obviously, I’m not letting him go,” Carve replied with a dismissive wave. “The man knows far too much, and loose ends are not something we need right now.” 
 
    “Ooh! Can I do it?” she asked excitedly, already reaching for one of the daggers at her belt. 
 
    “No,” Carve replied simply. “I’ve already made the arrangements. Ramson will be beset by bandits on the road. That will be his fate. You, on the other hand, need to go back into training if you wish to marry that boy. Your behavior is too erratic, and there’s no way he will agree to a marriage as you are now.” 
 
    “I already said I can handle it,” Seven replied. “I don’t need training.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Carve said, his tone firm. “I’ve been gathering information on him while you were away and have discovered quite a bit about his exploits. He is a powerful Mage, one that would actually benefit this family and give the two of you heirs that are worthy of the Gregmar name. I was hesitant at first, due to your…eccentricities and his control over the pendant. But, if you were to marry, I would hold his ear as his father-in-law.” 
 
    “How do you even know that the stupid pendant works?” Seven said, now pouting at the thought of having to go through ‘normal-person training.’ 
 
    “Because,” Carve replied, “he has an army of over thirty-thousand gremlins at his back, and more flocking to him each day. The king has begun to express his concerns over this and had been debating putting a stop to it before he became too powerful. But I managed to convince him that I would get the boy under control. After all, no son-in-law would kill his beloved wife’s father, now, would he?” 
 
    “I guess not,” Seven replied. “At least, not my handsome hunk.” 
 
    “Have you come up with a plan on how to explain yourself yet?” 
 
    “Yup!” Seven replied, flopping down in a chair and kicking her legs up on the table. “I’m going to pretend we’ve never met!” 
 
    Carve’s first instinct was to immediately shoot the idea down. He didn’t, as after so many years of dealing with his daughter’s eccentricities, he was used to far-out ideas. 
 
    “Explain,” he said, interlacing his fingers. 
 
    “When I thought about how I should introduce myself,” Seven said, “I couldn’t think of any plausible explanation. So, I just decided to pretend I had no idea who he was. My hair is different than it was, and there’s no logical way that a duke’s daughter can be the same woman who died back in Woods’ Clearing.” 
 
    “How will you convince him to trust you? And what reasons am I supposed to give as to why I am marrying off my only daughter, someone who would be best served in a powerful alliance with another more established noble family, to a commoner who only just earned a title of nobility?” 
 
    “Just tell him I insisted on it,” Seven replied with a shrug. “Say that I saw him in the competition and that I was so impressed, I just had to marry him. Besides, he’s way hotter than that other guy you had your eye on, and he was much more potential.” 
 
    “That ‘other guy,’ as you put him, is a Marquess. Someone with access to vast swathes of land, money, and resources,” Carve said, keeping his tone neutral. “That aside, how can you convince him to trust you if you’re not introducing yourself as Florren?” 
 
    “My face, duh!” Seven said with an eye-roll. “I look exactly like the woman he loved, so he’ll naturally want to trust me! Besides, there’s no way he can turn down a marriage proposal from me, even if he wanted to.” 
 
    Carve nodded slowly. That much was true. No noble in their right minds, especially one with the rank of Viscount, would turn away a duke’s daughter. He didn’t know the man personally, but he’d gathered enough information to know that he surrounded himself with smart people. People who would advise him to take the offer of marriage in a heartbeat. 
 
    There was a single obstacle in his way now, Marquess Sindra. Sindra had had the opportunity to speak with the man on multiple occasions and had different plans for him. He’d heard that despite stopping all the offers from the others, Sindra had managed to sneak one in by taking the noble in question for an in-person visit. Carve didn’t think he’d accepted the offer just yet, but there was always the chance that Sindra might win. 
 
    “Very well,” Carve said, after a few more moments. “I will deliver the news to the king, along with his bastard son’s head. The letter should reach Ryevine in just a couple of days, and I expect an answer no later than next week with a proposed meeting time. In the meantime, go get cleaned up and change into an appropriate dress for one of your station. 
 
    “It’s fine to go parading around in that getup when people think you’re just some assassin, but when presenting yourself as the daughter of a duke, you would do well to dress the part. Your classes will begin in the morning, and if I hear you’re skipping any of them, I will cancel the meeting. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Seven glowered at him for a few long moments before giving him a sullen nod. 
 
    “Good,” Carve replied. “Now run along, and do try and cheer up. Remember, you are getting what you wanted.” 
 
    Seven perked up at that, remembering that while her father was making her do all that boring training, and that she’d have to dress in those horrible baggy clothes, she was going to see Arbor again. The thought made her flush down to her toes, and a wide grin stretched across her face. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” she replied, rising smoothly from her seat. “But, if I’m going to go along with this, you’re going to have to promise me something as well.” 
 
    Carve raised an eyebrow, and Seven continued. 
 
    “Pie,” she replied. “My wedding is going to have lots and lots of pie.” 
 
    Seven let out a girlish giggle then, which was at complete odds with the strappy leather outfit she was wearing, then opened the door and skipped off. 
 
    Carve watched her until she was out of sight, before allowing his shoulders to sag. Marrying off his daughter was against his better judgment. In fact, he’d kept her hidden from most of the world ever since her accident. He’d always planned on having another child, one that was actually sane, to rule once he was gone. However, as time had passed, he’d simply found himself too busy to find a new wife and have one. As a result, Silvia, or ‘Seven’ as she liked to call herself, was his only heir. 
 
    Despite her insanity, she was quite attractive, and he’d had his eye on a Marquess from the other side of Laedrin. Then all the insanity involving the pendant had happened, and his daughter had become obsessed with some village boy. He’d been forced to move back his plans as she’d been very angry with him for quite some time. She’d continuously forgotten who he was, and so, he was able to get past that. 
 
    Now, though, he doubted she’d be forgetting anything. He now had a better option, one that would place the controller of the pendant purely under his control. With his daughter as leverage, Carve could begin manipulating the boy, and soon enough, he’d have Arbor in the palm of his hand. At the same time, he’d produce powerful heirs, and soon, the house of Gregmar would rise to be the single strongest within the entire Laedrin. 
 
    Carve sat back, interlacing his fingers as a self-satisfied smile stretched his lips. It seemed that things were finally going his way. The universe was on his side, and the Duke of Vergara would soon carve out a kingdom of his own.
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    A strange feeling of heaviness from his chest was the first thing Arbor felt when he woke up. His eyes opened wide, his mind coming to full wakefulness in an instant. He gasped, sucking in a huge lungful of air as he tried to orient himself. 
 
    “Oh! You’re awake! I was really starting to worry.” 
 
    Kya’s face loomed above him, though she didn’t look quite right. Small lines traced her features, and after several seconds, Arbor realized that he was seeing her facial structure beneath her skin. The series of lines formed into geometric patterns, showing him where her face curved, exactly where all the bones were set and how her specific features had been put together from her two parents. 
 
    He shook his head, trying to dismiss the strange lines, and after several seconds, they vanished. The lines were replaced a moment later by more lines, these tracing up, down, and into tight bunched loops. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered, sitting up slowly and blinking several times, trying to get his eyes to function normally. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kya asked, stepping back as he rose. 
 
    “My eyes won’t work right,” Arbor muttered, his worry showing enough that he didn’t even bother with being rude to the elf. 
 
    The feeling in his chest was growing heavier, and Arbor was finding it harder and harder to breathe. 
 
    “Look at me for a moment, would you?” 
 
    Despite not wanting to, Arbor looked up and nearly recoiled at what he saw. The looping lines were gone, but now he was staring at what looked to be all of her insides. He saw her skeleton, complete with all the connective muscle and tissue, as well as all of her internal organs. He could see her heart pumping, her lungs expanding and retracting, and the thrumming of her vocal cords as she spoke. 
 
    He quickly looked away, fighting down the urge to vomit at that sight. It was one thing to kill someone and see their insides littering the ground. It was quite another to see all that. 
 
    “Arbor, you need to calm down,” the elf said, placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    As soon as she touched him, Arbor felt something new, a sort of electric tingling that ran from the tips of her fingers, all the way down to his core. He could see everything. Her entire magic matrix, the tracing of her Origin’s path and the way it moved about her body. He could see how it could be improved upon, and how much stronger she could be. 
 
    He jerked away, fighting down the overload of information. His chest was starting to tighten up and he was beginning to feel sick. It was too much. There was just too much information. His breath began to come in ragged gasps as he placed her hands behind his head and squeezed his eyes tight. 
 
    Light flared in his mind’s eye, and now he could see Kya’s outline, her body shining a brilliant white in the darkness surrounding him. He saw her reach out a hand and place it on his shoulder once more. 
 
    “Arbor, you’re having a panic attack. I’m going to try to calm you down. Please, do not try and fight me.” 
 
    Kya’s voice reached him, as though from very far away. The sound of her voice echoed in his mind, and he saw the waves of sound rippling out, washing over his body and entering his ears. His head was pounding, his lungs were burning, and his entire body was shaking. The heaviness in his chest increased, and he felt just about ready to pass out. 
 
    A soothing warmth began to wash over him then. Waves of calm radiated from the point of contact between the elf’s palm and his shoulder. Arbor took a huge gasp of air, then another, and slowly, his muscles began to untense. The waves of calm continued to come, soothing his panicked mind, and slowly, the overwhelming sensations began to vanish one by one. 
 
    Kya spoke the entire time she worked, telling him to take deep breaths and concentrate only on the sound of her voice. Finally, after what felt like ages, the last of the sensations vanished, leaving Arbor to feel only the touch on his shoulder and the calming waves pouring into him. This time, when his eyes opened, all he saw was an elf. Not a collection of lines, not a gross skeleton with all her organs showing, just an elf. 
 
    He blinked up at her, seeing the worry in her eyes, even as she worked to keep him calm. From the jumble of information he’d taken in, he now knew that Kya’s magic worked by connecting to his body’s chemical balance, tweaking it as she saw fit. Of course, she didn’t know this, simply assuming that her magic had something to do with empathy. But in that confusing glimpse, he’d seen what she was really capable of. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, her voice soft and her face just a few inches from his own. 
 
    Arbor shut his eyes again, purging his thoughts of all the chaos that had been assaulting him just moments before. 
 
    “I am now,” he replied, his voice coming out sounding ragged. “Thank you,” he added. 
 
    “I’m glad to be able to return the favor,” Kya said. 
 
    She didn’t move, keeping her hand on his shoulder and continually pushing her own magic into him. Now that he knew what to be looking for and seemed to have the ability to see it, Arbor could note all of the changes her magic was having on him. He could see his stress trying to rise, only to have Kya’s magic come in and tweak it, enforcing a calming effect. 
 
    “No need to be anxious,” Kya said, her voice still calm and soothing. “I’ll be here as long as you need me. So, take your time.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, finding it strange that this elf, who he’d only been resenting and treating badly, could be acting so kind and understanding. To him, it made no sense. If someone had been acting toward him the way he’d been treating her, he wouldn’t have been nearly this nice. In fact, he probably would have left them to suffer and just looked the other way. It was now clear to him that he’d grossly misjudged the poor girl and owed her an apology. 
 
    Just saying that he was sorry wouldn’t really cut it. He’d tried to kill her, and even once she’d explained who she was, he had treated her horribly. Even after Silver had confirmed her story, cementing the truth in his mind, he still couldn’t look past her pointed ears and slanted brows. Her features had just reminded him of all the elves that had been trying to kill him, and he’d reacted horribly because of that. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a light pulsing from his chest, one that tried to fight back his momentary calm. Arbor’s muscles tensed momentarily, but then, he felt Kya’s hand move to his face. 
 
    “Shhh,” she said, her voice calming and gentle. “Relax. Breathe. Think calming thoughts.” 
 
    The magic was far stronger now that she was touching his skin directly, and Arbor once again began to relax. Her fingers were warm and smooth against his face, and just a hint of the electric tingling ran through his body. Arbor knew that the instant she stopped calming him, he’d start to panic once again. He needed to find the source of all of this, though he already knew what it had to be. 
 
    Concentrating inward, he soon found his Origin. The previously white sphere of magic in his chest was now intertwined with black, the two colors separated by a soft border as they turned in a slow circle. In the center of each side, stood a single spot of the opposite color, which Arbor took to mean that in all creation, there was destruction and vice versa. 
 
    The white of destruction was still as prevalent as ever, though it was now joined by the black of creation. The new aspect of the Origin, one he hadn’t even known he was missing, had been what unlocked so many new sensations within him. He now had the ability to see not just magic, but also the very makeup of a living being. Everything was now visible to him, from their bone structure to their internal organs, to the matrix of their magic. 
 
    He could sense their auras, even with his eyes closed, and feel their lifeforce burning beside him. The Origin gave him a distinct feeling of wholeness now, as though it were complete, whereas before, it had been split. There was still a whole lot more to be unlocked, but Arbor knew that that would come with time. For now, he simply needed to stay in control. 
 
    Both the white and black were occasionally flaring up, flooding his body, before retreating once more. Each flare-up was causing a new effect within him, only to be soothed away by Kya’s magic. What he had to do was now clear. The Origin was out of control, unleashing random effects within him. Arbor needed to regain that control and force the magic to obey. 
 
    Once, he’d learned control of the magic, but that had only been in the case of the white portion. Now that the black had joined, the white seemed to have changed on a fundamental level as well. 
 
    Arbor breathed in deeply, concentrating on his Perception magic. That, at least, seemed to still be the same as before. The Origin flared up again as soon as he released his hold, and Arbor gritted his teeth to try and remain relaxed. 
 
    “I’m here with you, just stay calm,” Kya said, her voice now just above a whisper. 
 
    Arbor took a strange amount of solace in that, his muscles untensing and body relaxing once again. He just needed control, and seeing as he couldn’t seem to pull the Origin into place, he would have to lock it away with his other magic until he learned proper control. 
 
    Perception magic flowed upward, and Arbor pulled it into a tight sphere, surrounding his second Origin and stopping the magic from going more than a few inches in any direction. There was another flare-up, but this time, with his makeshift shield in place, only a little of the magic got through, leaving Arbor far calmer than he had been before. 
 
    Now that he could think clearly again, he tried to access the half of his magic he was used to. Nothing too complicated, but just enough to use his Mage sight to see magic as he once had. He was only partially successful, as when he pulled some of the white magic up, some of the dark inevitably came along with it. 
 
    It layered over his vision, and when he cracked his eyes, he didn’t just see Kya’s magic, but the inside of her ribcage as well. He didn’t gag this time, but knew that re-learning to use his own magic was going to be a long and hard journey. For now, he needed to keep himself closed off from it and remain calm and in control at all times. The shield he’d set in place with his Perception magic should hold up fine, but it was only a temporary solution. 
 
    When he got out of here, he and Silver would be having a long talk about foisting responsibility onto others, especially after giving him so many shocking truths, one after another. His eyes flickered open then, and Arbor reached under his shirt, removing the blood-red pendant containing the roaring lion’s head on one side and oak tree on the other. He remembered Silver’s words from so long ago, that if he knew what this pendant was, he would toss it away and never look at it again. 
 
    “Don’t,” Kya said, shifting slightly, keeping her hand on his face and moving her other to cover his. “I know what you’re thinking right now, but you can’t get rid of it, not when it can fall into the hands of someone who can use it for selfish gain or raise an army of their own. I know how you feel about the pendant, but you did not enslave the gremlins the way the Demons or that king did. 
 
    “I spent some time with them on our way to your manor, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a happier or more dedicated group of soldiers in my entire life. I could feel their admiration and respect for what you gave them. Even those who’d never met you had heard stories of what you’ve done for their kind and the promises you’d made. 
 
    “They love you, Arbor,” Kya said, her voice gentle and calming. “Do not throw that pendant away and put them at risk of falling under the control of some tyrant.” 
 
    Arbor finally looked up, meeting Kya’s large eyes with his own. He could feel himself on the verge of losing control once again, though this time, it wasn’t related to magic whatsoever. 
 
    “But how can I know that for sure?” he asked, hearing his voice crack. “Their entire race was born into slavery, and unlike yours, they were never even given a chance. How am I supposed to know that they’re serving me out of loyalty or free will, if it’s something they never had before? How am I any better than all those tyrants, knowing that my control is absolute, and that so long as I hold this pendant, they’ll never betray me?” 
 
    Arbor watched Kya as she tried to come up with an answer, though he didn’t really expect her to have one. She was only around Karria’s age and hadn’t seen nearly enough of the world to offer him any sort of advice. Yet she’d managed to calm him down and keep him that way. Even now, her magic was soothing his heart, which felt like it was constricting painfully with each beat. 
 
    The pain of knowing that everything he’d done up until now could have been a lie, that he’d just taken the leash from the king, was almost too much to bear. That was why, when Kya actually had an answer, he was so surprised. 
 
    “One of your best friends is a gremlin, or so Shukle told us. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, but —” 
 
    “And in all your time together,” Kya said, talking over him, “did you ever get the feeling that her feelings toward you, or vise-versa, were anything but genuine?” 
 
    Arbor thought on that for a moment, running over all his time with Grak. Their first meeting, how they’d set out together in search of Karria. How far she’d gone to give him a reason to live. Their first kiss. The heartbreak he knew he’d inflicted when he’d rejected her, and finally, the friendship they’d formed when they both came to terms with their feelings. Never once had he thought that Grak had been anything other than who she was, no matter the pendant hanging from his neck. 
 
    “Your feelings speak for themselves,” Kya said, giving him a soft smile. “You do not doubt your friendships, so have faith that the rest follow you for their own reasons, and not out of an inbred compulsion. If it makes you feel better, you can always talk to them and explain what the pendant is, and allow them to make their own decisions. Magic is a funny thing, and more often than not, changes its nature based on intention.” 
 
    Arbor nodded slowly, staring back down at the pendant clutched between his fingers. Looking at the gleaming metal still made him sick to his stomach, but with Kya’s reassurances, he no longer felt the need to toss it away right now. He would tell the gremlins of what this pendant did upon his return. They all deserved the opportunity to choose for themselves, and if he could use this very object to set them free for good, he owed it to all of them to try. 
 
    Feelings of gratitude welled up inside him then, and he looked up to the elf, now seeing her in a new light. If his sister had had a friend like this to depend on for as long as she’d been gone, then Arbor was very glad. Someone like Kya would have kept her happy, even when she was down, and would have been there for her through thick and thin. Arbor opened his mouth, but Kya just smiled, stepping back a bit and finally removing her hand from his face. 
 
    “There’s no need to say anything,” she said. “I already know.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” Arbor replied, slowly getting back to his feet. “Thank you. Not just for what you’ve done for me, but for everything you’ve done for my little sister. And I’m sorry for the way I’ve been treating you. You didn’t deserve any of that, and I promise that I won’t allow my anger for one person to allow me to blindly hate again.” 
 
    Kya’s cheeks colored a light pink, and she quickly looked away, now smiling shyly. 
 
    “Well, how can I not accept such a sincere and heartfelt apology when said like that?” she replied. “All is forgiven, so long as you promise to get me back to Laedrin. I’m sure Karria misses us both, you especially, and we’ve already lost so much time. According to Silver, we have less than six days to reach the center of that city in the distance, and I don’t know if we’ll be able to make it there in time.” 
 
    This time, it was Arbor who smiled, finally allowing his somber mood to lift, even if just a little. 
 
    “No need to worry about that. I can get us there in plenty of time, and even though I hate playing the role of pack animal, I can make an exception for someone I owe as much as you.”
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    Kya lay with her head pressed against Arbor’s shoulder, his hands clasped beneath her thighs as wind whipped past them. Even now, three days since they’d started traveling this way, she still felt a bit giddy. Not only from the speed, but because she was living out what had previously only been a fantasy. She and Arbor had had a rough start, but after all they’d been through, they were getting along just fine now. 
 
    Unfortunately, she couldn’t even feel so much as a hint of attraction from him, which irked her for some reason. Normally, when she came across anyone who had the capacity, be they boy or girl, the reaction was almost immediate. This was not the case with Arbor, though. When he looked at her, all she got were sensations of gratitude, happiness, and determination, all of which were tied up in guilt over how he’d treated her. 
 
    She still found herself unable to peek into his mind, getting a solid blank every time she tried. Kya hadn’t given up on it, and still continued to exert some modicum of effort in breaking in, but it was looking more unlikely by the day. 
 
    Kya was having a hard time understanding why he wasn’t attracted to her. From what she’d heard, Arbor liked women, and though Kya did her best not to be vain, she knew she was beautiful. While she may have suffered from a lot of insecurities, her looks were not among them. She had a few theories about this, but had obviously not asked Arbor to try and confirm them one way or the other. 
 
    The first, was that he was in love with someone else, though she got the feeling that that wasn’t the case. The second was that his ability to love had simply been too damaged by the loss of his fiancée. It was possible that the psychological trauma of that event had irrevocably damaged his psyche and he’d built barriers to protect himself from that ever happening again. Another theory could be that he did have the ability to love, but that he simply didn’t allow himself to act upon it out of guilt, though if he did, she’d have felt something by now. 
 
    The fourth, and most likely, was that he probably didn’t even see her as a possible romantic partner. All he saw when he looked at her was his little sister’s friend, someone who was too young to even be considered. While it was true that Kya wasn’t yet an adult, her birthday was in just a few weeks. Kya would be sixteen and considered a full adult by the laws of Laedrin. 
 
    But she didn’t see how that would really make any difference in Arbor’s eyes. Her looks wouldn’t change between now and then, at least not by much. Sure, she’d probably look a bit more mature in a few more years as she finished growing, but right now, she was still beautiful. She’d had people asking for her hand long before now, and had felt plenty from those around her. Even in the short while that she’d stayed at the manor with Karria, she’d caught the eye of many. 
 
    Kya let out a quiet sigh as Arbor began to slow down, their travel for the day coming to an end. It would mean having to get off his back, to not have his strong arms holding her up, and for her to have to stop touching him. If someone were to ask why she was so fixated on this man she’d only just met, and a human of all races, she wouldn’t really have been able to answer. 
 
    In truth, Kya had heard so much about Arbor from Karria, that she felt she knew him already. Now that she was here with him and could feel what he felt and understand him just a little better, she knew that he was as good as a person could be. Sure, he had his flaws, just like anyone, but he was still growing, learning, and was willing to change. The world needed a man like this, and with the power he’d been displaying so far, she had no doubt that he’d be able to free her homeland. 
 
    “I think we can stop here for the night,” Arbor said, releasing his grip and allowing her to slide to the ground. 
 
    “This place looks as good as any,” she replied, looking to the mess of craggy stone. 
 
    “You hungry or thirsty yet?” he asked, turning to her. 
 
    “I still feel nothing,” Kya replied, forcing herself to maintain eye contact and not blush. 
 
    It was a novel experience for her, being on the other side of attraction. Before now, she’d never felt anything toward anyone. She simply hadn’t allowed herself, as all they saw were her looks and body. Some peoples’ feelings were so horrible that Kya had never thought she would be able to. Yet here she was, staring down the perfect one and not being able to say anything about it. 
 
    “Neither am I,” Arbor replied. “Which means that my earlier assumption was correct.” 
 
    “What? That so long as we’re here, we won’t need to eat?” Kya asked. 
 
    She’d experienced something similar while training in Nexus, but there, it had been the magic that had nourished them. Here, she could feel nothing, and the few times Arbor had tried to check, he’d informed her that the only magic around was coming from the city. 
 
    His control was still tenuous at best, and he’d nearly had another panic attack the last time he’d tried. Luckily for him, she’d been around to calm him down, and he’d managed to take back control. It was troubling to think that despite all the power he had access to, he was unable to touch any of it. From what he’d told her, he, like Karria, had two Origins, though one was natural and the other had been implanted by Silver. 
 
    While his Perception magic seemed strong, the Origin magic was far, far stronger, and being unable to access it here, in the land of Demons, was not something that Kya even wanted to think about. 
 
    “Yes,” Arbor replied, stretching his back from side to side and turning to look out at the city. 
 
    It had grown far closer over the past few days, and with Arbor’s speed, she had no doubt they would reach it soon. However, she didn’t have eyes for anyone but him, unashamedly running her eyes over his strong frame as he scanned the horizon. Kya felt just a little guilty doing this, knowing well how it felt to be ogled by others, but she was interested in what was within, not just his good looks. 
 
    Well, that was what she told herself to justify all the staring, though she doubted her argument would really hold up if she needed to defend her actions. She quickly looked away as he turned back, pretending to be engrossed in one of the ribbons on the side of her dress. The clothes she was wearing right now were a mix of practicality and style. She’d hated wearing all that stiff leather and had finally gotten a good mix between the two. 
 
    While not perfectly stylish, it was still pretty enough that she felt presentable, even if her hair was a bit of a mess after so many days of being unable to care for it. Karria was always a little jealous over how perfect she always looked, but what her friend didn’t realize was that it took just as much work for her to keep herself looking neat and presentable. Karria also got into far more fights than she did, and as a result, needed to be constantly fixing her appearance. 
 
    “I really could use a bath, if anything,” Kya said as Arbor sat with his back to one of the stones and pulled his glaive onto his lap. 
 
    Arbor gave her a nod, running his eyes along the length of the blade, checking for chips. Kya had no idea why he bothered, seeing as it was made of Mythicallium and would never even scratch. Then again, the series of white lines on his armor told her that it was possible for armor like this to be damaged, no matter how durable. Perhaps it made sense that he was worried that his blade would as well. 
 
    “I think I’m going to get some sleep, if you don’t mind,” Arbor said after a few more minutes. “The day’s been quite long, and I could really use the rest.” 
 
    “I don’t mind taking the first watch at all,” Kya said, giving him a warm smile. “After all, you did carry me all day, so I can hardly complain that I’m tired.” 
 
    Arbor returned the smile, though his was a bit tighter. She could sense that he was stressed, his worries about his magic clearly on his mind. Kya moved closer, placing her hand on his shoulder and using her magic to soothe his worry. When it came to doing this, she found that she became far braver in touching him directly. She could feel warmth spreading to the tips of her ears as his eyes met hers. 
 
    They were so close now, just a few inches apart, really. They were so close that she could feel his warm breath tickling her cheek. His shoulders relaxed, and he gave her a tired smile. 
 
    “Thank you. I honestly don’t know how I could have made it through the last few days without your help.” 
 
    Kya fought down another blush, once again feeling the flood of gratitude. Still no feelings of attraction, she noted. There was only relief and a whole bunch of gratitude. 
 
    “I’m happy to help,” she replied, watching his eyes drifting closed. 
 
    She was tempted, just for a moment, to go for it. All she had to do was lean in and kiss him. He was already half-asleep as it was and likely wouldn’t remember, but she knew that it wouldn’t be right. Instead, she simply stroked his cheek as she watched him drift off, slowly injecting her magic into him and keeping his worries at bay. They would be returning to Laedrin soon, or so she hoped, but Kya was finding that prospect oddly sobering. 
 
    Sure, it meant being free of this place, but it also meant that her time alone with him was coming to an end. And brief as it had been, she was going to miss it dearly. Perhaps she’d be able to spend more time with him when he returned, but she wouldn’t be able to act this openly around him. He was a human noble after all, and if their nobility functioned in the same way as the elves’, he’d be marrying another noble soon. 
 
    She let out another soft sigh, still stroking his cheek as she watched him sleep. 
 
    “At least I have this, if nothing else,” she said in an undertone. 
 
    Kya could feel tears threatening, but didn’t try and stop them from falling. She hated feeling this way, like she needed him to accept and love her, yet knowing that it would likely never be. The pain was unlike anything she’d felt before. It was deep, wrenching, and left her feeling short of breath. Soothing herself had never been a skill Kya had mastered, so she simply allowed herself to let go, sobbing silently while Arbor slept over something that could never be.
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    Arbor sat with his back to the boulder, his eyes roaming over the flat expanse of the world bathed in red. Beside him, Kya lay in an exhausted heap, her head and legs curled inward and her back slowly rising and falling. It was clear that she’d been crying, the signs of light streaks tracing down her cheeks, and the redness in her eyes being unmistakable. He knew things must be hard for her, being stuck in here and not knowing what was happening in the outside world. She’d done so much for him in the past few days, and Arbor knew that he had to find some way of easing her pain. Otherwise, the poor girl was liable to end up just like him or worse. 
 
    His attention was pulled away from the sleeping girl as he caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye. He sat up straighter, noting several specs on the horizon, growing larger by the second. The strangest part about this place was that it never really got dark. The lighting remained the same flat reddish color the entire time. That was why, when the few specs turned into dozens, and then into hundreds, Arbor had no problem seeing them. 
 
    “Kya, wake up,” he said, quickly shaking the elf’s shoulders as he prepared himself to either run or fight. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked sleepily, brushing a lock of her honey-colored hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “We’ve got company, and they’re coming fast,” Arbor said, pulling the straps on his bracers tight before tightening his breastplate. 
 
    Kya sat up, still rubbing at her eyes and yawning widely as she stared out over the flat expanse of the blasted red landscape. She remained half asleep for all of two seconds after seeing the approaching horde, her eyes widening in fear. 
 
    “What do you think they are?” she asked, turning to him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Arbor replied, sharpening his vision and squinting toward the approaching group. “They look pretty small, though there are a lot of them.” 
 
    “What should we do?” she asked, getting to her feet and tightening the ties on her dress that she’d loosened for comfort before going to sleep. 
 
    Arbor watched the approaching horde, wishing more than anything to be able to gauge their strength, but was unable to, due to his lack of control with his Origin magic. Right now, he dearly wished Silver would just have left well enough alone, but the past could not be undone, so he had to deal with the present using what he had. Normally, Arbor would probably have run the other way, but these creatures were standing between him and the city, and he needed to get there if he wanted to get back home. 
 
    “I don’t think they’ve spotted us yet,” Arbor said after a minute of watching. “But they’re clearly looking for something, and if I’m guessing, that something is probably us. Or, more likely, just me. We might be able to get around them if we move quickly enough.” 
 
    Arbor squatted then, turning his back to Kya, knowing she’d get the message. Just a couple of seconds later, he felt the elf press into him from behind and hooked his palms beneath her knees, straightening to his full height. He knew she’d be a bit uncomfortable, as the pole of his glaive would be digging into her, but he couldn’t afford to carry it today, nor did they have time to strap the harness to her back instead. 
 
    “Do you have a good grip?” he asked, speeding up the flow of magic within himself. 
 
    In response, Kya simply pulled harder to him, her arms tightening around his chest. He made sure to get a good grip as well, then dug in his heels and took off running. His breastplate immediately took the strain of his magic, reducing the burning sensation down to nothing. Kya let out a light gasp as he sped up further, pushing himself harder than he would have dared had he not had the aid of the breastplate’s enchantment. 
 
    Wind whipped past him, buffeting and resisting against his body as he pushed himself to the absolute limit of what the 8th Tier would allow. It was far more than he could safely use, and his timer was ticking down fast, but Arbor hoped that it would give him enough to circumvent this group of small winged creatures and avoid detection. 
 
    Unfortunately, they spotted him after only a few minutes, as a fast-moving object out here was fairly easy to spot. Arbor would have been annoyed, had he not already known that the chances of being found were high. But he didn’t second-guess himself. They’d have been found out if they’d just stayed where they were, so this had been their best chance. Now all he could do was hope he could outrun them. 
 
    He swerved hard to the right, his feet pounding into the ground and sending small chips of stone flying into the air. Kya let out another loud gasp and clutched tighter to him. Though they were separated by his armor, Arbor could feel her heart racing, even through the metal and leather, and he couldn’t blame her. 
 
    “Hang on!” he yelled as they approached the group, which was now moving far faster than before. 
 
    They’d moved to intercept as soon as they’d seen him, and Arbor had only one choice before him. Well, two, actually. He could have turned around, but that idea never even crossed his mind. His muscles coiled as he approached. Just as they were about to clash, Arbor jumped, leaping a solid fifteen feet into the air and soaring above the heads of the floating creatures. 
 
    He saw small faces, clearly showing signs of shock as he flew overhead, landing on the other side and taking off at a dead sprint. 
 
    “I think there were around two-hundred in that group!” Kya shouted as they continued. “They all had very strange minds, but there’s no doubt that they’re out here looking for you!” 
 
    Arbor didn’t reply, pumping his legs for all he was worth and trying to put as much distance between himself and the others as possible. 
 
    “I think we’re losing them!” Kya called after a few more seconds. “They seem fast, but definitely not as fast as you! I can’t even believe you’re running!” 
 
    Arbor felt a small sense of pride at that, only for it to vanish as his breastplate’s enchantment ran out, leaving him with the option of slowing down or tearing his body to pieces. His speed fell drastically, dropping by over half as he slowed to a safe pace. He was still moving fast, but he had no idea if those small creatures would be catching up to him now that he had. 
 
    “What happened?” Kya asked, confusedly. “Why did you slow down?” 
 
    “My breastplate enchantment wore off,” Arbor replied. “I’ll hurt myself if I run like that by myself.” 
 
    He had no idea if Kya understood or not, but he had to trust she was smart enough to put the pieces together. Arbor threw a quick glance over his shoulder, trying to see if anyone was following. He couldn’t see anything just yet, but there was always the possibility that they were close by. 
 
    “Look out, up ahead!” 
 
    Kya’s shout of warning made Arbor snap his head forward once again, and he felt his heart sink as yet another group of the small creatures, this one far larger, appeared on the horizon. He silently cursed as he tried to find some way around this, but as more and more appeared, he soon realized that there was no way he was going to be able to escape. So, he did the only thing he could. 
 
    Skidding to a halt near a small protruding boulder, Arbor set Kya on the ground and drew his glaive. He knew they were in a bad spot, especially seeing as he couldn’t use his Origin magic reliably. Worse, if he exerted himself too much, he’d lose control over the shell he’d built around the Origin and would be subjected to its full effects once again, and that was something he did not want to have happen. 
 
    “Are we going to fight those things?” Kya asked, watching the approaching group. 
 
    Oddly enough, she no longer seemed afraid, but rather, resigned. 
 
    “I don’t see that we have much choice,” Arbor replied, swiveling his head as the other group appeared over the horizon as well. “You just keep your back to this boulder,” he continued, moving out into the open. “It should give you some cover.” 
 
    “Like hell!” Kya exclaimed, stepping forward. “I’m fighting with you!” 
 
    “Much as I appreciate it, I don’t see you as much of a hand to hand fighter,” Arbor said, his eyes swinging back and forth between the approaching groups. 
 
    They were moving fast now, and Arbor estimated half a minute before they were swarmed. 
 
    “Besides, I’m going to need some room to work, and you’ll only get in the way. Just stick to what you’re best at, and leave the rest to me. Hopefully, we can get out of here in one piece.” 
 
    Kya bit her lip, looking between the massing creatures as they approached, and finally let out a huff of annoyance. She stomped her foot once, then whirled and darted toward the cover that the relatively small boulder offered. 
 
    With her now clearly out of the way, Arbor leveled his glaive and began to channel his Perception magic once again, increasing his reflexes, speed and strength. He didn’t think he’d need too much extra power to handle these small creatures, but having a little extra never hurt. Instead of immediately swarming him as Arbor had expected, the groups both halted, moving to surround him and cut off his escape. That made it very clear that these were intelligent beings and not the pack of monsters he’d originally assumed. 
 
    “Bearer of the Origin,” one of the creatures said, flapping forward. “I am Redmane, commander in charge of the Fire Elemental Corps. You are to surrender immediately. Drop your weapon and suppress your magic. Otherwise, we will be forced to use our power to bring you down!” 
 
    Arbor stared at the small creature for several long seconds. He had no way of determining their power, but one thing was clear. 
 
    “You expect me to believe that the lot of you are Elementals?” Arbor asked with a mocking laugh. “Please! I’ve faced a real Elemental, and none of you even look like anything close to that monster. So, bring it on, I’m not afraid!” 
 
    The commander seemed genuinely confused for a few moments, staring at him as though he were the crazy one. Then, he simply shrugged. 
 
    “Take him down,” he said, giving the order in a calm voice. “Non-lethal only. Otherwise, Lord Krios will have our hides!” 
 
    Arbor’s muscles tightened as the creatures moved in to attack, their small bodies flitting in and claws flashing. His glaive whirled out, light glittering off its surface as it slid neatly into the body of one of the small creatures. Arbor ripped it free and spun, slashing out in a wide sweep and catching several more in the arcing attack. The spike drove back, slamming into the midsection of another and spearing it straight through, then he pulled back, using the blade once again to stab another of the small creatures. 
 
    The commander seemed oddly unbothered at the deaths of so many of his soldiers, as more kept on coming. After cutting down several more, Arbor began to see why. He wasn’t actually killing them. Sure, his blade made contact, shearing through their forms and doing what should have been lethal damage. However, as soon as he removed his blade, their bodies stitched themselves back together. 
 
    His eyes widened as he recognized the maneuver. The Elemental he’d fought had done the exact same thing, except that one had been made of pure fire and ash. These things were made of flesh and bone, so how were they doing it? The answer came as he cut another of the beings open, only to reveal that there was no sign of internal organs in their small bodies. All he saw when cutting them open was the same reddish-gray color as their outsides. 
 
    His blades were pulled back, and small tendrils shot from either side, pulling the body back together, and within seconds, the creature was whole again. Arbor felt his heart beginning to race then and started putting more effort into his attacks. He danced, whirled, spun, and cut. Heads and limbs flew as he cut them down in droves, but just as quickly as they were taken out, they simply came right back, rejoining the fight without so much as a scratch. 
 
    The first attack finally slipped through, and Arbor felt a searing pain from his left leg as one of their claws sank in. It was way hotter than it should have been. It was so hot, in fact, that it made the Magma-Tiger’s claws feel almost pleasant in comparison. He let out a yell, driving the spiked end of his glaive into the creature’s skull and splattering it all over the ground. When he drew it back to defend himself, though, the creature simply pulled itself back together. 
 
    Arbor spotted Kya out of the corner of his eye then. She was clutching a small dagger and swinging at more of the creatures as they surrounded her. Every couple of seconds, one of them would fly away, or attack another, but they seemed just as unable to hurt themselves as Arbor was, and Kya could only control a couple of them at a time. It was only a matter of seconds before they broke through her meager defenses, and unlike him, he hadn’t heard anything about keeping her alive. 
 
    Arbor turned back to his own battle, seeing the futility in continuing to fight, and, for the first time in his life, Arbor did something he’d never thought he’d do. 
 
    “I surrender,” he said, dropping his glaive and holding his hands up in the air. 
 
    He could already feel his control over the Origin slipping, and the last thing he wanted right now was to be incapacitated while he tried to regain control. Kya would most likely be killed if that happened, and he owed it to her and his sister to make sure she made it out alive. 
 
    Kya’s eyes widened, this time in true shock, as Arbor lowered his hands and suppressed his magic. 
 
    “Finally decided to give up, huh?” the commander asked as his soldiers swarmed around him. 
 
    “So long as you leave my companion alive and unharmed, I’ll cooperate,” Arbor said. 
 
    “We don’t have orders to bring her in,” the commander replied. “All we have to do is bring you. But…” he continued, as Arbor’s eyes narrowed. “We weren’t ordered to kill her either, so we can just let the Demon Lord decide for himself. I trust I don’t need to tie you up or any such nonsense?” 
 
    Arbor shook his head as Kya was herded over to him, her dagger taken by another of the small creatures. The commander lifted his glaive off the ground, tossing it to another of his subordinates. 
 
    “Let’s head on back. Shelderoth will be pleased that he won’t be killed. He might even land a reward for his hard work, and since we’re the ones bringing them in, we’ll probably get something nice, too!” 
 
    There was a general muttering of agreement among the small creatures as they started moving toward the massive beam of light coming down from the sky. It seemed they were going to the city, and Arbor wondered if this might give them the opportunity they needed to escape. 
 
    He felt something nudging against his hand then and turned to look down. Kya’s entire body was trembling as she walked beside him, her face ashen as her eyes swiveled between all the creatures. She probably had access to some of their thoughts and emotions, and by the way she was reacting, it was clearly not going to be good. Another small bump drew his eyes further down, to where his hands were swinging lightly at his sides. 
 
    With each small motion, Kya’s hand was bumping against his, and by the small twitching of her fingers, it was clear that she wanted something to hold onto. She was afraid and needed at least some reassurance that she would survive this. So, when her hand swung back down, Arbor caught it in his own. 
 
    She started slightly, looking up to meet his eyes. Arbor only gave her a reassuring nod, giving her hand a light squeeze and keeping a firm hold of it. As he’d hoped, Kya’s shoulders relaxed, even if just a little, as she returned the squeeze, pulling herself a bit closer into him and taking comfort in his presence. 
 
    Arbor didn’t know what these creatures had in store for either of them. He had his own fears to deal with. But, for the sake of this girl and all she’d done for him, he would keep those at bay. He’d bury them so far down that not even Kya could feel them.
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    “Alright, everyone in,” Karria said, climbing into the newly forged horseless carriage. “We’ve already lost enough time as it is, and it’s starting to get late.” 
 
    “I know we’re in a rush and all,” Grak said. “But we just survived a crash-landing not three minutes ago. Can’t we have just a little time to recover?” 
 
    “You’ve had plenty,” Karria said, eyeing Grak with a flat expression. “Unless you don’t care about getting Arbor back.” 
 
    Grak rolled her eyes, but got shakily back to her feet and headed toward the carriage. Akkard and Hord shared a look before they moved to get in. This time, Karria had changed the layout, placing all three in the back, while keeping only herself in the front. She’d lost her patience with having anyone beside her, and while it had been necessary when flying, it wasn’t needed when they were on the ground. 
 
    The three of them had barely gotten into their seats when Karria took off, speeding up far faster than she had previously. While she’d been unable to think up any ways of improving the carriage before, with her Bestowal magic active, she’d found several paths of improvement. For one, streamlining the cart a bit more to reduce wind resistance. Another had been to incorporate another pulley system, this one attached to a smaller set of wheels placed beneath the actual cart. 
 
    They would pull in opposite directions when she began to slow down and, due to their added elasticity, would whip them forward every few seconds. While this may have resulted in jerky and unpleasant lurches in speed, Karria had compensated by only having them engaged once they were moving at a fair clip. This way, she could conserve strength and concentrate on other, more important things, like finding a way into the throne room. 
 
    The map of the dwarven city spread out in her mind, every detail of their original path clear as day. There were several side-tunnels that could be taken, but as far as she could see, there were only two ways in that she knew of. Her first option – the secret tunnel into the throne room – had likely been sealed off, which left them with only one option, the main entrance. 
 
    Common sense dictated that there had to be other ways to get in, so she began to brainstorm, constructing a full model of the mountain city and adding in the blanks based on theories and guesswork. Within minutes, Karria had several probable entrances, the closest of which would lead directly into the throne room. 
 
    Jek would likely be paranoid. As someone who came to power by deposing their former king, he would constantly be looking over his shoulder. This meant that he’d have a quick escape route planned. It also meant that he’d be extremely cautious, and have more guards patrolling the area. Karria didn’t think they’d be running into anyone until they left the Flatlands. There were also likely to be gaps in their patrols, and Jek would leave his route of escape well-disguised and patrolled. 
 
    If it were her, she’d place several dummy tunnels as well, just in case someone was trying to break in. She would also leave them relatively unguarded to try and snare any intruders. So, when they arrived, she would have to take note of all the tunnels, dismiss the ones that appeared clear, then narrow down which was the correct one from the remaining entrances. It would be a little challenging, but Karria was confident in her ability to beat this simpleton at his own game. 
 
    While the others, seated behind her, were happy to talk and chatter, Karria spent the rest of the day planning. She knew that she’d have to sleep that night. Otherwise, her mind would begin to truly suffer the ill effects of sleep deprivation, and seeing as they were headed into a dangerous situation tomorrow, she’d need to be fresh and alert. 
 
    “So, do we have a plan yet?” Hord asked as they sat around a small cookstove. 
 
    A few hours had passed, and they’d decided to stop for the night. Karria had forged it with shutters on the sides so that no light would be visible. Out here on the open Flatlands, even a spec would be seen for miles, and the last thing she needed was to attract attention. 
 
    “We find Jek’s secret tunnel, head into the throne room, and take him out,” Karria said with a shrug. “Hord and Akkard will head outside and announce his treachery while I get Arbor back. Can’t be any simpler than that.” 
 
    “You make breaking into a foreign power’s most fortified room sound like a casual garden stroll,” Grak said dryly. “How are you planning on getting past all the guards? And what’s to say there even is a secret tunnel?” 
 
    Before Karria could snap back at the idiot woman, Akkard spoke up, saving her the trouble. 
 
    “Karria is right,” he said, leaning back against the back-props Karria had forged. “Jek had always been a bit paranoid, and seeing as no one saw my body, he’ll probably have a few contingencies in place. We should also count on having to face at least twenty of his loyalists once we’re inside the throne room. There are also probably numerous traps littering the mountainside to catch intruders unaware, but if we can find the correct path, we should be able to make it in with relative ease.” 
 
    “Finding the traps shouldn’t be too hard,” Karria replied. “I’m assuming they’ll all have metallic components in them?” 
 
    “Aye,” Hord replied. “Most traps will consist of small-scale explosions, perhaps a few bolt-traps and maybe some triggered kinetic blasts. All of those will be constructed using either steel, copper, or a mix of the two. There may be a few higher-quality traps in the throne room itself, element traps such as ice-grenades or toxic traps such as acid-ejectors or poison-clouds. 
 
    “What is toxic to humans or gremlins isn’t always toxic to us, so Jek may even have placed in some really nasty ones as well.” 
 
    “So, in addition to this,” Karria said, placing a slim metal bar with an oval-shaped plate on the bottom before them, “I’ll have to forge something to filter the air. That shouldn’t be too difficult, though there will have to be a bit of trial and error.” 
 
    “What exactly is that?” Grak asked, looking at the strange contraption. 
 
    “A construct designed to detect metal,” Karria replied. “And before you say anything, I can attune it to sense the mix of steel and copper you mentioned, ignoring the stores of iron and copper ore that are abundant in these mountains.” 
 
    Hord boomed out a laugh at that, slapping Karria hard on the back and causing the smaller girl to grit her teeth in annoyance as anger flared within her. 
 
    “Don’t know where you’ve been all this time, lass, but you’ve got some serious brainpower inside that pretty head of yours. Arbor talked a lot about you, but he never mentioned you were a genius!” 
 
    Karria flushed at that, the anger vanishing in an instant at the praise. 
 
    “Well, as smart as my brother is, he always saw me as his little sister. He never really noticed my formidable mind, though after I save him, I’m sure he’ll recognize my brilliance.” 
 
    Hord laughed even harder at that, while Akkard and Grak shared a look. Karria noticed that and had to wonder what it could mean. Had Akkard told her of her Bestowal magic, and if so, were the two of them suspicious? 
 
    “Beautiful and humble,” Hord said, still chuckling. “I’m sure Arbor’s gonna have his hands full keeping the boys away from you.” 
 
    “I don’t need any men,” Karria replied, turning her attention away from the former king and her brother’s pet gremlin. “My brother is all I’ll ever need, and seeing as his wife-to-be is gone, he’ll be able to spend plenty of time with me.” 
 
    “You do know that Arbor is going to have to get married soon, right?” Grak asked, interrupting their conversation. 
 
    “I know Arbor, and he won’t be getting married anytime soon,” Karria replied, turning to her and fighting to keep a sneer off her face. “He loved Florren, and though you might think that you can dig your claws into him, he’ll never return your affections.” 
 
    Grak recoiled at that, a mixture of pain and anger flashing in her eyes. 
 
    “What did you just say?” Grak asked, her face darkening as anger began to override her pain. 
 
    “Are you also deaf, on top of being stupid?” Karria asked, affecting a surprised look. “If you’d like, I can mime it for you or maybe dumb it down.” 
 
    “Maybe we should all calm down,” Akkard said, placing a staying hand on Grak’s shoulder. “It’s been a long few days, and we could all really use some sleep.” 
 
    Grak, who was practically quivering in rage, looked as though she wanted to do anything but that. However, Akkard’s strong grip and a reminder of why they were all here in the first place made her simply nod her head. Still, as it so often is with verbal arguments, she couldn’t help but take a final parting shot. 
 
    “You do know that Arbor isn’t going to marry you either, right? You’re his sister, so get that twisted idea out of your head. Oh, and he is going to marry someone in the next year. In case you’ve forgotten, he’s a noble now, and the law dictates that he has to marry in the next year. Just thought you should know.” 
 
    A dead silence fell over the group as Grak finished her parting shot, both Hord and Akkard looking nervously to Karria. Karria wasn’t annoyed at Grak’s statement, seeing them as the shallow and desperate attempts of a scorned lover. It was clear she still loved her brother, no matter what she said. It was in her body language, the way she talked about him, and how desperate she was to get him back. Even if she showed no outward signs, Karria could read her like a book. 
 
    What she didn’t like, was how Grak was insinuating that she or Arbor would ever try and do something as sick as marrying one another. Grak could call her whatever she liked, but when she insulted Arbor, she went too far. There was also the fact that Grak seemed sure Arbor would marry again, and after what happened the last time, Karria refused to let that come to pass. The little gremlin had to pay for what she’d said about Arbor, and Karria had the perfect punishment in mind. 
 
    Her hand whipped forward, sending a forged ball of shimmering white fire flashing across the distance between them. Akkard, already suspecting what would happen, got in the way. He stepped forward, hurling a chunk of his armor to intercept the flames, and it was lucky he had. With a crackling, popping sound, the armor burst into flames, freezing solid moments later as it hit the ground. 
 
    Normally, the white fire would continue to spread, burning and then freezing everything in its path. But out here on the Flatlands, there was nothing to burn. The only thing that ended up damaged was Akkard’s left pauldron, which now resembled nothing more than a frozen, twisted hunk of metal. 
 
    “What the hell, Karria?” Akkard snapped, whirling on her as Grak stared at the metal in horror. “You just tried to kill her!” 
 
    Karria let out a snort, already rising to head to her forged tent. 
 
    “I saw you moving before I even raised my hand,” Karria replied. “There was almost no chance of my attack connecting. Besides, she had it coming for what she said about Arbor.” 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Grak asked, a mix of horror and fear clouding her earlier anger. 
 
    In response, Karria gave her a cold smile. 
 
    “Nothing at all. But say that about my brother again, and next time, I won’t miss.” 
 
    With that said, Karria pushed aside the flap to her tent, letting it flutter closed behind her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grak watched the tent flap close, effectively cutting Karria off from them. She was still in shock that the girl had actually tried to kill her. Sure, they hadn’t been getting along over the past few days, but she’d just assumed it was because she was worried about her brother and was taking her frustrations out on them. While that wasn’t exactly healthy, Karria was a teenage girl, operating on very little sleep, with a massive responsibility on her shoulders. 
 
    But judging by the frozen slag that had once been a solid piece of armor, Karria had clearly gone too far. It was also the way she’d done it. Karria’d been so calm that it scared her, and the way she’d smiled before leaving…that sent chills down her spine. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with her?” Grak asked, turning to the other two. “She isn’t acting like herself at all!” 
 
    “How would you know?” Hord asked, eyeing the tent in apprehension. “I know we’ve heard all the stories from Arbor, but maybe the last year changed her.” 
 
    “No,” Akkard said, watching the tent as well and keeping his voice lowered. “I’ve traveled with her for well over two months, and this is not the Karria I know. She’s normally a sweet and kind girl, albeit one with a bit of a temper. Still, she’s never gone so far as to try and kill someone she saw as an ally.” 
 
    “Then what’s wrong with her?” Grak asked again. “Because if it comes down to a fight, I honestly don’t think any of us stand a chance of winning, not with how smart she seems to be. Even if we could outfox her, the power she has at her disposal seems to be immense, and judging by what a single attack did to your armor, she’s very dangerous!” 
 
    Akkard let out a long sigh before turning his eyes on the tent once again. 
 
    “Normally, I’d keep this a secret, as it’s not my place to tell, but with the way she’s been acting, there can be no doubt. Karria, like her brother, has a second Origin, though hers is of a much darker nature. While she’s normally a bright girl, she’s only displayed this level of brilliance and forethought once before, and that was when she, Kya, and I were escaping from Heart. 
 
    “Her second Origin is the single most powerful known form of mental magic on the face of the planet. It’s called Bestowal, and its only other possessor is the human king. The user gains a massive intellect, the ability to reason and outthink entire countries. There are many other effects as well, ways they can see and manipulate magic that we can’t even fathom. But all that brainpower comes at a price. 
 
    “The longer it is used, the less they see others as living, thinking beings. In other words, their minds become their own worst enemy, warping their realities and changing their perceptions of others. To Karria, we are little more than pawns at the moment, tools to be used and even discarded, should the need arise. I would advise taking extreme care around her for the next couple of days, at least until Arbor and Kya get back, and they can suppress it once again. Once that happens, she’ll go back to normal almost immediately.” 
 
    “But why would she tap into such dangerous magic in the first place?” Grak asked, the true horror of what they faced now sinking in. 
 
    “Time,” Hord replied, his voice grim. “We were running out of it, and the Gila lizards were in our way. She likely had no other recourse and decided that she would take the risk to solve a problem she couldn’t.” 
 
    “It’s not that she couldn’t solve the problem, but if she’d have had enough time, she probably would have been able,” Akkard said. “Even without her Bestowal magic, Karria is uncommonly bright. Her Mythic magic gives her mind plenty of enhancement, and she’s still a growing girl. If just a few years, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s one of the most formidable minds in all of Laedrin. But Hord is right. This was a matter of bad timing and rotten luck. 
 
    “The Mythic-Lion pride driving the population of Gila lizards to the fringes of the Flatlands could not have been predicted, and after wasting an entire day, Karria likely saw no other option to get through. She’ll get worse before Arbor comes back, but we’re going to have to do all we can to assure that he does come back, and that he brings Kya along with him. She’s much further along than she was last time, but with Kya’s Connection magic and Arbor’s presence, we should be able to get her to suppress her Bestowal magic once more.” 
 
    “Why does she still care about saving him if she places no value on the rest of our lives?” Grak asked. 
 
    “If I were to guess, it has something to do with their familial bond and the obsession of saving him. It’s keeping her focused on a specific task, which is good for us, but I have a feeling that once he’s back, their first disagreement will change her views completely. That’s why we’ll have to act quickly once he returns.” 
 
    All eyes turned on the tent once again, the group falling into silence as they contemplated the day to come. Karria was likely more than smart enough to get them in, but they would have to tip-toe around her until they did. 
 
    Grak eyed the frozen slag once again and suppressed a shudder. She didn’t like the idea of having to consider Arbor’s only family as an enemy. But until they got her back under control, she would have to keep a very close eye on Karria. 
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    Karria arose bright and early the next morning, feeling better than she had in quite some time. All the tiredness and fatigue were gone, leaving her clear to think and plan as she had the day before. The others were, predictably, still sleeping, and she figured there was about a ninety-one percent chance there would be some tension after what had happened last night. They were all going to be watching her carefully to make sure she hadn’t gone insane. 
 
    There was little chance that Akkard hadn’t told them all about her Bestowal magic by now, nor did she think that he had any reservations about accusing her of it now. It was obvious by the way she’d been acting, and though Karria would have liked to put on a show, she just couldn’t deal with idiots and stupidity right now. Arbor was her only priority, and if that gremlin bitch or either of the dwarves got in her way, she would cut them down without a second thought. 
 
    Arbor would probably be upset, but if she put on a good show and told him some story about them being killed by Jek and his men, he’d believe her. She was his darling little sister, after all, and no matter the time they’d spent apart, that would never change. 
 
    The Jagged Peaks were already in sight by now, and Karria calculated that they would exit the Flatlands around midday if the others woke up in the next couple of hours. If they didn’t, she’d make sure they were up, and if they gave her any trouble, she could always just leave them behind. Even without their help, she calculated that there was an eighty percent chance of success. Having them join only raised those chances by three percent, so if they didn’t tag along, she doubted she’d lose any sleep over it. 
 
    “I see you’re already raring to go,” Hord said as he exited his tent about an hour later. 
 
    “It’s good to see that at least one of you isn’t a lazy bum,” Karria replied, doing her best to inject some humor into those words. 
 
    She could see the tension in his shoulders, despite the ease of his smile and knew that Akkard had spilled her secret. When this was all over, she’d have to kill them all. Even if he hadn’t told everyone what he knew, Akkard was still a liability. He had been only one of two people who knew her secret, but now that he’d told Grak and Hord, they would be joining him. 
 
    “All of us know how important it is to get Arbor back in one piece,” Akkard said, exiting his tent as well. “We wouldn’t dream of holding you up.” 
 
    Grak exited her tent right after and gave Karria a smile. 
 
    “We’re going to get him back, no matter what.” 
 
    They were all clearly putting on a show, but Karria didn’t care one way or the other. It just made things easier for her. 
 
    “Well, seeing as you’re all up, we can head out early,” she replied, dismissing all of her constructs in their small campsite. 
 
    Light streamed from the tents, cookstove, and other objects as they flowed toward her, connecting with her outstretched palm and vanishing within a few seconds. Once, she might have had trouble reabsorbing so much and so quickly, but now that her mind was so formidable, using her magic to its full potential was hardly a challenge at all. 
 
    The others were already seated in the carriage by the time she was done, and when she hopped into her seat, they were already strapped in. The cart took off with a jolt as Karria sped them up, pushing the construct as quickly as it could go without starting to lift off the ground or fall apart. Travel was relatively smooth and silent, the others either talking in lowered voices or not at all. Karria remained focused on the task at hand, which was reaching the dwarven city and bringing Arbor back. 
 
    Her mind whirled through dozens of possibilities, trying to find faults in her plans and adjusting for contingencies. The biggest problem she could see right now was if Arbor didn’t reach the appointed place on time. If that happened, she didn’t know what she’d do. Karria didn’t have enough power to pull him through on her own, and neither did he. No matter how she looked at it, the plan hinged on both of them, and though she loved her bother, she hated to have to depend on someone else to pull off their side. 
 
    The rest of their trip over the Flatlands was uneventful, and just before midday, they exited the flat terrain and entered the rocky landscape of the Jagged Peaks. 
 
    “Alright, I guess we’re walking from here,” Akkard said, already reaching for his harness. 
 
    “Think again,” Karria replied with a self-satisfied smile. “I couldn’t have something like a change in landscape slow me down, so I’ve come up with a few modifications for the carriage.” 
 
    Then, the construct began to shift and change, even as she spoke. The wheels grew noticeably wider, sprouting short, thick spikes as they did. The front wheel split in two, spreading out to the corners and morphing to match the rear wheels. The construct began to rise from the ground, elevating two feet on thick, springy polls, leaving them well off the ground. 
 
    “Woah,” Hord said, unable to resist admiring the thing, despite his knowledge of Karria’s current temperament. 
 
    “Woah, indeed,” Karria replied, then drove forward once more. 
 
    The construct tilted back as they began driving, bumping and swaying far less than any of them expected, though as the incline steepened, they began to grow more worried. Karria wasn’t, as she’d weighted the front of the construct to balance their weight in the back, and the spiked wheels would assure traction. This way, they could drive more than halfway to their destination before guards would even be seen. 
 
    The light crunching of wheels over gravel was the only sound they heard as Karria headed up the mountainside, all tensed and preparing for an attack at any second. That was why, when a low buzzing vibrated through the carriage, they all jumped. Well, everyone except Karria, that was. 
 
    “Calm down,” Karria replied, pointing down and to their left. 
 
    There, buried amongst the jumbled stones, was a visible sheen of copper light. 
 
    “Is that…?” Grak began. 
 
    “Yes, it’s one of the traps,” Karria answered, not having patience for stupid questions. “I built the detector into the carriage as I expected these to start appearing far sooner than actual soldiers.” 
 
    The tone of her voice, condescending as it was, assured that Grak asked no further questions. And, for the next couple of hours, no one said a thing. By the time Karria pulled the carriage to a stop, it was vibrating every other minute, letting them know of one trap or another. Even though Karria would have liked to have kept going by cart, she no longer saw a way for them to safely navigate around the traps. 
 
    “We’ll continue on foot from here,” she said as the construct lowered to the ground. “If I’m correct, and I’m sure I am, the first patrols should be another mile up from here. Right now, we’re about halfway between the main entrance and the throne room, relative to our position. If I’m guessing correctly, the right tunnel will be somewhere around here once we get further up.” 
 
    This time, there were no questions or counterarguments. It seemed they’d finally accepted that she was the smartest one here and that they should simply defer to her judgment. Of course, this could also be a ploy to make her complacent, but Karria wasn’t too worried about that. There was no way she trusted any of them, so complacency wasn’t something that would happen. 
 
    The carriage vanished, leaving Karria with just the slim construct for detecting traps. Not even bothering to look back, she began to hike up the side of the mountain, placing her feet carefully so as not to dislodge any loose stones and make any noise. She had to fight back her annoyance as Grak practically stomped along behind her, sending loose scree and pebbles clattering down the mountainside. 
 
    At least Akkard and Hord seemed to know how to walk, but the gremlin was beginning to work on her last nerve. She was a menace, a threat to both her and Arbor, and would have to be the first to go. Karria also didn’t like how sure she’d been that her brother would remarry within the year. The way she’d said it implied that it was fact, not some random barb to try and annoy her. 
 
    That won’t be a problem, Karria thought as she stepped around a buried trap. All she’d have to do was guilt Arbor into remaining single. If this were some sort of law the nobility had to follow, she could always find a loophole. Laws were never perfectly written, and there was always a way out if one knew where to look. 
 
    Their group climbed for well over an hour before the first troop was spotted. It consisted of a dozen dwarves marching along a well-worn path as they scanned the area. It was easy to hide, as they expected to see nothing. This troop had likely passed this area over a dozen times today, and probably countless other times on previous days. So long as they didn’t move when they passed, their group was completely safe from detection. 
 
    “We’ll have to be more careful from here on,” Karria said, stating the obvious for those who were more mentally-challenged – Grak in particular. “Stay close behind me and do what I do.” 
 
    She waited for confirmation this time, assuring that the idiots understood what she said, before she headed off once more. Karria streaked across the path quickly, hiding her annoyance at being slowed by the skirt. Though short and billowy, the extra material over her leggings was starting to annoy her. Had she been wearing something a little looser than the skin-tight leggings, she might have torn it free. As it was, it would leave behind evidence of their passing. She also didn’t like the idea of parading around before two men, dwarves or otherwise, with every curve of her legs and buttocks on display. 
 
    Karria found this a bit troubling, wondering why she would even care what others thought of her. Had she known more about her magic, she’d have realized that this was the small part of her that was still acting human, rather than the cold and calculating monster she was turning into. 
 
    A light crunch from up ahead made Karria freeze, and she ground her teeth as Grak – who’d been right behind her – bumped into her, nearly knocking her to the ground. Karria managed to catch herself by using the trap detector, but only just. She’d have berated the moronic woman, if not for the group of guards now trotting along just a few yards above them. 
 
    Karria’s eyes flickered to one side as she noticed a bit of movement, and spotted another small group of dwarves, this one milling about a small clump of bushes set into the side of the mountain. That was clearly a tunnel, though judging by the bored looks on their faces, it wasn’t the right one. The guards Jek would have chosen for his personal tunnel would have been co-conspirators and loyalists. As traitors themselves, they would have almost the same level of paranoia as him, meaning that they’d guard the entrance to their tunnel with far more care. 
 
    The troop of dwarves finally passed, and Karria set off once again, swinging the detector from side to side and moving to avoid more traps. They were growing denser, which was surprising. Karria knew that the dwarves had had some time since she’d left, but to set this many traps was impressive, even for them. The dwarves were supposed to be the best engineers in all of Laedrin, and so far, they were not failing to impress, even if their traps were laughably easy to detect and avoid. 
 
    Several more tunnels were spotted as they went, but none were the correct ones. Several times, they were forced to stop and hide, as groups of dwarves marched by, and twice, they were nearly caught, thanks to Grak’s incompetence. Had Karria been a level-headed and personable leader, she’d have given warnings before simply stopping, however, she just saw that was wasted time and expected the others to behave as she did, reacting with split-second accuracy and not walk into her. 
 
    It was only when the sun was low in the sky and the emerald moon could be seen in the distance, that Karria finally found the correct tunnel. It was well-hidden, amongst a jumble of boulders and no guards were readily apparent. If she tilted her head just right, Karria could see the reflected gleam of a spearhead from within. Adding to her surety that this was the correct one, was the fact that another, far more visible tunnel stood just a few feet away and was completely unguarded. 
 
    Karria wasn’t so stupid to think that anyone would get away with entering that tunnel, easily being able to spot the small nodes protruding from the sides and top. If she were to hazard a guess, they contained some sort of gas that would be triggered upon their entrance. How the dwarves would do this, she couldn’t be sure, as getting close enough for an examination would be too risky right now, but she’d be sure to ask once they’d completed their mission. 
 
    “The tunnel is hidden about fifteen yards to our left,” Karria said in an undertone as she crouched in the shade of some bushes. “A troop will pass through in exactly four minutes, and once they’ve gone, we’ll have exactly ten to get rid of the dwarves and get out of sight.” 
 
    “Won’t they notice if the guards are gone?” Grak dared to ask. 
 
    Karria smiled at that, the same cold smile as the previous night. The very one that sent chills down Grak’s spine. 
 
    “Forging constructs that look like dwarves should hardly pose any sort of challenge to me now,” Karria replied. “So, you can rest assured that we’ll be perfectly fine.”
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    Shelderoth felt his entire body quivering, both in excitement and fear, as he approached the massive Lesser-Demon who ruled over Grimm. Nilegard, who fashioned himself as a lord, demanded complete obedience and loyalty from all those under his command, and as an Elemental, Shelderoth was at the very bottom of the command structure. As someone who was currently working for Krios, a real Demon Lord, Nilegard was showing him some small modicum of respect. 
 
    “I need to be sent back down to Abyss to report,” Shelderoth said, fighting the nervous tension within. 
 
    They’d finally captured the man who had the Origin, and though Shelderoth hadn’t actually seen him, the description they’d given him left no doubt in his mind that this was the right man. 
 
    “Have you captured the possessor of the Origin?” Nilegard asked, leaning forward in his seat. 
 
    “Yes, and I need to report to the Demon Lord right away,” Shelderoth said, trying to inject some confidence into his voice. 
 
    “And you’re sure it’s him?” Nilegard asked, still not moving from his throne. “You wouldn’t want to go and disappoint one of the Demon Lords.” 
 
    “Yes…I’m sure,” Shelderoth replied, not at all liking where this was going. 
 
    “Good. Then I will accompany you down to Abyss,” Nilegard said, pushing his massive bulk out of the throne. 
 
    “Really, I don’t think that’s…” Shelderoth began, but Nilegard was quick to cut him off. 
 
    “You dare argue with my decision to escort you, worm?” he asked, his voice booming in the open chamber. “You should be honored that one as powerful as I even bother to speak with you!” 
 
    So it was, when Shelderoth appeared before the massive castle in the burning heat of Abyss, it was alongside the self-titled lord. The doors swung open as soon as Nilegard pounded his fist on its glossy surface, and a moment later, the Demon Lord Krios appeared. 
 
    “Nilegard,” Krios said. “How unexpected of you to come down for a visit, and alongside the worm no less. I take it from your presence that the worm has completed his assignment?” 
 
    “Not at all, my lord,” Nilegard said before Shelderoth could get so much as a word in. “The puny Elemental failed miserably in his mission to capture the bearer of the Origin and came begging for my help. I was reluctant at first, but after hearing that the mighty Lord Krios demanded his capture, I set to it personally. I am happy to report that he is in my custody and that we are ready to send him down as soon as you are ready.” 
 
    Shelderoth was hardly surprised at the double-cross. He’d been expecting it as soon as Nilegard had told him he’d be coming down. It was the typical behavior of one of his kind. To make an Elemental do all the grunt work, but when the time to be rewarded came along, they would swoop in and claim all the credit. Shelderoth was not simply going to stand by and take it, not this time. Not after all he’d gone through. 
 
    “That is a bold-faced lie, and you know it!” snapped the small Elemental, whirling on Nilegard. 
 
    “You were too much of a coward to do anything, so you foisted all the responsibility onto me! And now that we, the Elementals, have captured him, you’re suddenly ready to be a participant. You —” 
 
    “Silence!” Krios roared, his voice locking Shelderoth’s body in place and shutting him up immediately. 
 
    Shelderoth stared in terror between the massive Demon Lord and the glowering Nilegard, realizing he’d gone too far in accusing a Demon, one in charge of one of the Lower Realms, of lying. 
 
    “If I may, my lord,” Nilegard said before Krios could say anything further. “I would ask that you allow this poor, misguided Elemental to go free. His mind must have been addled by the bearer of the Origin, and I fear that he spoke out of turn. If you have mercy on this worm, I promise he will be properly taken care of.” 
 
    While some might have wondered why Nilegard was advocating for him, Shelderoth needed no explanation. It was clear that Nilegard wanted the pleasure of torturing him himself, before disposing of him. After calling him a liar, in front of a Demon Lord no less, it would be a very long, very painful death, one that would likely spread over the course of centuries before the Lesser-Demon saw it fit to put him out of his misery. 
 
    “This is the difference between the worms and the true Demons,” Krios said after a few moments of silence. “While you worms claw and lie your way into power, those already possessing such strength have no need. He even went so far as to advocate for you, even after you’d failed in your mission. But I do not know if sparing you would be right after besmirching Nilegard’s honor…” 
 
    Shelderoth wanted to yell, to scream his innocence and call the Demon Lord out for the lying asshole he was. Krios wasn’t an idiot, despite how he was acting. No, he was simply taking Nilegard’s side and believing his sad excuse of a lie, simply because of what he was. Shelderoth was an Elemental, and Nilegard was a Demon. Keeping the Elementals in their place was how the Lower Realms continued to function, and if they were to have even a modicum of hope, they might rebel. 
 
    Having one Elemental rebel was no problem, but having millions turning on the Demons at once? Well, that simply couldn’t be allowed. Nilegard’s presence here gave Krios an excuse to stiff him of a reward, and even though the Demon Lord was putting on a show, he’d likely let him live, saying that that was reward enough. Nilegard, on the other hand, would receive a handsome reward, one that would bolster his power and assure he moved up at least one caste in the Demon world. Sure enough, after several long moments of silence, Krios spoke once again. 
 
    “Seeing as Nilegard advocated for you and the fact that you brought the Origin’s misuse to my attention, I will be generous and allow you to live. Be grateful that I don’t obliterate you here, worm, and don’t even think of asking to be rewarded for your failure. The mere fact that I allow you to remain in existence is reward enough. Now come, Nilegard. It is time for your reward.” 
 
    Krios stepped aside, inviting the Lesser-Demon in, while making Shelderoth bear witness. It was only after Nilegard half-turned, giving him a look that promised retribution, that Krios finally banished him from Abyss. 
 
    His body unfroze as he appeared in the throne room of Grimm, staring up at the empty chair and seething in impotent rage. He’d worked so hard, had taken so many risks, and now, in the blink of an eye, all of his deserved rewards had been stolen. Worse, when Nilegard returned, Shelderoth would be locked up for the remainder of his life, until Nilegard grew bored of torturing him. 
 
    For several long moments, Shelderoth stared at the throne, picturing his hellish existence over the next few centuries. If he were smart, he would stay here. Perhaps he could reduce his sentence if he begged Nilegard for forgiveness while he was still running on the high of gaining so much power. His entire being rebelled at the very idea of that, and for the first time in his life, the little Elemental did something truly brave. 
 
    Whirling in place, he flew for the exit. His mind spun as he turned over one idea after the next, but he knew that for what he had planned, it would take more than a single Elemental. Worse, he would have to rely on one of the most unreliable beings to ever be created, but if Shelderoth wanted to live, and perhaps even create a better life for himself, he had no choice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Get inside, and don’t even think of pulling anything or the elf gets it.” 
 
    Arbor had to resist the urge to punch the snooty creature in the face, doing as he was ordered and getting into the small cell that was located some distance outside the city. It was constructed in a small outpost, containing several dozen of the small winged creatures, as well as a larger black and white creature who appeared to be the overseer. 
 
    Kya squeezed his hand even tighter as Arbor walked into the cell, still keeping his fears at bay. It went against his very nature to simply roll over and give up, but right now, with Kya along with him, he had little choice but to comply. The elf girl’s terror was almost palpable as the doors were closed and locked. There was a single small window on the far side, but aside from that, no light came into the small cell, which contained not so much as a single piece of furniture. 
 
    Kya refused to release his hand, pulling her entire body to him as he walked to the opposite side of the cell and sat down. He could feel her trembling as she settled next to him and finally had to ask what she knew. It helped to talk, and if he did, he might get her to calm down a bit. 
 
    “Can you tell me what you heard from them?” he asked in as gentle a voice as he could. 
 
    “It’s…horrible,” Kya whispered, her voice sounding on the edge of panic. “They don’t know exactly what will happen to you, but they know where you’re going. The types of torture you’ll have to endure are too horrifying to even mention, and some of the images I’ve seen are enough to make me certain that none of them are exaggerating in the slightest.” 
 
    “We’ll find a way out,” Arbor said, placing a soothing hand on the top of her head, much as he’d done for Karria when she was afraid. “We’re close enough to the city to make it there if I really push myself, and I still have the enchantment in my bracers, which can deflect all magic for a total of two minutes. I’m sure we can get out of here…” Arbor trailed off as he noticed Kya shaking her head. 
 
    “I can’t hear them,” she whispered. 
 
    Arbor was momentarily confused before she continued. 
 
    “I can’t hear anything here. No thoughts…no feelings…nothing. There’s only one thing I can think of that can stop that. We’re in a cell that’s completely resistant to magic, so no matter how hard you hit it, the doors will remain where they are.” 
 
    Arbor panicked for a brief moment, but when he concentrated inward, he was relieved to still see his Origins, both burning brightly. Pulling on his Perception magic, he felt his arms grow stronger. Kya, who was pulling to him tightly enough to feel the shifting of his muscles as they expanded, pulled away slightly and shook her head. 
 
    “I can still feel what you’re feeling, as our magic hasn’t been sealed. But so long as we’re in the room, we can’t get out.” 
 
    Arbor spun, slamming his fist into the wall behind him. He’d put enough power behind the attack to shatter normal stone or concrete, but as soon as his hammer-fist contacted the cool stone, he felt as though he’d become suddenly weak. The flow of his magic went wild, and the strength fled his muscles, leaving him with a throbbing hand and not so much as a chip on the stone wall. 
 
    Kya shivered once more, but Arbor wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her in close, trying to be as comforting as he could. The poor girl was absolutely terrified, and if he could have seen what she did, he might have been as well. There had to be a way out of here, even if he couldn’t physically escape. The portal was set to open in just a few hours on Karria’s side, and if he wasn’t there, his opportunity to return might be lost forever. 
 
    No matter what happened, Arbor refused to allow something like that to come to pass. 
 
    “We’re going to get out of here,” he said, his voice strong and filled with conviction as he squeezed Kya’s shoulder. “I’m going to get us out of here, and back home to Karria and Grak. We both have friends and family waiting for us on the other side, and I will not let any of them down.” 
 
    He felt Kya’s trembling begin to lessen then, the strength of his conviction leaking through and into her, having a calming effect on the younger girl. Within just a few minutes, the trembling stopped altogether, though Kya still clung to him, either out of fear or the simple need for contact with another living being. Whichever it was, Arbor wasn’t going to push her away, not when she needed the comfort as badly as she did. 
 
    She’d helped him through a tough spot several times when the Origin flared up, and now he was returning the favor. Over the past few days, he’d discovered how sweet the elf was, and how selfless she behaved on a near-constant basis. If Arbor could give back even a little, he would do so happily.
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    Arbor looked up sharply as the cell door creaked open. They’d been sitting here for a bit over three hours by his count, and Kya had fallen asleep a little while back. Shifting the sleeping elf off his shoulder and laying her gently on the floor, Arbor rose smoothly to his feet. He didn’t know who or what was coming, but if there was blood to be spilled, he’d rather the elf sleep through at least part of it. If he had to flee, it would only be the matter of a couple of seconds to scoop her up and run. 
 
    One of the small winged creatures claiming to be Elementals floated in, the door remaining open only long enough for it to enter before it slammed shut once again. The creature seemed nervous to Arbor, though he could have been mistaken, seeing as its physiology was completely different than his own. 
 
    The creature didn’t immediately say anything, simply staring at him as though unsure of where to begin. Finally, Arbor lost his patience and decided to start the conversation himself, asking the foremost question that had been plaguing him for the past several hours. 
 
    “Have you come to torture me?” he asked, surprised at how strong his voice sounded. 
 
    The small creature started, looked around nervously, then turned back to him. 
 
    “I’ve come to make you a proposition,” the creature said, keeping his – the voice was unmistakably male – low. 
 
    “What sort of proposition?” Arbor asked, keeping his guard up. 
 
    He had to remind himself where he was right now. He was in the Lower Realms, a place crawling with Demons, and though he didn’t know much about their race as a whole, childhood stories had told him to be wary of these creatures. Once, Arbor had thought they were nothing more than myths or legends, stories told by mothers to get their children to behave. But over the last year, Arbor had discovered many truths he wished he hadn’t. 
 
    The creature looked around once again before floating a bit closer and lowering his voice to a near-whisper. 
 
    “The kind that involves getting out of here.” 
 
    Arbor felt his heart skip a beat, wondering if this might be too good to be true. After only a couple of seconds, he realized that it probably was. 
 
    “Right,” he replied, crossing his arms. “Very clever, coming in to give me hope. It’s one of the best tactics I can imagine when I really think about it. Come in, give your prisoner hope, then snatch it away and watch them fall into despair. A great way to break someone quickly if you don’t have the patience for a drawn-out session. Well, I’m not going to fall for it.” 
 
    The small creature started once again, fluttering forward and frantically motioning for him to lower his voice. 
 
    “Please, this isn’t a trick,” the small creature whispered. “My name is Shelderoth. We’ve uh…met before, back on the Mortal Planes, and I really need your help.” 
 
    Arbor gave the small creature – Shelderoth, he supposed – a once-over. 
 
    “I’ve never met a creature that looks like you, not before coming here anyway,” he replied. 
 
    Here, the small creature seemed to become embarrassed. 
 
    “I was the…um…giant, flaming fire creature you fought…” 
 
    Arbor’s first thought was of the Magma-Tiger, wondering if this creature had perhaps gone insane and imagined it was a Mythic cat. Then, his mind flashed back to his battle with the Crimson-Ash Elemental outside the Defiants’ base on the Flatlands. His brows furrowed as he stared at the creature, seeing absolutely no resemblance to the towering figure made of fire. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say,” Shelderoth said quickly. “That I look nothing like I did when we fought. That’s because when we’re summoned to the Mortal Realms, we take on the appearance of the creatures the mortals have in mind. We use their power to manifest, and as a result, we look different.” 
 
    It must have been clear from the look on his face that Arbor still didn’t believe him, which seemed to panic the small creature even more. 
 
    “Please,” the creature said. “We really don’t have much time. You have to believe me. You’re the bearer of the Origin, which means you are uniquely suited to help not only me, but all those of my race who wish to escape our bondage and find a better life for ourselves.” 
 
    Arbor didn’t know what to believe. On the one hand, this creature seemed so sincere. But on the other, he was saying things that made no sense whatsoever. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll hear you out,” Arbor said. “But I need to wake my friend up first. If I’m going to listen to your story, she’ll be hearing it as well.” 
 
    Shelderoth nodded quickly, looking to the closed door once again. 
 
    “Just hurry, we really don’t have much time left, at all. The Dufinity warden will be back at any moment!” 
 
    “And what exactly is a Dufinity?” Arbor asked as he crouched next to Kya and shook her shoulder. 
 
    “The black and white creature you saw when you were brought in,” Shelderoth replied. “They’re of a higher caste than we are, so if he comes in and orders me back, I’ll have little choice but to comply.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kya mumbled as Arbor shook her awake. 
 
    “We have a guest, and a possible way out,” Arbor said in a low enough voice that he hoped Shelderoth couldn’t overhear. “But I can’t tell if he’s being truthful or not.” 
 
    Kya’s half-shuttered eyes turned to look past Arbor and landed on the small creature hovering halfway inside their small cell. That got her attention, shocking her to full wakefulness in an instant. She sat up so quickly that Arbor needed to dodge back to avoid being hit in the nose, and scrambled back toward the far wall. 
 
    “Calm down,” Arbor said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “He says he’s here to help, and I need you to tell me if he truly is. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Kya looked between Arbor’s steady gaze and the small creature that clearly terrified her. Slowly, she began to calm down, Arbor’s presence assuring her that everything would be fine, at least, for now. Her mind was finally beginning to catch up, now that she had a moment to think and process his words, and looking back to Arbor, she gave him a nod. 
 
    “Just try and stay between me and it,” she whispered. “I don’t want to…I mean, I can’t…It’s just…” Kya trailed off several times, trying to find the right words to describe what she was feeling. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Arbor said, giving her a half smile. “I’ll be here the entire time. It’s not like I can go anywhere.” 
 
    Kya gave him a nervous chuckle, though it was clear that his answer had calmed her down just a bit more. 
 
    “If you hear anything false, just tap my back,” he said, before turning around to face Shelderoth once more. 
 
    “Alright, Shelderoth. Let me hear your proposal and exactly why you’re willing to let me go when someone clearly wants me here, and quite badly, I might add.” 
 
    The small creature nodded vigorously, then began to talk in a rushed tone, so quickly that Arbor had to motion for him to slow down. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, looking back once more, before starting over. “As I said, my name is Shelderoth, and I am an Elemental, the very same one you faced several months back.” 
 
    Arbor waited for the tap on his shoulder to signal that the creature was lying, but when none came, he had no choice but to accept that Shelderoth was telling the truth. Either that, or he was such a good liar that neither he nor Kya could detect it. 
 
    “When I returned, I immediately went to report a sighting of the Origin to the Demon in charge of Grimm, Nilegard. Now, before you become too upset, understand that my kind is the very lowest caste in the Lower Realms. We are what most consider to be insects, and are often treated as such. For millennia, I worked and slaved, answering summons and hoping to one day move past my humble station, as most of my kind do. It’s rarely done because without a significant boost in power from an outside source, an Elemental can never move up the ranks. 
 
    “So, naturally, when I found that the Accords had been broken, I saw it as my opportunity to finally make something of myself, and that’s where things began to go very wrong. Nilegard is a true Demon, unlike me, and when he found out about the presence of the Origin in another mortal, he ordered me to go down to Vykamor, the Demon in charge of Dun, the second of the Lower Realms. 
 
    “He knew that there was a chance Vykamor would kill me and that my chances of survival were slim, but he did it regardless. I was forced to go down and deal with an even more terrifying and powerful Demon. It took quite some time to arrive and gain an audience, and do you know what she did when I approached her? Ordered me to go report to one of the Demon Lords!” 
 
    Arbor hadn’t felt so much as a single tap on his shoulder since Shelderoth had begun his tale, though his temper had flared at being accused of all the trouble that Zir had started. However, the longer he listened, the longer he saw how terrified and frustrated the Elemental was, the more he could understand and empathize with him. This poor creature reminded him a lot of the gremlins and how they were treated. 
 
    In fact, Arbor realized, the gremlin race may very well have been created to serve as a Laedrin version of these Elementals. 
 
    “What exactly is a Demon Lord?” Arbor asked, not really liking the sound of it. 
 
    Shelderoth looked, if anything, even more nervous. He peered over his shoulder for several long moments before turning back. When he spoke, his voice was so low that Arbor had to lean in to hear it. 
 
    “The Demon Lords are the most powerful known creatures in all the Lower Realms. They’re supposed to be second only to a Demon King, but no one has ever seen one before, so the Demon Lords are the ones who rule.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, remembering how much trouble he’d had fighting this small creature back in Laedrin. If he was this terrified of someone, then they must have power on a level that he couldn’t even imagine. 
 
    “I was sent down to face one of the Demon Lords, though I’ll refrain from saying his name, as he’ll definitely hear me, even all the way down there. Anyway, I was sent to Abyss, the lowest of the Lower Realms and reported this bad news directly to one of the Demon Lords. I was sure he was going to kill me, but instead, he tasked me with assuring your capture. 
 
    “After that, followed a long and troublesome mission to find a mortal capable of getting you here, and when we finally did, something went wrong. Instead of you arriving in this cell, where you were supposed to, you came through in the Planes of Hellworms. You’re lucky you weren’t eaten, by the way. Those things are nasty!” 
 
    Shelderoth shuddered, and Arbor had to resist the urge to do so as well. He remembered what those worms looked like and was glad he’d only run into the one, and that Kya had managed to drive it off. 
 
    “I was forced to report my failure. Of course, the Demon Lord was unhappy, and threatened to kill a thousand of my kind for every hour it took to find you. We came out in droves then, as I’m sure you noticed, desperately hunting for you. After your capture, I approached Nilegard, the Demon in charge up here in Grimm, to take me back down to see the Demon Lord and report my success. 
 
    “I was expecting a reward, you see, as capturing you is something that can finally give them an edge over the Heavenly races. However, when I arrived, Nilegard decided he would deign to join me.” 
 
    Here, Shelderoth’s voice turned bitter, and a look of anger, fear, and frustration crossed his features. 
 
    “He took credit for the entire thing, siting my supposed failure to do so. I then made the mistake of speaking out against a Demon and nearly lost my life as a result. The Demon Lord spared me, taking Nilegard to receive my well-earned reward, while sending me back here. Nilegard won’t let me live, not after what I said about him, and in front of a Lord, no less. The torture he’ll put me through will likely last for centuries, and that’s if I’m lucky. 
 
    “In the end, I don’t really have much of a life to live. But the worst part is that I should have expected something like this to happen. Believe it or not, this isn’t an uncommon occurrence. This is how the Demons remain in power, while the Elementals are continuously trodden underfoot. We are little more than slaves, playing pieces for those more powerful. 
 
    “Now, I realize that the reason you’re here is my fault. I won’t deny that. But I’m fed up with being treated this way, and so are a lot of my kind. I don’t know many who would have the strength to rebel, but there are enough. If you agree to take us with you, I can help you escape. So, human,” Shelderoth asked, his voice firm for the first time since he’d entered, “what do you say?”
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    Arbor stared at the small creature for several long seconds, before half-turning to look at Kya. Not once through his entire story had she tapped him to indicate a falsehood, but without the ability to tell truth from deception, he had to rely entirely on her for their answer. Much to his surprise, he turned around and found that Kya was crying. Large tears rolled down the elf’s cheeks as she stared past him to Shelderoth. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing!” she exclaimed, seemingly fighting herself from running over to the Elemental. “There’s so much pain and anguish… It’s almost too much to bear!” 
 
    She whirled on Arbor then, a look of desperation in her eyes. 
 
    “Please, we have to help him! I can’t even begin to explain how…how horrible…” Kya trailed off, her eyes flicking back to Shelderoth, who was still floating before them, now looking a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor said, turning back to the Elemental as well. “You have a deal. But how will you get us out of here, and exactly how am I supposed to bring you back with me?” 
 
    The look of relief on Shelderoth’s face was immense, so much so that Arbor had to wonder just how afraid this small creature really was. Perhaps he should reevaluate his ideas on how dangerous these Demons were in general. 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way. Right now, all the Elementals guarding you are willing to join me. There is one problem — the Dufinity. None of us have the power needed to kill him, and there is nothing short of true death that will stop one of the Demonkin. For that, we’re going to have to rely on you.” 
 
    “But I can’t kill your kind,” Arbor protested, remembering well how ineffectual his attacks were earlier. 
 
    “You have the Origin, don’t you?” Shelderoth asked, his voice becoming tinged with fear once again. 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t exactly use it at the moment,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “You used it in our fight,” Shelderoth said, relieved but confused. 
 
    “I only had half of it then,” Arbor replied. “I now have the whole thing, and my control has been almost nonexistent since I’ve gotten it.” 
 
    Shelderoth didn’t seem put off by that. If anything, he seemed a little excited. 
 
    “Well, what better chance to test yourself than against a powerful adversary? In my experience – and I have a lot of that – the best way to gain control, is by understanding the source of your power and how it functions. Without someone here to guide you, your best chance is trial and error.” 
 
    “I can’t control any of it,” Arbor said. “When I draw on the Origin now, it gives me too much unwanted power.” 
 
    “Do you want to live or not?” 
 
    Shelderoth’s blunt question stopped Arbor’s arguments in their tracks. Yes, he wanted to live, that much was clear. He had a sister to return to, an entire race counting on him, and so much to accomplish back home. He couldn’t afford to give up, not now, and not ever. 
 
    “How do we do this?” Arbor asked, feeling his shoulders firm up. 
 
    “I’ll bang on the door to be let out. One of my cohorts has your weapon. We have a prearranged signal that you’ve accepted my offer. Once I use it, the others will cut off all sound from the area, preventing anyone from hearing anything. We’ll work to keep the Dufinity from running away as well, but you’re going to have to work quickly. There’s no knowing when Nilegard will return. When he does, he’ll be looking for me.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, taking several deep breaths to try and calm himself as he prepared to reach for his Origin magic. The last time he’d attempted to use it, Kya had had to calm him down before he’d been able to reassert control. 
 
    A hand fell on his arm, and Arbor turned to see the elf in question. She was no longer crying and had a determined look in her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” she said, her voice hard with resolve. “I’ll be here for you the entire time. If you need help, trust that I can give it.” 
 
    Arbor gave her a grateful smile before turning to Shelderoth. He felt a bit better now, though he knew the next several minutes would be unpleasant at best, and horrific pain was the most probable outcome. His body might be fine, but his mind simply was not accustomed to the immense overload of information the new aspects of the Origin provided. 
 
    Sure, it was still locked at the 8th Tier and would go no higher until he advanced, but control was not something he’d have a lot of until he’d spent a serious amount of time understanding how the Origin worked. Right now, he was simply going to do his best with the knowledge he had and hope it would be enough. 
 
    “Alright,” Arbor said, turning to the Elemental. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Shelderoth nodded, then turned in the air and floated over to the door. Arbor’s muscles tensed as he banged on it twice, reaching for the sphere of black and white power sitting in his chest. The magic responded immediately, almost eager to escape out into the world. It reminded him of the way the magic had been when he’d first discovered it. Wild, untamed, and completely out of his control. 
 
    “Finally done in there, bug?” asked a voice from outside, followed by a snicker. “Don’t know why you wanted to talk to a mortal, but even bugs like to feel powerful someti-” 
 
    The voice cut off as the door swung wide, and Shelderoth bolted forward with a yell. The black and white creature, nearly triple his size, let out a surprised cry as he was tossed bodily back, disappearing from Arbor’s sight as Shelderoth began to yell. 
 
    “Freedom! Close it off! Our chance is finally here!” 
 
    Arbor shared one last look with Kya, before dashing from the cell and out into the open yard-area of the small prison. There, he saw dozens of Elementals flying about, most heading to the low walls surrounding the block of metal and beginning to work some type of magic, while the others helped Shelderoth keep the Dufinity occupied. 
 
    “Here, human!” 
 
    Arbor looked up, just in time to see his glaive dropping out of the sky, blue light glittering along its length as the Azure-Leopard’s Mythicallium reflected the red light of Grimm. His hand flashed out, and when his fingers wrapped around the haft of the weapon, Arbor felt an immense sense of relief. He never felt quite right without his glaive nearby, and now that he had it, he felt whole again. 
 
    “Get back!” he yelled, then darted toward the Dufinity, who was thrashing and expelling bursts of white fire in an attempt to free himself. 
 
    The Elementals reacted with shocking speed, flickering back in an instant and leaving Arbor a clear path to the Dufinity. The creature let out a bellow, leaping to his feet and whirling to face one of the Elementals, but it was at that moment that Arbor hit him. 
 
    The glaive flashed forward, Arbor channeling his Origin magic through the weapon and into the creature, much in the same way as he had before. He staggered as the blow impacted, wincing as a burning pain shot through his head, and his vision flashed in several sequences before settling on Mage Sight. However, it wasn’t the regular Mage Sight, but rather, the one that was overlaid with the tracer lines, the ones that showed the Dufinity’s makeup. 
 
    While the creature itself seemed to be practically made of magic, its actual makeup was vastly different than he’d imagined. For one, the lines traced in weird patterns that made his head hurt even more, and for another, they stretched far higher than the Dufinity’s actual form, indicating that at least part of its makeup was incorporeal or invisible to the naked eye. 
 
    All of this happened just as Arbor’s glaive made contact with what he hoped was the Dufinity’s chest. The Origin magic, now allowed to fly freely, exploded from the tip of his glaive, bursting into the world with an explosion that put his previous attacks to shame. The Dufinity was torn to pieces in an instant, its entire body consumed by the black and white light. 
 
    The creature screamed such a horrible scream that Arbor feared he might go permanently deaf. The worst part of it all, though, was actually being able to see what his magic was doing to the creature. Before his very eyes, he saw the white magic tearing at the lines that made up the creature, while at the same time, the black tore at the magic, ripping pieces from the Dufinity’s body. 
 
    If Arbor had been afraid that the creature would put up much of a fight after that, he’d have worried for nothing. While the Dufinity screamed in its death throes, Arbor was too busy trying to wrangle the magic under control. 
 
    He staggered, magic flaring from his body and exploding into the air in bursts. Flowers grew at his feet, only to burn to ash a second later. The air smelled first fresh, then of ozone. He staggered as another burst of magic escaped him, blowing a crater in the ground and filling it with water. The next burst turned it to steam, then back to water again. 
 
    Arbor fell to his knees, clutching at his head as he tried to pull the magic back into himself. It just wasn’t working. This was what he’d been most afraid of when using the Origin magic before he was ready. The lack of control meant that he couldn’t pull it back in once it had been unleashed, and judging by the way his second Origin was pulsing and roiling in his chest, there was little chance he’d be able to regain control by covering it in a shell of Perception magic. 
 
    The Dufinity finally stopped screaming then, its body, now diminished to little more than a husk, before crumbling away to nothingness. The warden of his prison was gone, but Arbor was nowhere near free, not when he couldn’t even get off his knees. 
 
    A soothing sensation washed over him then, and Arbor half-turned to see Kya approaching, her face pinched in concentration. The effect she was having on him was calming, but not nearly enough to stop the random bursts of magic now flowing from him. Her magic was strongest through direct contact, and seeing as she was liable to be killed if she approached, she wouldn’t be able to… 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Arbor demanded as Kya walked right up to him and placed a hand on his face. 
 
    “Keeping my promise,” Kya said, flooding his body with her calming magic. 
 
    Arbor could feel his body’s chemistry reacting to her power, bending to her will far faster than it had before. He could feel his magic roiling up for another sudden burst and knew that if she were to be caught in it, there was no way she’d survive. 
 
    “You need to back off!” he yelled, reaching up to push her away. 
 
    Kya’s other hand clamped over his, pulling it tight to her shoulder and holding it there. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere!” she said stubbornly. 
 
    “But you’re going to die!” Arbor yelled, feeling the magic close to bursting. 
 
    “You’re not going to let that happen,” Kya said, not a shred of uncertainty or fear in her voice. “You are stronger than your magic, and you won’t allow it to kill me.” 
 
    Arbor grit his teeth, fighting to keep the roiling magic contained, even as Kya continued to soothe his overtaxed mind. 
 
    “Idiot elf!” he yelled. “What am I going to tell Karria if you die?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Kya said, meeting his angry gaze with her calm one. “Because I’m not going to die. As I said, you won’t kill me because you’re stronger than your magic. Now, take a deep breath, calm down, and take control.” 
 
    Arbor wanted to yell, to allow the magic pressing on his skin from the inside to burst free. His entire body felt as though it were fighting to contain a massive force, and Arbor knew that if he just relaxed, it would feel so much better. Yet he couldn’t. He would not allow Kya to die. He would not allow his own selfishness, his own desire for the pain to be gone, to relax, even for a single moment. 
 
    Her magic continued to soothe him all the while, calming his racing heart and pounding head. Slowly, painfully, Arbor began to reassert control. He was dimly aware of the Elementals around them, and he could feel their presence practically looming over him, yet all he was truly aware of in that moment was the core of black and white in his chest, and the warm hand pressed to his cheek. 
 
    His lungs were on fire, Arbor holding his breath as the magic wormed its way into them. It was flowing into his organs, looking for some other escape, and Arbor knew if he so much as breathed now, black and white power would come bursting forth. Kya didn’t say a word, merely crouching before him, her hand pressed to his face and watching as he struggled to keep his magic from killing her. 
 
    She was being reckless, to the point of being suicidal. No one should be this irrational, not toward someone they’d only just met. He briefly wondered if Kya might have finally snapped under the pressure, but as she continued to stare, determination set in every line of her body, Arbor finally began to realize – or at least, thought he realized – why she was doing all of this. 
 
    Like him with Grak and Hord, Karria would undoubtedly have spoken endlessly to her best friend about her big brother. The two of them had been very close, and he knew Karria looked up to him. That was why he’d always strived to set a good example and be the best big brother he possibly could be. He’d loved his parents, and he still did to this day, but the person in his family that he’d undoubtedly loved the most was his baby sister. 
 
    How could he not, after all? There was a closeness between siblings that parents could never match, and although Karria had never said as much out loud, he knew she felt the same way. After hours upon hours of talking about her to his friends, they felt like they knew her, despite never having met her before. They knew how important she was to him, and would do anything to keep her safe in his absence. 
 
    Kya, as Karria’s best friend, would likely see him the same way. Arbor had no idea what the two of them had been through together, but he had to assume that their journey could not have been much easier than his. Yet Kya treated him in a way that suggested she understood him, and in a way that someone who’d just met him shouldn’t. 
 
    The elf girl gave him a smile then, even as Arbor felt the magic beginning to leak from his skin, drifting into the air as his strength to hold it back began to fail. 
 
    “I won’t leave you,” she said, leaning in a bit closer. “Not when I feel-” 
 
    Arbor lost control then, the magic slipping from his grasp and exiting his body in a massive explosion.
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    Karria crouched in the shadow of the bushes, watching the approaching troop of dwarves with a discerning eye. They would pass in approximately eight seconds at their current speed, and in twenty-four, they’d be far away enough not to hear any movement. In fifty-one, they’d be out of earshot, and that was when she would strike. Grak shifted behind her, causing the bushes to rustle and giving Karria the urge to strangle her. 
 
    The gremlin didn’t seem to have the ability to sit still for even a few moments, and if she continued shifting around, she would get them caught. Much as Karria was confident they could take the group of twelve dwarves, she didn’t think they could do it quietly. If Grak caused them to be caught, Karria decided she would kill her as soon as the dwarves were dead. Sure, she was planning on disposing of them as soon as their mission was over anyway, but perhaps getting rid of them now would be better. 
 
    The dwarves, however, didn’t seem to think that anything was out of the ordinary and continued on their way without so much as a head-turn. Karria waited, counting silently in her head as she watched them disappear around the next bend, noting that one of them gave the hidden entrance a sidelong glance as he did. 
 
    This was a huge mistake on his part, as he could have glanced at the entrance without even moving his head. That was what Karria would have done, but not everyone possessed her brilliance, and the dwarf’s stupidity assured her that she was in the right place. She’d been fairly certain up until now, but this cemented her surety. 
 
    Karria waited until the time had run out in her head, then another ten seconds after that, just in case. 
 
    “Let’s go,” she said in a low voice, rising from her crouch and dashing across the narrow road. 
 
    A dagger appeared in her hand, curved at one end and sharp as could be. She pictured where the dwarves would be in the tunnel relative to her, dressed in the same armor as the others, and gave them shields to boot. Before she even crossed the path, she had half a dozen ways in which to kill them. 
 
    She could hear the others following, but Karria didn’t need their help to complete a task as easy as this. Karria circled halfway around the bush, then stepped up, forging a step beneath her foot as she traveled over so as not to make any noise at all. She reached the tunnel entrance without issue, then dropped straight down, landing just a foot away from the first dwarf. 
 
    He started in surprise, half-pushing off the wall on which he was leaning, before Karria’s dagger, perfectly balanced and weighted, took him in the throat. The other dwarf was a bit farther down, and he began to react, only for a similar dagger to slam into his throat as well. Karria straightened as the two men dropped to the ground, their armor clattering against the tunnel floor as blood sprayed from their ruined throats. 
 
    The daggers were dismissed and the dwarves shoved deeper into the tunnel by the time the others arrived, and Karria was in the process of forging the fake guards. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Hord exclaimed when he saw the dead guards. “How did you finish them so quickly?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Karria said as the first of the two dwarves spun into existence. “And it’s hardly difficult to kill two unprepared dwarves if you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Hord stared between Karria and the dead dwarves, wondering what she’d used to kill them. Their throats were both pumping blood at a prodigious rate, which meant that their arteries had obviously been severed. The rest of the group hadn’t been more than ten seconds behind her. She’d had the option of apparently running on air, but they’d had to take care when going through the bush so as not to trample it and make the next round of guards suspicious. 
 
    “Come on,” Karria said as the second guard was summoned, turning to head down the tunnel. 
 
    Hord, Grak, and Akkard shared another look before they followed. Karria wasn’t sure whether they were afraid, awed, or a combination of both. Whatever it was, she honestly didn’t mind. Karria sped up her walk to a half-jog as the tunnel began to slope downward, sending one of her fly constructs further down to scout ahead for her. There was always the chance of more guards being around, and she didn’t much feel like getting caught by surprise. 
 
    No one, not even Grak, talked as they went, leaving Karria to wonder if she might have a bit more sense than she’d been giving her credit for. They jogged along for about half an hour, Karria noticing that both dwarves were beginning to breathe hard. Much as she was tempted to keep running and simply ignore them, their breathing might start to give them away, especially in a tunnel like this. 
 
    So, reluctantly, she slowed to a fast walk, giving the dwarves time to catch their breath and recover. Her eyes never stopped moving as they traveled. Even though this was just a straight tunnel, lined with nothing but glow stones to light the way, Karria made sure to memorize every nook and cranny. There was always the chance that their mission to kill Jek would fail entirely, meaning that she and Arbor would be forced to flee once he returned. 
 
    Collapsing the tunnel behind them would assure their escape, but breaking a tunnel like this was dangerous. She’d only be able to hit certain spots of she didn’t want the whole thing to come crashing down on her head, so Karria took care to memorize the weak spots and calculate the risks. 
 
    Once the dwarves had caught their breaths, Karria began jogging again, this time keeping a pace that the dwarves would be able to do without getting worn out. Karria calculated that this tunnel would take them approximately two hours to span. The only question that remained was where in the throne room they would emerge. 
 
    She also had to worry about how many soldiers would be in the throne room. They had several advantages, one of them being their ability to use magic, and the other, her formidable mind. She was confident that she could handle herself, but the very first thing she’d have to do upon exiting was seal the doors to make sure no one could get in or out. 
 
    She would also need some sort of protection, lest the dwarves have ranged weapons and she was too distracted to handle multiple opponents. As they ran, Karria began forging a thin layer of armor beneath her clothes. It was soft, pliable, and enough to stop any projectile. It wouldn’t do much against, say, a hammer, but even if she were in a full set of the dwarven plate armor, her body simply wasn’t built to take that sort of punishment. 
 
    The remainder of their run was uneventful, and they only slowed once Karria finally spotted something through her scout. There, at the very end of the tunnel, four more guards stood. Two faced inward, and another two stood outwards. A massive stone block sat atop a set of stairs, and Karria had a feeling that that was where the throne was. It was a shame, really, as she’d wanted to see Jek’s smug face when she killed him, but the odds of his surviving the blast she’d set off beneath the throne were negligible at best. 
 
    There was always the chance that he wasn’t on the throne, but Karria didn’t think it was much of one at that. She slowed to a walk, holding up a hand to call the group to a stop. She turned, holding a finger to her lips, then motioned up ahead. She flashed five fingers, then mimed walking. After that, she held up four and mimed a stabbing motion. She really hoped they were smart enough to understand what she was saying, but just in case, she repeated the motion once again. 
 
    The others finally understood what she was getting at and all nodded, letting her know that she could move on. Karria turned, rolling her eyes and wondering if she could clone herself rather than have to deal with all these idiots. She didn’t have long to wonder about it, as the end of the tunnel was soon in sight. 
 
    Karria could easily spot the guards, chatting amongst themselves instead of doing their actual jobs. Still, there was always the chance that they could be spotted. After all, if she could see them, they could see her. This was a wide-open tunnel with no place to hide, which meant that she needed to act swiftly and without mercy, but that was what she did best. 
 
    Already knowing the positions of the guards beforehand, Karria summoned two daggers, like the ones she’d had before. She took off at a dead run, her feet barely making a sound as she dashed toward them. She knew that it was only a matter of time before the guards would spot her, and just a few seconds after she began to run, one of them did. 
 
    Like the last, he half-turned, expecting to see nothing, and instead, saw death bearing down upon him. And just like the last, he didn’t get out so much as a word before a dagger took him in the throat. The dwarf went down with a gurgle, making the others start and turn as well, only for a second to go down as well, a dagger lodging in his eye. 
 
    Karria was still advancing, and as one of the dwarves tried to cry out an alarm, she flicked her finger, ripping the dagger from one of the dead dwarves and slicing his throat wide open. This was something that Karria had had endless trouble with once upon a time, but now, with a new understanding of her magic, controlling constructs at a distance was hardly a challenge at all. 
 
    The fourth dwarf, seeing that he was now alone and facing the incarnation of death who’d killed three of his companions in a handful of seconds, turned to run up the stairs. This was a big mistake on his part, as it left the back of his neck wide open. Both daggers came this time, slashing from the sides and severing his spinal column. Then, even as he was falling, a third dagger, thrown by Karria, sliced neatly across his throat, slamming into the wall and lodging there. 
 
    Karria slowed her dead run to walk as she reached the group, retrieving her daggers and flicking them to clear them of blood. Though Grak was the first to catch up, they’d all seen how she’d taken down the guards, and none of them said so much as a word. If Karria hadn’t been sure how they felt about her before, she most definitely was now. It showed clearly on all their faces as they looked upon the dead bodies of the dwarves and the callousness in which she’d killed them. 
 
    Sure, they’d been enemies, but even enemies demanded a little respect. Karria hadn’t even given them a chance to so much as raise a hand in defense, cutting them down like animals led to slaughter. Karria, on the other hand, saw no problem with how she’d eliminated the dwarves. She’d killed them in the quickest and most efficient way possible, assuring that they were not discovered and took almost no risk. 
 
    If she’d charged in like Hord or Akkard likely would, swinging a massive hammer, they’d definitely have attracted attention, and would probably be hip-deep in soldiers by now. Worse, their advantage of surprise would be completely gone. Now, they still had it. Chances that they’d been overheard were negligible at best, and even if they had been, there was no way anyone would assume the clanging of armor was anything more than the guards shifting around. 
 
    “I’d stand back if I were you,” Karria said in a low tone as she began setting constructed charges around the bottom of the stone slab. 
 
    She didn’t know how to make bombs per-se, but she had figured out how to detonate her regularly explosive magic attacks on a delay. This would assure she had more than enough power to blow the throne off its pedestal, even if it had been reinforced. The shock factor should also give her enough time to exit the stairwell and block off the exits, sealing them all into the room and assuring her victory. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea, lass?” Hord asked as he looked to the tunnel walls. 
 
    “I won’t collapse the tunnel,” Karria replied, taking several steps back. “The charges are set to unleash their payload upward, so there will be minimal backwash from the explosion. Be prepared to move as soon as it’s set off,” she continued, summoning another sphere of glowing multicolored magic. 
 
    The others tensed as she hurled the sphere at the primed explosives, and Karria felt a wide grin split her lips. This was going to be fun!
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    The explosion that rocked the tunnel was deafening, and even more destructive than Karria had originally calculated. The blast completely blew apart the concrete slab that had been blocking their way. Karria didn’t hesitate for a moment, dashing forward and up the stairs, and finally coming out into the throne room. However, it took exactly one second for her to realize that her thought process had been off. 
 
    She’d been sure that Jek would have placed the secret escape tunnel right under his throne. Instead, the dwarf had placed it under one of the statues to the left of the dais, leaving him relatively safe from the explosion. Karria didn’t mind, taking quick stock of the situation as she looked around the room. 
 
    Jek, predictably, was sitting on the throne, or more accurately, was slumped on the throne. Both of his short legs were kicked up, while one servant fanned him with an oversized paper fan, and another fed him what looked to be strips of meat. It had to be the single most disgusting thing Karria had seen all day, and that included the corpses she’d left back in the tunnel. 
 
    Aside from Jek, the room contained some twenty guards, all spread along the walls. They’d been watching Jek with mixtures of disgust – which Karria could understand – and envy at Jek’s being pampered by his servants. Both of them were scantily clad dwarven women who looked more than a little uncomfortable in their roles. The doors to the throne room were closed, both the upper and lower, which meant that sealing them all in wouldn’t be a problem at all. 
 
    Karria took this all in in a matter of seconds. In fact, her mind was moving so quickly, that she could see the dwarves’ expressions changing from whatever they had been before to the shock they’d obviously display at someone blowing up a statue and running into the room. 
 
    “Guards…!” Jek began, only for Karria to extend a hand and forge a massive beam across the doors of the throne room. 
 
    Her eyes then flashed to the myriad of other small exits that the dwarves probably all thought were well-hidden. In another few seconds, they were all sealed, trapping Jek and the few guards he had within. 
 
    Grak came up the stairs then, predictably trailing her by some ten seconds. Karria didn’t know why the woman was so slow with her reactions, but perhaps that would cause her to be killed in the fight, saving Karria the trouble of doing it herself. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there!” Jek yelled, sitting up in his throne as Hord and then Akkard came up from the tunnel. “Kill them!” 
 
    The dwarves, seeing their former king and his brother, hesitated. Karria noted this down, wondering if a fight might not break out at all. While these guards had likely all been loyal once, it seemed that Jek had done a real number on that loyalty since he’d become king. 
 
    “Are you really going to attack your real king?” Karria asked, turning her back to the pompous dwarf and facing the guards in question. “Or will you turn your weapons on the fat, traitorous slob making a mockery of you and your race?” 
 
    “Kill her!” Jek sputtered, his face going red in anger. “What the hell are you all just standing around for?!” 
 
    “Oh, blow it out your oversized asshole, ya pompous prick!” Hord yelled. 
 
    It seemed that he had noticed the hesitation as well, and was capitalizing on it. 
 
    “Y-Yeah, J-Jek,” said one of the guards, taking a half-step forward. “You’re n-not the real king. S-So blow it out your ass!” 
 
    There was a loud clattering sound as he dropped his spear to the ground, glaring up to the would-be king in defiance. 
 
    “Traitor!” Jek screamed, his voice so shrill now that he sounded more like a prepubescent girl than the adult dwarf he was supposed to be. “Kill him! Kill him! Kill them all!” 
 
    He stood from the throne, stamping his feet like a child and petulantly demanding his guards obey. 
 
    “I don’t think they want to listen to you anymore, Jek,” Karria said as she began to stride toward the throne. “I can see it in their eyes. The way they look at you, with such disgust and hatred. To them, you’re little better than garbage, Jek. You’re just an overblown fool who had to take what you could never get on his own, only to then go and run it into the ground. 
 
    “How are your people doing, I wonder?” she said, continuing her slow walk to the throne. “Are they happy with you, or do they resent your very existence?” 
 
    She stopped just a couple of feet from him, looking down at the seething dwarf with a condescending smile. 
 
    “If you want my guess, I’d say it was the latter, wouldn’t you? But what else could be expected from a lazy, talentless, sad excuse for a dwarf? I mean, that is why you had to overthrow the real king, isn’t it?” 
 
    With a howl of rage, Jek threw himself at Karria, his meaty hands balled into fists and swinging at her for all he was worth. Karria laughed at the dwarf’s pitiful attempts, easily stepping back and avoiding the wild blows. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw several of the dwarves tensing, as though unsure of which side to take, but as soon as they looked to Akkard, their real king, they relaxed, allowing the situation to continue playing out. 
 
    “Come on, is that the best you’ve got?” Karria asked, taunting the little man. “My mother can fight better than that, and she’s dead!” 
 
    Karria didn’t see it, as she was facing away from her traveling companions, but the look they shared upon hearing this was one of grim acceptance. It was clear, at least to them, that the Karria they’d known before was all but gone. The old Karria would never make such a callous comment about her dead mother, not even as a grim joke or reference to dark humor. They needed Arbor back, and soon. 
 
    “Stand still and fight like a man!” Jek puffed, starting to slow down. 
 
    “You want me to fight back?” Karria asked, affecting a surprised look. “I mean, I’m not a man, but I guess you must be half-blind if you thought anyone in this room liked you. I was offering you a sporting chance by just avoiding your sad attacks, but if you want me to fight back, I’ll be more than happy to oblige!” 
 
    A forged metallic pole appeared in Karria’s left hand, and as Jek took another swing at her, she parried, using the pole to smack his hand aside. It wasn’t a hard blow, just a small tap to deflect the attack, but the follow up was anything but gentle. 
 
    Jek cried out in pain as Karria thrust the pole forward, slamming it perfectly into his left collarbone. She hit him just hard enough that it wouldn’t break, but definitely with enough force that it would hurt. 
 
    “What?” Karria asked in mock-surprise, watching as the dwarf staggered back, clutching at his injury. “Can’t take a little pain?” 
 
    Jek growled, then reached for his belt and pulled a heavy-bladed dagger. 
 
    “Let’s see how brave you are now, bitch!” he yelled, lunging toward her in a clumsy stab. 
 
    Karria dropped the pole, the construct vanishing halfway to the ground, and held her arms wide in a mocking gesture. However, as Jek came near, sure of his victory, Karria pivoted to one side, snagging the dwarf’s wrist and twisting it back with her other hand. She then used the dwarf’s own dagger, still clutched in his fist, to stab him in his chest. 
 
    “Oh, would you look at that?” Karria said as the dwarf howled in pain. “Didn’t your mother teach you not to run with sharp objects? I guess you were too stupid to understand. Maybe this will help the lesson sink in a bit more!” 
 
    Karria then proceeded to pull Jek’s arm back, stabbing him several more times until the dwarf collapsed from the pain. 
 
    “Are you crying?” Karria asked as she watched the dwarf begin to sob. “That has to be the single most pathetic thing I have ever seen!” 
 
    She began to laugh then, watching the shaking dwarf as fat tears rolled from his eyes and disappeared into his beard. 
 
    “Well, so long as you’re acting like a little bitch, I may as well treat you like one,” Karria said, forging a dog’s collar and starting to crouch down to affix it to the former king’s neck. 
 
    However, she was stopped by a firm hand falling on her shoulder. She already knew who it was, but still turned to glare up at the dwarf. 
 
    “That’s enough,” Akkard said, practically glaring down at her. “You’ve won. There’s no need to keep degrading him like this.” 
 
    “Oh, isn’t there?” Karria asked, her eyes narrowing. “You don’t think he deserves this, after what he did to you? After all the loyal soldiers he killed, just to take your throne? What about all the humans he was going to kill as well? Hmm? Are you telling me that he doesn’t deserve any of this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Akkard said firmly. “Jek will be punished for his crimes, but only I get to decide that. Not you.” 
 
    “Really?” Karria asked, slowly rising to her feet and facing the dwarf down from just inches away. “And what will you do if I don’t listen? You going to ask me nicely to stop?” 
 
    Akkard’s lips formed into a grim line, his hands balling into fists at his sides. 
 
    “Don’t make me do this, Karria,” he whispered, meeting her glare with one of his own. 
 
    “Make you do what?” Karria asked, playing dumb. 
 
    “Don’t make me restrain you by force. I gave you a lot of leeway because you’re clearly not right in the head, but if you continue going like this, I’ll have no choice but to act.” 
 
    “And what makes you think my brother will be okay with you laying so much as a hand on me?” Karria asked. “Or have you forgotten that the whole reason we’re here is to bring him back? Do you think that you can tie me up and I’ll just stand idly by while you do so?” 
 
    “No,” Akkard said, sounding resigned. 
 
    Karria smirked, sure that the dwarf would back down, and began turning to continue tormenting Jek. When she turned around though, the dwarf was gone, having been hauled away by Hord, and was now tied bodily hand and foot. 
 
    “So…That’s the way you want to play it,” Karria said, her voice taking on a deadly calm. 
 
    She’d known they would pose an obstacle eventually, but she hadn’t expected they’d get in her way so soon. She’d been expecting them to at least allow her to bring Arbor back first, but it seemed they were determined to leave her brother locked away in the world of the Demons. Well, Karria couldn’t have that, not if she had anything to say about it, and she most certainly did. 
 
    “You gave me no choice,” Akkard said, his voice tinged with sadness. 
 
    Then, he stepped quickly to one side, revealing Grak, her rapier extended and blue light flaring along the tip of the blade. An instant before the beam of ice flew from the tip, Karria saw a look of satisfaction on the red-skinned woman’s face. Then, the attack struck, forming a solid block of ice around her and freezing her in place.
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    Arbor felt the magic leave him in a rush, his control slipping as the Origin magic poured from him. He gasped, feeling Kya’s hand torn from his face as the blast rocketed out, simultaneously tearing the ground up around him and reforming it as it passed. The relief was immense, like he’d been holding his breath – which he actually had been – until his lungs were near-bursting, then finally let it out. 
 
    Control came back to him as soon as the magic escaped, his attempts to pull back the magic beforehand, ensuring that no more of his Origin magic left without his permission. Unfortunately, he knew that his control likely had come at the cost of the elf girl’s life. His head snapped up, his heart already in his throat. But, instead of seeing Kya’s twisted and broken form or perhaps the remains of a blackened husk, all he saw was the girl, just as she’d looked before. 
 
    She was completely unharmed, aside from a small scrape on her knee where her leggings had been rubbed out. Judging by the looks of things, his escaped magic had simply blown her backward. She hadn’t even lost her balance, as she remained poised in the same position she had been when she’d been trying to help him reassert control. 
 
    “How?” Arbor asked, staring at the unharmed Kya in shock. 
 
    He was relieved, of course, but there was no logical way that she should still be alive. 
 
    “I told you,” Kya said, getting to her feet and giving him a smile. “You wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” Arbor said, staring at the unharmed elf. “My magic tore up solid stone. How are you still alive?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just tell you, silly?” Kya asked with a light laugh. “Your will is stronger than you think. Magic reacts to the intent of its user more often than you might realize. You didn’t want to hurt me, so when your magic escaped your control, I was unharmed.” 
 
    “But…” Arbor began to speak, but was cut off by the small Elemental floating up to him. 
 
    “We need to get moving. I don’t know how much time we have before Nilegard returns, but we need to be gone by then.” 
 
    Arbor looked to Kya once more. She gave him an encouraging smile, and he nodded hesitantly. 
 
    “Care to explain what your plan is?” Arbor asked as he rose to his feet. 
 
    “We need to bind ourselves to you, but there are others who will want to join us, and they will be inside the city. I’ll explain as we go. For now, let’s just go!” 
 
    Arbor nodded and began jogging back toward the city, flanked on all sides by the Elementals. 
 
    “Do you need me to carry you?” he asked as Kya came to jog beside him. 
 
    He could clearly see that she was favoring her leg, which must have been scraped worse than he thought if she were in that much pain. 
 
    “I can use my own two feet just fine,” Kya said, insisting on walking. 
 
    Arbor couldn’t have her keep running like this, and seeing as it was his fault she’d been hurt, even if she wasn’t directly affected by his magic, he had to do something about it. He snagged her hand as it passed, clutching it tightly. Kya’s cheeks went a bit pink, and she looked at him in confusion for a few moments, before she felt the presence of his Perception magic flow into her. 
 
    She let out a small sigh as the scrape on her knee and the bruise underneath were healed, the inflammation receding as the scrape was closed up, leaving healthy and whole skin in its place. 
 
    “Thanks,” Kya said, giving him a shy smile. “You didn’t have to do that. It wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    Arbor shook his head and went to release her hand, but Kya clutched to him tighter as he did. Now, it was his turn to be confused, but when he looked to her, Kya refused to meet his eyes, yet her fingers remained curled tightly around his. 
 
    After a few moments, he just figured that the last several minutes had simply rattled her and decided to let her keep holding onto him. Kya, he’d realized, seemed to be a very touchy person in general. Some people were just like that. Karria, for instance, was a big hugger, at least, around him. She’d also liked to hold his hand, even after she’d grown to the point where most girls would be embarrassed by it. And after what had just happened, Arbor wouldn’t begrudge her a bit of comfort. 
 
    “So, are you going to give me an explanation now?” he asked as Shelderoth floated down to eye level. 
 
    “We’re headed for the main hub of the Elementals,” Shelderoth explained. “The barrier in that area between here and the other realms is much thinner, which means an easier time to break through. It’ll take a lot of us to do it on our own, but with you to help focus the power, it shouldn’t be impossible. 
 
    “I’m only nervous that we will lose a lot of people in the process. See, while one of the Lords could probably open a portal on their own, we simply don’t have that sort of power.” 
 
    “What if I had someone on the other side?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “Do you?” Shelderoth replied. 
 
    “I should.” 
 
    “Well, then, if you have someone else supplying power on the other side, we should have little to no trouble at all. Why didn’t you mention this sooner?” 
 
    “When did I have the time?” Arbor replied. 
 
    “Fair point,” Shelderoth said. 
 
    “So…the plan?” Arbor continued. “You mentioned binding to me. How exactly is that going to work?” 
 
    “The long explanation on binding is complicated, so I’ll give you an abbreviated one instead,” Shelderoth replied. “In short, inhabitants of other planes need an anchor to visit the Mortal Realms. This is usually done with magic, either supplied by those in the Mortal Realms, and, in very rare instances, by the visitor themselves. However, these measures are both temporary, and as soon as the invested power is used up, they’d be forced back into their own Realm. 
 
    “You, however, give us a very rare opportunity. The Origin is the source of magic in your plane, which means its power is infinite. It is also uniquely designed so that no strain will be placed on your own body or mind, as would be the case if I were to bind myself to a regular Mage. Most, in fact, would die from the strain within minutes, as the power needed to keep even a single of my kind in your world is immense.” 
 
    Arbor believed that without a shadow of a doubt. It had taken over thirty gremlin Mages to call Shelderoth into Laedrin the first time, and he’d only been there for a few minutes. He could scarcely imagine what it would have been like for one of those Mages to try and summon the Elemental on their own. He could picture the scene, and no matter how he imagined it, it didn’t look pleasant. 
 
    “The binding shouldn’t take more than half a minute per Elemental, and the process is simple. We just inject a bit of our essence into the Origin, then you trace it back and place a bit of your own power into us. This will create a link of sorts, tethering us to you so that we can remain in the Mortal Realms. No matter where you are in the world, you will be able to find us by following the threads back.” 
 
    Once again, Arbor’s mind flashed to the pendant sitting around his neck. He clearly remembered the thousands of tiny threads spreading from the pendant and connecting with the gremlins. This cemented the idea that the gremlins had probably been based off the Elementals upon creation, and a similar tactic had been used. 
 
    “How exactly am I supposed to link with you, and what will that do to me? Something like this doesn’t sound like it’ll do nothing.” 
 
    “Something like this has never actually been done before,” Shelderoth admitted. “But we understand enough of the Origin to know it’s possible. As to what will happen,” he shrugged. “I can guess if you’d like, but there really isn’t any way to tell until it does. The linking process should be easy, though. You’ll see when we begin.” 
 
    “How many of your kind will want to come?” Arbor asked. “Because if my math is right, we have maybe two or three hours before the person on the other side attempts to reach me.” 
 
    Shelderoth looked toward the city then, which was growing closer by the minute, but was nowhere near close enough. 
 
    “We’ll have to move quickly then,” he said, turning halfway around to the others. “We’re going on ahead. Do your best to keep up. Meet in Flight Room number 15,072. We have less than three hours!” 
 
    The others made sounds of agreement, before Shelderoth dropped onto Arbor’s shoulder. 
 
    “You’re fast, right?” asked the Elemental. 
 
    Arbor merely grinned in reply. 
 
      
 
    “That. Was. Amazing!” Kya said, still laughing as Arbor set her down, the two of them quickly following Shelderoth as he fluttered off his shoulder and opened a small hatch in the side of the gigantic steel wall. 
 
    He hadn’t wanted to break his stride when they’d been jogging earlier, so he’d asked Kya if it was alright for him to carry her in his arms while he ran. If it were Grak, he’d probably have simply scooped her up, but Kya was different, and he wasn’t sure if she’d be okay with something like that. 
 
    Much to his surprise, she hadn’t minded at all. In fact, she’d enjoyed the twenty-minute run very much. He understood that it was different, being on his back or being carried in his arms. When someone was in the front, they didn’t have his body as a windbreak and could feel the air rushing over them, much in the same way he did while running. 
 
    “I’m told that it’s quite different than riding on my back. Either way, I don’t mind, though carrying someone like this makes me feel less like a horse,” Arbor replied. 
 
    “You’ve carried other people this way?” Kya asked. 
 
    “A couple,” Arbor replied, remembering his run back to the Defiants, once carrying Grak and once with Ramona. 
 
    Of course, the experience had been vastly different, as with Grak, he was going to make a report, while with Ramona, he was running for his life. 
 
    “Anyone…special?” Kya asked. 
 
    Arbor’s brow furrowed a bit at that, wondering why the girl would ask such an odd question. Up until now, she hadn’t really pried into his personal life, though she had to know what had happened to him and Karria. He briefly wondered if Kya might be inquiring because she liked him, but almost immediately dismissed that wild notion. Kya was far too young for anything like that, even if she did look mature for her age. 
 
    He would have had to be blind not to see how stunningly beautiful Kya was. In fact, from the standpoint of just her physical appearance, she was easily the most beautiful girl Arbor had ever seen. However, Arbor didn’t even once think about trying anything. Firstly, because she was too young, even if she was just a month shy of sixteen, and secondly, because he simply had no interest. 
 
    She was also Karria’s friend, so in his mind, she wasn’t even up for consideration. In fact, that was probably why she wanted to know about his personal life in the first place. He was her best friend’s bother after all, and she had probably heard a lot about him. 
 
    “There might have been, once,” Arbor replied. “But ever since…you know, things just haven’t been the same.” 
 
    Kya seemed to sober up a bit at that, and once again, snagged his hand. 
 
    “That must be difficult for you,” Kya said, her voice soft. “Having to live with that sort of pain all the time.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Florren’s face flashed in his mind’s eye, still clear as the day he’d met her. His parents came next, followed by the gruesome scene of their deaths at the hands of Ramson and his men. 
 
    “Although I can’t say I understand you perfectly, I also know what it’s like to lose family,” Kya continued. 
 
    Arbor looked down at the elf girl, feeling a pang of sympathy toward her, though he wasn’t really sure what to say. Simply saying he was sorry wouldn’t do anything for her. Her parents were already gone, and no amount of sympathetic words would help. Instead, he simply squeezed her hand a bit harder. 
 
    “If you’d like to talk about it, I’d be glad to listen.” 
 
    Kya gave him a grateful look but shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe another time. Right now, just doesn’t feel…right.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, not pushing for an answer. They remained silent for the remainder of their walk, continuing down the dark tunnel of metal, with Shelderoth looking about as though searching for something. Finally, he stopped before what appeared to be a blank section of tunnel, but when he tapped his small claws against the metal in several places, a line of light appeared, tracing the outline of a door. 
 
    “Woah!” Kya exclaimed as the newly formed door slid aside and revealed a massive room, with a huge glowing crystal set into the center of the floor. 
 
    “This is nothing,” Shelderoth said, heading into the room. “You should see one of the larger Flight Rooms. Those have crystals larger than some of the mountains back on your world.” 
 
    Arbor looked around the large room, noting several odd-looking instruments that were lining the walls, as well as dozens, if not hundreds, of tiny alcoves set into the walls at regular intervals. 
 
    “What exactly is this place?” he asked as the doors closed behind him. 
 
    “This is one of the rooms our kind use to travel between worlds when we’re summoned,” Shelderoth replied. “Or at least, it used to be. This area has been mostly abandoned for quite some time, which will make it perfect for what we need. Now, if you don’t mind,” the Elemental said, holding out his hand. “The others are being gathered as we speak, but if we get the bond out of the way now, you’ll know what to expect with the others.” 
 
    Arbor stared at the outstretched hand for several long seconds, wondering if it might be a good idea to back out. He didn’t know if it would be wise to bring these Elementals back to Laedrin with him. After all, what if they simply went on a rampage like Shelderoth had the last time he’d been summoned, only this time, with hundreds of others? Laedrin would be leveled in a matter of hours, and it would all be his fault. 
 
    As he looked into the small creature’s eyes, Arbor saw something he simply couldn’t ignore. Hope. This small creature, and all of those coming here now, were counting on him to set them free, and there was no way Arbor could shatter their hopes by refusing to take them along with him. He’d given his word, and if there was one thing Arbor prized above all else, it was the integrity of his word. 
 
    “Very well,” Arbor said, reaching out and clasping the Elemental’s hand. “Just show me what I have to do.”
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    “What do you mean, ‘he isn’t home’?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said,” Carve replied to his daughter’s outburst. 
 
    “But I’ve been waiting and training for over a week already!” Seven exclaimed, grabbing the hem of her flowing gown for emphasis. “Are you telling me that I can’t marry him?!” 
 
    “No, dear, that is not what I am saying,” Carve replied, fighting to keep his tone patient. “All it means is that he is simply not home. His head butler did not know when he would return, but assured me that he would send a courier as soon as he was back.” 
 
    “So…What does that mean for me?” Seven asked, calming down a bit. 
 
    “That you will simply need to exercise some patience,” Carve replied. “If it’s of any comfort, the entire staff seemed thrilled at the prospect of their lord marrying a duke’s daughter. The head butler assured us that under no uncertain terms, would Arbor even consider anyone else before meeting you.” 
 
    “But I wanna see him already!” Seven whined, dropping into a chair. “I’m happy we’re going to meet and all, but when?” 
 
    “Whenever he returns from his trip,” Carve replied, letting out a long sigh. 
 
    In truth, he was glad Arbor was away. His daughter was nowhere near ready to enter into polite society, not with the way she was acting now. Truthfully, he hadn’t even thought she’d be able to do as much as she had. Getting rid of those horrific leather outfits she’d been so fond of and trading them in for gowns and dresses was one thing, but changing a personality was something else entirely. 
 
    However, even petulant and spoiled as she was acting now, it wasn’t completely out of line with how a noble’s daughter might act. The complete and utter insanity she’d displayed on a near-constant basis was almost completely gone, though Carve could still see it bubbling under the surface. A little more time was exactly what they needed, and with his daughter so willing and eager, gaining control of the pendant and the entire gremlin race was pretty much guaranteed. 
 
    “Fi-i-ine,” Seven said, standing with a huff and marching toward his door. “By the way,” she said, pausing on her way out. “Whatever happened to Ramson?” 
 
    “He’s wily and cunning, I’ll give him that,” Carve replied. “Thus far, he’s been able to avoid my men, but it’s only a matter of time before he’s killed. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Seven smiled then, the look of insanity that Carve had come to know so well showing clearly on her face. 
 
    “Oh, I just think his head would make the absolute perfectest wedding present. Don’t you?” 
 
    Ramson suppressed a shiver as she giggled then, twiddling her fingers, before turning to skip out of the room. 
 
    Yes, Carve thought as the door closed behind her. She definitely needs more time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ramson ducked beneath an overhanging branch, darting quickly to his left and continuing his mad dash through the Endless Wood. His breath came in ragged gasps and he was beginning to feel lightheaded due to a lack of air. Still, he knew that if he slowed down for even a second, the duke’s soldiers would be on him, and he’d be finished. 
 
    As soon as he’d been released, Ramson had known there was no way Carve would let him go that easily. He knew too much, and for a careful man like the duke, Ramson was simply a liability. Why he hadn’t had him killed in his manor was still a mystery, but seeing as he was still alive – at least for now – Ramson wasn’t complaining. 
 
    He heard the distinct sounds of horses off in the distance, as well as the shouting of men, but instead of plunging him into despair, it only spurred him to run faster. They’d been on his trail for well over a week by this point, but they were soldiers, not mercenaries or slavers. They never had to contend with travel through dense forests and overgrown paths. Their roads were always neat and clean, clear of obstacles and anything that could possibly slow them. 
 
    He, on the other hand, had ample experience scurrying through the woods, and thus, despite his other disadvantages, Ramson had managed to stay ahead. Inwardly, he cursed Carve and his insane daughter with every foul oath that came to mind. He couldn’t spare the breath to do so aloud, as he needed all the air he could get to keep running, but his entire being cursed that insane, greedy, and conniving father-daughter duo. 
 
    There was a thicket up ahead, and Ramson briefly wondered if he might be able to hide and recover for a bit, but the baying of hounds soon changed his mind. Much as he’d like to rest, the dogs would have no trouble sniffing him out, especially with how much he probably reeked right now. Throwing them off his trail was essential to survival, yet they always seemed to pick it back up. 
 
    He’d crossed streams, rolled in dirt, covered himself in mud, and tried half a dozen other tricks. False trails were left, his main trail was wiped, and he did everything else he could think of, but matter what he did, they were always just a few steps behind him. By this point, he was certain that they had a really good tracker or a Mage that was capable of either tracking or keeping the hounds from losing his scent. 
 
    Ramson’s chest heaved as he ran around another tree, crashing through the thicket and coming out before another river. Without hesitation, he jumped in, allowing the fast-flowing stream to carry him away. He swam as best he could to reach the center, aligning his body so that he wouldn’t be thrown against protruding boulders. Over the rushing of the river, Ramson could hear the dogs. When he peered back over his shoulder, he saw the first of them break free of the tree line. 
 
    Up until now, Ramson had never caught sight of his pursuers, but as soon as he saw the dogs, he understood how they’d been keeping track of him. It had little to do with the abilities of a Mage or a tracker, but rather, everything to do with the dogs, if one could even call them that. There were two of them, massive, shaggy red beasts with glowing green eyes and silver-tipped ears. They were easily three feet at the shoulder and had to weigh somewhere in the realm of three-hundred pounds. 
 
    Mythic Hounds! Ramson thought, cursing his bad luck. 
 
    The Mythic Hounds were obviously in the family of the Mythic Beasts, however, unlike their wild brethren, Hounds could be bred and trained. Of course, it took someone of immense skill and patience to do so and trainers who could charge a literal fortune for their services, but for a duke, having a few on hand was hardly any trouble at all. 
 
    Ramson didn’t know much about the Mythic Hound breeds, but the fur color and shining eyes made its appearance unmistakable. And, unlike regular hounds, these would never lose his scent. Not unless given another to chase, or they were killed. Even if Ramson were to escape today, they would eventually find him. Maybe in a month, maybe a year, perhaps in fifty. When that time came, he’d have to fight them. But, judging by how swiftly they were moving, Ramson didn’t think he’d have the option of running away again. 
 
    Sighting the man being carried down the river, one of the hounds let out an excited bark, one that sounded more like the roar of an angry bear than anything else, before taking off after him. One thing that Ramson had going for him right now was that he was in the water, and if hounds hated anything in this world, it was water. Their bones, while strong and dense, didn’t exactly lend themselves to floating, and while they could get across a river or stream, they wouldn’t jump in without their handler’s urging. 
 
    Ramson tried to speed up his swim downstream, but the water was already moving pretty fast, and with him trying to fend off rocks and deadfall, it was already a pretty arduous task. Worse, he was pretty sure he could hear the distinct sound of a waterfall up ahead and knew that if he didn’t get out soon, he’d be going over. 
 
    The hounds yipped and barked as they ran alongside him, keeping their eyes trained on him as he struggled to get to the other side of the river. The hounds were fast, and as good as he was with a sword, Ramson couldn’t delude himself into thinking he could take either of them on alone. They were Mythic Beasts, after all, while he was just a regular human. Worse than a regular human, in fact, seeing as he was blind on his right side. 
 
    There was another loud crashing of trees, as the horsemen pursuing him finally broke free of the tree cover and began to ride down the riverbank, following the barking dogs. Ramson knew it was only a matter of minutes until they caught up with him, and while they might not be willing to risk the hounds in this river, they undoubtedly had at least one person with a crossbow or sling. 
 
    Out here, in the middle of the river, he was a sitting duck. Cursing his seemingly endless stream of bad luck, Ramson struck out for the opposite shoreline. He figured that it was better to take his chances on land than out in the middle of open water. However, just as he made it three-quarters of the way across, he was tossed by a sudden swell. Ramson was airborne for just a couple of seconds, but when he came back down, his hip was clipped by a rock hiding right beneath the surface of the river. 
 
    He cried out, feeling hot pain flash down his leg, and he went under momentarily. When he pulled himself to the surface, spluttering and coughing, it was to see that the soldiers had come into sight. He cursed once again, trying to strike out for the opposite shore, but he already knew he was done for. He could feel an odd grinding from his hip and knew what that meant. Ramson wouldn’t be running anywhere, and without his legs, there was no possible way for him to escape. 
 
    The soldiers began to shout once they spotted him, and as he’d predicted, four of the twenty or so men pulled crossbows from their backs. 
 
    Ramson wanted to scream, to yell and rage at the world for continually screwing him over. All he’d ever wanted was an easy life, one in which he could capture soft bumpkins and sell them for an easy profit. However, he’d gotten greedy and taken up a job from some noble, and now look where he was. 
 
    A small buzzing sound reached him then, and an instant later, the water to his immediate right exploded in a small fountain, sending a spray over his already soaked body. Ramson cursed once again, realizing they were shooting at him, and judging by how close that first shot was, these men knew what they were doing. 
 
    He quickly changed direction, swerving to his right to try and throw off their aim, and he managed to do just that. 
 
    A scream of pain tore itself from his throat, as the quarrel that had been aimed for his spine thudded painfully into his shoulder, piercing deeply and grinding against the bone. The pain was horrific, and Ramson could feel it every time he moved his shoulder. Still, he couldn’t allow himself to sit still, even for a moment. He dove beneath the water, the cold leeching ever more of his precious body heat as he strove to avoid the buzzing projectiles seeking to end his life. 
 
    He came up for air several feet away, only to swim quickly to his left, hoping to throw off the archers’ aim. Once again, his life was saved. Both of the quarrels, which had been aimed at his neck and head, slammed into him, one piercing just beneath his armpit, while the other lodged in his forearm. 
 
    Ramson didn’t scream this time, gritting his teeth and simply bearing the pain. He was beginning to grow lightheaded from the combination of the cold, shock, and blood loss, but he only had two options remaining. Give up and die, or keep going, and Ramson had never been the type to simply roll over, especially not after having survived as long as he had. 
 
    He rolled to one side as more bolts were fired, the next shot missing, but the one after, catching a flailing ankle. Ramson yelled, cursing the soldiers for all he was worth, but was unable to really do anything about it. By now, he couldn’t even try to get out of the river. For one, running was out of the question, and for another, they’d turn him into a pincushion long before he’d make it out. 
 
    Another quarrel buzzed by, slicing a section from one of his ears, and Ramson hissed at the added pain. Never before could he remember being this hurt, not even when his eye had been taken by that smug bastard, who the duke’s insane daughter was trying to marry. His vision was swimming, a rad haze creeping over his one remaining eye. Ramson was too tired to keep avoiding attacks anymore, the blood loss and pain finally taking their toll. 
 
    He floated for several moments, expecting to feel the pain of more bolts lancing into him, but when more than ten seconds passed without a thing happening, Ramson mustered up the strength to peer over his shoulder. Much to his shock, he saw that the soldiers had slowed their horses, the hounds stopping alongside them as they watched him. For several long seconds, Ramson simply didn’t understand why they would stop. 
 
    Then, he felt the water vanish out from under him, as the falls he’d been expecting tumbled down the side of a cliff, taking Ramson’s broken and bleeding body along with it.
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    Arbor felt the intrusion of foreign magic almost immediately, the small red-orange tendril worming its way into his hand and flowing down his arm toward his Origin magic. It felt strange to have someone else’s magic flowing into him in this manner. This wasn’t like Kya’s magic, which served a distinct purpose, but this felt more like how he imagined his own felt to others when he was healing them. 
 
    The red tendril quickly worked its way down to his Origin magic, and, rather than repel the tendril as he’d been expecting, the line of red-orange light was sucked toward it, like a piece of metal drawn to a magnet. Arbor felt the connection immediately, and as his Origin magic locked onto the tendril, he knew what to do next. This took very little control on his part and was done almost subconsciously. 
 
    A small surge ran through his body as his Origin magic flowed up the string of magic, entering into Shelderoth’s body and lodging there. There was no Origin of which to speak, as the Elemental seemed to be made purely of magic, but still, he could feel the connection, clear as day. At least, he could when he concentrated on the small string connecting them. When he shifted his focus, the feeling almost completely vanished, for which he was very grateful. 
 
    It was one thing to know that he was connected to another living being, but it was quite another to be constantly aware of their presence. 
 
    “Did it work?” Kya asked as Arbor opened his eye. 
 
    “Yes,” Shelderoth replied, a small tinge of awe in his voice. “I can feel it! The Origin’s anchoring point is bright and clear. I…I can finally leave!” 
 
    Arbor didn’t really know what to say, as the Elemental was nearly beside himself, both in gratitude and happiness. Kya, though, seemed to know exactly what to do, as she pulled the smaller creature to her chest and squeezed him tightly. 
 
    “Oh! That is wonderful news!” Kya exclaimed, bouncing in place as she suffocated the poor creature. 
 
    Shelderoth didn’t seem to mind in the slightest, moving his much shorter arms and hugging whatever part of her he could reach. Seeing as Kya was more of a busty sort, he ended up doing what pretty much everyone would call wildly inappropriate. Arbor wondered if the elf would say anything or recoil in horror, but she just squeezed the Elemental harder, treating him more like a grotesque doll of some sort. 
 
    There was a small hiss from the door then, and Shelderoth struggled free of Kya’s grip as another dozen Elementals entered. Now that Arbor knew what to look for, he could spot the variations between the males and females, though the coloration varied wildly from a bright green, all the way to pitch-black. 
 
    “Form a line,” Shelderoth said, flying to begin organizing those of his kind who were brave enough to leave. 
 
    Much to Arbor’s surprise, they did as they were told, forming into a neat line without any pushing or shoving. Then, one by one, Arbor began to bind to them. Halfway through the first group, another, much larger one entered, and Shelderoth began organizing them into groups of ten. He gave each group a number and said he’d call on them to get into line when it was their turn. 
 
    Arbor had never before seen such an organized and well-coordinated system, and judging by how quickly they moved to follow orders, it had been drilled into them their entire lives. Then again, Arbor had no idea exactly how old these creatures even were. If they’d been living for thousands of years, then it was hardly a surprise that they listened so well. 
 
    At first, the bindings took around a minute each, but as Arbor began to get into the flow of things, he began to speed up. By the time he bound the hundredth Elemental, he was able to do it in around forty seconds, and the hundred and fortieth brought him down to half a minute. More and more kept coming, flooding into the room and talking excitedly amongst themselves, and, as time ticked ever onward, Arbor began to grow afraid that he wouldn’t be able to bind them all. 
 
    He had perhaps an hour left, and at his current speed, he’d only be able to bind another hundred and forty, maybe a hundred and fifty at best. By his count, there were well over double that number yet to be bound, and more floating in by the minute. 
 
    “Would you mind getting Shelderoth’s attention?” Arbor asked Kya, who’d been standing beside him just in case he somehow lost control over his Origin magic. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she asked, sensing the tone in his voice. 
 
    “There are too many for the time we have left,” Arbor said, leaning in and practically whispering the words into the elf’s ear. 
 
    Kya gave him a single nod, then hurried off to grab Shelderoth for him. 
 
    “Thank you so much, you have no idea how much this means to me!” said the Elemental he’d just bound, her gold-colored body practically vibrating with joy. 
 
    “Happy to help,” Arbor replied, returning the smile in kind. 
 
    All of the Elementals had had a similar reaction when he’d anchored them to the Origin, and though it had been nice at first, now, it was just slowing them down. But he maintained a friendly demeanor and a smile, no matter how he felt inside. He had to keep reminding himself that these creatures could have been slaves for literally thousands of years. The chance to finally be free would mean more to them than he could possibly imagine. 
 
    Shelderoth came flying up as Arbor began tethering the next. It was clear by the look on his face that Kya had told him the problem. 
 
    “What do we do?” Arbor asked. 
 
    “We can try and get more than one at a time,” Shelderoth said. 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    The Elemental hesitated, then slowly nodded. 
 
    “It is, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “Not without a significant amount of discomfort.” 
 
    Arbor sighed internally. Of course, there’d have to be ‘discomfort’ involved. 
 
    “How much discomfort are we talking about here?” he asked, giving the next Elemental a smile as he was profusely thanked. 
 
    “Imagine the worst pain you’ve ever felt…” Shelderoth began, already making Arbor regret asking the question. “…Then multiply that by ten.” 
 
    “Shit! You have got to be kidding me!” Arbor exclaimed, halting the next in line unintentionally. 
 
    The Elemental, a female that was small even for her kind, looked to Shelderoth with a mixture of fear and apprehension. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shelly? Is there no more room?” 
 
    Had this been a different situation, Arbor might have found the nickname quite amusing, but right now was not the time for laughter. 
 
    “There’s still plenty of room,” Shelderoth said, not at all embarrassed. “We’re just deciding the best way to get you all tethered before someone on the other side tries to open a gate to the Mortal Realms.” 
 
    Arbor looked to the line of Elementals, and then toward the groups milling about, all waiting to be called on so that they could go free. There was no doubt in Arbor’s mind about what he had to do right now. No amount of pain, not even the very worst he’d ever felt, could compare to what these creatures had gone through. His pain would be temporary, but if he left them behind, they would be slaves forever. 
 
    “Keep them coming then,” Arbor said, sitting down and crossing his legs. “And don’t stop until they’re all tethered.” 
 
    Shelderoth nodded somberly, then turned and began barking out orders. Within seconds, an entire group of ten was crowing around him, all placing hands on whatever bare patches of skin they could reach. Then, the pain began. 
 
    It wasn’t the slight buildup of pain that he’d expected, but an immediate and horrific sensation that was indescribable. If he were to try and explain what it felt like, it would be as a mix of being simultaneously burned, frozen, crushed, cut, and electrocuted at the same time, and that was only from the first group. 
 
    The tendrils all connected to his Origin, and Arbor was very happy that it didn’t take much concentration on his part to follow them back, as his mind had gone all but blank from the pain assaulting his senses. Time after time, he felt small hands pressing to him, followed immediately by some new and horrific sensations of pain. Sometimes it was the burning and freezing, and other times it felt like he’d been seared from the inside, had all his bones liquified or his muscles ripped to shreds. 
 
    Arbor had no idea how many groups he saw, only counting on the brief respites between groups to maintain his sanity. Shelderoth had not been exaggerating about the pain, though Arbor dearly wished he had been. Once, in the few seconds between groups, he heard Kya whisper into his ear. 
 
    “You’re doing great, just keep holding on.” 
 
    He was glad she hadn’t told him how much longer he had to go, nor how many he’d done so far. For all he knew, he’d only anchored five or six groups. Pain had a funny way of warping one’s perspective, so it was best no one said anything until he had just two or three left. When the end was in sight, things often became infinitely easier. 
 
    But the pain didn’t stop, didn’t slow. It just kept coming, washing through him in waves. Arbor had to wonder how much this was going to damage his psyche. His body was clearly fine, as Kya probably would have stopped him had he been a broken, bloody mess. However, the mental anguish might very well break him before this was done. 
 
    Another group of hands landed on him, and pain wracked him once more. Arbor wanted to scream, to twist away as the streams of yellow, red, blue, and black wormed their way down to the Origin. It was too much. He couldn’t take anymore. They connected with the Origin, and his magic flowed back up, tethering him to the small creatures. The hands released him, and Arbor sagged, trying to force himself to remain in place and not flee from the next group. 
 
    However, the next hand that fell on him didn’t belong to an Elemental. It was far too large to be one of theirs. 
 
    Arbor’s eyes flickered open, and through the haze of tears that had sprung to his eyes unbidden, he could make out the blurry outline of Kya. 
 
    “That was the last of them,” she said in a low voice. “You did it.” 
 
    Warmth flooded his body, soothing away the pain and nearly causing Arbor to weep in relief. The absence of pain was so potent that it felt practically euphoric. He’d never been one for plants or herbs which warped one’s perspective of reality, nor those whose properties brought on feelings of giddiness, but at that moment, Arbor imagined that this was what it felt like. 
 
    “I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    Arbor’s eyes flickered open once more, to see Shelderoth, not floating in the air, but standing on the ground before him. His voice was tinged with awe and gratitude, and his entire body was trembling from head to toe. 
 
    “Why would you do that to yourself?” he asked. “I understand that we made a deal, but to put yourself through so much, just to ensure that everyone who came could make it…Well, that’s…I don’t even know what to say…” 
 
    “Pain is temporary,” Arbor said, his voice rasping as it came out. “Who am I to leave so many behind, when that is all it will cost me?” 
 
    Shelderoth simply shook his head in amazement, still not believing what he’d done. 
 
    “How much time do we have left?” Arbor asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Ten minutes.” 
 
    “Is anyone else coming?” 
 
    Shelderoth’s good cheer seemed to diminish somewhat then, and he shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think they will. There are literally millions of my kind in the Lower Realms, but not many are willing to take the sort of risk that leaving requires. Do not feel bad. Thanks to you, over a thousand of my kind will go free.” 
 
    The small Elemental placed a hand on Arbor’s knee, both of which were still locked tight as Kya worked to soothe away the pain. 
 
    “You can’t possibly understand what this means to all of us. If we were to try and explain ourselves, it would take hundreds of years for us to fully express how we feel. So, instead, we will pledge our loyalty to you and your children. For every one of us you saved, we will serve you for a hundred years. We will…” 
 
    Arbor held up a hand to stop him, slowly shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m not freeing you, only for you to go and enslave yourselves to me instead. If you’d like, we can arrange something once we’re back home, but I won’t make anyone work for me if they don’t want to, especially without fair payment and a place to call home.” 
 
    For just a moment, Arbor wondered if the Elemental was going to cry. His bottom lip started to quiver, but he managed to keep it together. Shelderoth didn’t say a thing, patting him on the knee one more time before flying toward the others still scattered about the room. 
 
    “You did well,” Kya said, her voice soft and sounding oddly choked. 
 
    “Did I?” Arbor asked, fighting back the exhaustion threatening his mind. 
 
    The pain was swiftly receding, but in its place came a weariness that seemed to seep down to his very bones. 
 
    “While they can’t articulate how they feel, the sense of overwhelming joy, disbelief, and gratitude are so strong that I’ve actually had to rein my magic in,” Kya said with a light laugh. 
 
    Arbor didn’t reply. He simply did not have the strength. All he wanted to do was curl into a ball and sleep for the next year, but he knew he couldn’t. His tired mind fumbled down toward his Perception core, pulling a thread of magic up to his brain. It was always dangerous when using this particular technique, especially on himself, but right now, he needed to purge the weariness. 
 
    The portal would be opening in just a few short minutes, and he had to be ready and able to act when Karria began to push from her end. Just the thought of finally being reunited with his sister banished all doubts from his mind, and Arbor flooded his brain with Perception magic, giving himself the jolt he needed. New strength flooded his body, his mind sharpening back to full awareness as the fatigue was washed away in an instant. 
 
    This was only a temporary measure, and he knew that in about an hour, he’d pretty much be collapsing from exhaustion no matter what. 
 
    As soon as his mind sharpened, he became aware of a light thrumming from his chest. Seeing as he was already concentrating on his magic, Arbor followed the streams of his Perception magic down to his chest, where he found his second Origin thrumming lightly. The black and white sphere of power didn’t look any different, but he could feel that something had changed. There was more power available to him, though the Tier hadn’t been altered. 
 
    His brows creased in confusion as he moved his awareness down to his Perception magic, but the blue core of power was still the same as he remembered. Going back to his Origin magic, Arbor examined it from all sides, trying to spot what could have caused such a marked increase. His answer came a moment later when he tightened his focus enough to see the hundreds of tiny threads flowing from the core and out of his body. 
 
    Arbor stared for several long seconds, hardly believing that something like this was possible. The Elementals, it seemed, were supplying him with more magic! It wasn’t like they were each giving all that much, just a small amount leaking through their connections, but when they were all added up, it made a very noticeable increase. Arbor honestly wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, as he was still not confident of his control. It wasn’t like he had much say in the matter, though. However, he would be talking to Shelderoth about it once they returned. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Kya asked as Arbor’s eyes flickered open. 
 
    “Much better, thank you,” he said, giving her a smile. “I honestly don’t know if I would have survived that without you being here.” 
 
    Kya blushed at the compliment, slowly removing her hand from his face. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure you would have managed somehow,” she said, looking at the ground and tucking a lock of hair behind one of her ears. “You’re the type of man who…” 
 
    A massive explosion rocked the room, cutting Kya off mid-sentence, as the door, which had been sealed, was blasted inward, spinning end over end and careening into the far wall. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” said a deep voice, tinged with rage. “It seems the little bugs were trying to make off with my prize.” 
 
    Arbor turned to Shelderoth, whose eyes were locked on the opening. The terror on his face was clear to see, but as the owner of that voice stepped into the room, Arbor could well understand why. He had never seen this creature before in his life, but judging by all the stories he’d heard as a child, Arbor had no doubt that this was a Demon.
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    The Demon was easily five and a half feet tall, not a giant by anyone’s standards, but his appearance was what truly inspired terror and awe. His skin was a deep azure-blue, with black flecks dotting his bare chest and abdomen. His body rippled with muscle, showing clearly defined massive pectoral muscles and an impressive ten-pack of abdominals. His features were distinctly hawk-like, with sharp cheekbones, glowing green eyes and a mouth filled with razor-sharp teeth. His nose comprised of a pair of slits, and a pair of ram’s horns, black as pitch, curved up from his scalp. 
 
    A pair of pinioned, bat-like wings protruded behind him, and a spaded tail, shaped like a whip, twitched back and forth, as though containing a life of its own. His slitted pupils slowly scanned the room, landing first on Shelderoth, then on Arbor. 
 
    “Never in my wildest dreams, could I have imagined such treachery, even from those as low as your pitiful kind,” Nilegard said, his deep voice resounding throughout the room. “That you would try and steal a prize of such value, and from a Demon Lord no less, speaks to the true nature of Elementals. Worse, had you succeeded in escaping, as you so obviously are trying, I would have been held accountable, and in my mind, that is unacceptable!” 
 
    The power of his voice shook the entire room, making all of the gathered Elementals cringe in terror. Some dropped to the ground, slamming their faces to the floor and crying out for mercy, while others simply floated there, staring blankly into space. Others still simply looked grim, while the rare few actually seemed defiant. 
 
    “Begging will not help you now!” Nilegard roared, his voice cutting off the chatter. “You will all die for what you have done here today. Not only that, but for every treacherous worm gathered here, I will kill ten-thousand of your wretched kind!” 
 
    A stunned silence spread throughout the room as the Demon made his proclamation, eyes burning with malice and suppressed glee. 
 
    “That should hopefully drive home the message as to what will happen to those who think above their stations. And you,” Nilegard said, swinging his full attention on Shelderoth. “I have a very special punishment in mind for you, one that will have you begging for death!” 
 
    Nilegard then – unbelievably – turned his back on the entire room. 
 
    “Follow me to await your punishments, and if you should decide to tarry, I’ll kill another hundred-thousand for every second you stay!” 
 
    Arbor stared as the Elementals all rushed to follow, pushing and shoving one another forward in their rush to obey the Demon’s orders. He hadn’t had to lift a finger. He had even told them that they would all be killed. He had said that ten-thousand of their kind would be killed for each one of them. Yet they still obeyed. 
 
    Arbor knew he didn’t have much time left until the portal needed to be opened. Maybe five minutes, perhaps even less than that, but he couldn’t allow this Demon to do as he wished. 
 
    “Get as far back as you can,” he said, unslinging his glaive from his back. 
 
    “Arbor, whatever you’re thinking of doing —” Kya began. 
 
    “Don’t try and talk me out of it,” Arbor said, reaching for the Origin. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” Kya said, surprising him. 
 
    When he turned to look at her, he could see the steely resolve in her eyes, the angry set of her shoulders, and the way she seemed to be barely containing her anger. 
 
    “You kill that ugly bastard and make sure he can never do all those horrible things to anyone!” 
 
    Arbor, still completely off-guard by her proclamation, could only nod his head dumbly. Kya gave him a firm nod, then whirled and began running for the opposite side of the room as fast as she could. 
 
    “You can’t win against him,” Shelderoth said, floating over to him as the others continued to stream out. 
 
    “Oh, really? And what makes you say that?” Arbor asked, taking a tighter grip on his weapon. 
 
    “Because,” Shelderoth said, his voice dejected. “His power is on a whole other level. The type that mortals cannot even begin to fathom. I know your kind has a rating system for power, so allow me to explain this in terms you can understand. If Nilegard fought against a hundred of your Calamity Mages, he would win!” 
 
    “Those other Mages wouldn’t have what I do,” Arbor replied, refusing to be intimidated by those astronomical numbers. 
 
    “And what would that be?” Shelderoth asked, not even having the energy to muster up some sarcasm. 
 
    “None of them have the Origin,” Arbor replied. “Besides, if you think I’m just going to go along quietly, you’ve got another thing coming.” 
 
    “When a Demon gives an order, you obey,” Shelderoth replied. “That’s just how things around here work, and if you don’t come out on your own, you can rest assured that he’ll be coming in after you, and if he does, he’ll be less than gentle in getting you out. You can’t win, so you might as well give in to the inevitable. That’s just the way of the world.” 
 
    “Giving up might be alright with you,” Arbor said, “but so long as I’m still breathing, I don’t plan on rolling over. Besides, I don’t have to win. All I need to do is keep him distracted until the portal can be opened. Once we escape, there’s no chance he’ll be able to follow.” 
 
    “And what about all the Elementals who remain behind?” Shelderoth asked. “Nilegard will slaughter them by the thousands, likely even more, if you get away!” 
 
    “Firstly, I highly doubt that a million of your kind would simply allow themselves to be killed without putting up so much as a fight. Secondly, I think Nilegard would be too busy running for his life to do anything about it.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Shelderoth asked, a small note of hope now tinging his voice. 
 
    “He said it himself when he walked in here,” Arbor said with a grim smile. “He took the credit for my capture, so if I escape…” 
 
    “The Demon Lord will have his head!” Shelderoth said, excitement beginning to bubble up inside him. 
 
    Finally, Arbor could hear the hope rekindle as Shelderoth realized they weren’t doomed to die. Well, at least not yet, anyway. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” the Elemental asked. 
 
    “As soon as the fight begins, go gather up all the others. I’ll only have to distract him for a few minutes, but I’ll have to count on you to keep him busy while I get the portal open. Once I do, I’ll keep him distracted while the rest of you escape.” 
 
    “But how will you escape?” Shelderoth asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Arbor said with a grim smile. “I’m more than fast enough to get away.” 
 
    “You’re a fool if you believe you can escape me!” Nilegard’s voice boomed from the open doorway. “I ordered you all out here, yet I see the mortal does not realize with whom he is dealing. I am a Demon Lord, the most powerful of all Demons!” he roared. “Now get out here and bow before me like the swine you are!” 
 
    “Please,” Arbor said with a small snort. “You’re no Demon Lord. In fact, I doubt you’re very powerful for a Demon at all. Why else would you have to come to deal with such a minor problem by yourself, instead of calling on your minions to do it for you?” 
 
    “What did you just say?” hissed the demon, taking a single step into the room. 
 
    “Are you hard of hearing or just plain dumb?” Arbor asked, continuing to goad the Demon – so long as they were talking, they weren’t fighting. “I can repeat it if you’d like, but if you’re as stupid as you are ugly, it would just be a waste of time.” 
 
    “No one talks to me that way!” Nilegard roared, summoning a long black-shafted polearm with a six-foot blade on one end. 
 
    “Is that supposed to intimidate me?” Arbor asked, looking to the weapon that towered above the Demon’s head. “Because there’s no way anyone can fight with a weapon that big. No matter how strong you are, a weapon like that is completely unwieldy.” 
 
    Nilegard didn’t answer, instead letting out a howl of rage and dashing toward him, wings stretching out and allowing him to continue his charge as he glided just a few inches off the ground. Arbor waited until the Demon was within striking distance, then, as he began to swing the oversized weapon, dashed inside his guard – which wasn’t all that hard – and stabbed forward with his glaive. 
 
    Origin magic flowed out of the blade just before the weapon pierced his chest, sinking in a good half a foot before unleashing its payload. A hole, nearly a foot in diameter, was blown through the Demon’s chest, the black magic tearing at the lines now visible to Arbor, thanks to his lack of control. Still, he fought through the pain and panic, slashing wide as he pulled back, and cutting the Demon’s arm from his shoulder. 
 
    Both the arm and weapon fell to the ground with a clatter as he spun, smashing the spike into the side of Nilegard’s head and unleashing another burst of magic. The explosion ripped the ground apart, rending the metal to sheds and tearing up the stone beneath as Nilegard was hurled across the room, where he slammed into the far wall. He impacted with such force that the metal crumpled, ripping apart and sending him into the adjoining room. 
 
    Arbor, knowing the advantage of momentum, dashed after him, using his Perception magic to increase his speed, strength, and reflexes. Origin magic was roiling all about him now, randomly lashing out at the walls, floor, and ceiling. The tendrils tore chunks from the metal, warping them or repairing the damage that had just been done. Grass or flowers began to grow from some of the tears, while others turned to molten slag or changed into some other form of itself. Arbor was even positive he’d seen the steel separate into the various components that made it up, before fusing back together again. 
 
    He had no time to look and wonder about his magic, though. Right now, he needed to stay on task and keep Nilegard occupied. He leaped through the hole created by the Demon’s impact, dashing across the next room, which looked quite similar to the last, and attacked the still recovering Demon as he rose back to his feet. 
 
    Arbor noticed something that was quite troubling, even as his glaive whirled and slashed, unleashing massive amounts of wild magic. No matter how many times he was cut, Nilegard’s makeup always recovered. The Origin magic acted on its own, ripping at the threads of his existence, only to have the Demon’s massive constitution counteract it a moment later. Had Arbor had even a bit of control, he suspected he could have done some real damage, but as it was, all he accomplished was annoying the Demon. 
 
    Nilegard roared, molten blue power exploding from his body as Arbor’s next attack sailed for his head once more. Arbor jumped back, speeding up the flow of his Perception magic to assist him in clearing the attack in time. Several droplets landed on his breastplate, where they hissed and steamed for several seconds before vanishing. Much to Arbor’s shock, the attack also managed to leave several visible marks on the otherwise gleaming Mythicallium, which shouldn’t have been possible. 
 
    Then again, Arbor thought, as the Demon’s arm reformed and the holes he’d drilled through Nilegard sealed up. If Mythic Beasts could damage the armor, why not a Demon? 
 
    Arbor dashed back in, pulling his glaive back for another swing. Nilegard raised a hand, and another blast of the liquid-blue fire flashed between them. His glaive swung forward, unleashing a wave of Origin magic, which clashed with the Demon’s attack midair. 
 
    Another explosion rocked the room as the magics collided, and Arbor was hurled back. Rainbow colored light danced around the area where their magics clashed, warping and distorting in a maddening way that Arbor simply couldn’t look at. He felt that if he did, he might very well go insane just watching. 
 
    He turned a neat flip in the air, landing on his feet and skidding back another few feet before coming to a halt. Nilegard, who’d been blown in the opposite direction, had a much easier time of it, thanks to his wings. The Demon hovered in the air, eyes practically drilling into him, the malice so apparent that it was almost palpable. 
 
    Another massive weapon appeared in Nilegard’s outstretched hand, this one flickering with blue light along the edges. And even though he didn’t want to see it, Arbor had little choice. The Origin magic leaking from his body and ripping up everything in his immediate vicinity, clearly showed him the makeup, intensity, and most of all, power, contained on the edge of that weapon. 
 
    Arbor knew then that no matter how well-protected he thought he was, even a single hit from that blade would signal the end for him. He adjusted his stance as the rainbow light from their last clash faded, vanishing into nothingness. His front leg was poised, and his back coiled up, ready to launch him forward. This was not a fight Arbor could win, but it was most definitely one that he could not afford to lose.
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    Karria watched from within her icy prison as Grak relaxed, lowering the tip of her rapier and eyeing her in satisfaction. She was frozen solid, her entire body locked in place with only a single small hole left for her to breathe. Even that was difficult, as her ribcage wasn’t allowed to expand or contract, which would, according to a quick bit of math, have her unconscious in just a few minutes. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that her body was chilling at an alarming rate, and was already beginning to shut down. She had a feeling that they wouldn’t allow her to die, but restraining her would be much easier once she was unconscious, and from previous experience, Karria knew there were ways of blocking a Mage from accessing their magic. The gathered dwarves seemed both shocked and relieved at the same time, as the crazy girl who’d been torturing their former king was restrained. 
 
    “I’m sorry it had to come to this,” Akkard said, meeting the frozen girl’s eyes. “But you’ve gone too far.” 
 
    “And how do you plan on getting Arbor back without me?” Karria asked, her words coming out muffled through all the ice. 
 
    “I can get him back,” Grak said defiantly, sheathing her rapier. 
 
    “Please,” Karria said, letting out a half-formed laugh. “You don’t have nearly enough power.” 
 
    “I have plenty,” Grak said, practically glaring back at her. “And don’t worry, we won’t keep you restrained for long, just long enough for Arbor to come back and get you thinking straight again.” 
 
    “And what makes you think I’ll just stand here and allow you to mess things up?” Karria asked. 
 
    “Please, don’t try and bluff,” Akkard said. “It’s unbecoming, even for someone like you. I know you can’t use your magic without making some sort of gesture. Even when you blow things up, your muscles tighten on reflex. Without being able to move at all, you’re practically helpless.” 
 
    “Oh? You think so, do you?” Karria asked as the ice around her began to steam and melt. 
 
    Grak’s rapier was out of its sheath in an instant, more ice pouring over the prison she’d forged around her. 
 
    “I thought you said she couldn’t get out!” Grak yelled, the panic clear in her voice. 
 
    “She isn’t supposed to be able!” Akkard replied. “Hord! Where are we with those chains?” 
 
    “Got em!” Hord yelled, pulling a large wooden chest from the wall. 
 
    A section of stone had been shifted away, revealing the hidden alcove behind. Karria let out a snort of laughter, increasing the heat around her body, forging the very concept as her magic left her. It seemed the dwarves kept a few safeguards against Mages. Too bad they were so slow. 
 
    “Just hold her for another few seconds!” Hord yelled, pulling a length of dark gray chain from the chest. 
 
    “I’m trying!” Grak replied. “But she’s heating up the ice too quickly!” 
 
    The other dwarves stepped forward, raising their weapons, but Akkard turned to yell at them. 
 
    “Don’t, you idiots! Get the beam out of the way and go get help!” 
 
    Karria grinned as the dwarves turned, just in time for a massive, forged grate of steel to fall down, sealing them into the room. The only reason she hadn’t shattered the ice yet, was because she figured Akkard would be smart enough to send for help. But with a barrier like the one she’d forged in the way, there was no escaping. 
 
    Akkard whirled, his mouth already half-open to order them through one of the tunnels, just as another grate formed over the entrance. Hord came running, chains dragging behind him as Grak fought to keep her contained. 
 
    “You think that’s enough power to break down the barriers between worlds?” Karria asked. “Don’t make me laugh!” 
 
    With a small gesture, the icy prison exploded outward, showering everyone within a ten-foot radius with razor-sharp blades of ice. Grak cried out in pain, the backlash of her blocked magic causing her to recoil, while both Akkard and Hord were sent to the ground, their bodies riddled with shards of ice. 
 
    “For the king!” yelled one of the dwarves. 
 
     As one, they charged, tearing weapons from scabbards and hefting powerful hammers. 
 
    “No!” Akkard yelled, half-pushing himself off the ground, but once again, his warning came too late. 
 
    A pair of daggers appeared in Karria’s hands, seeming to leap from the tips of her fingers and spinning end over end. Two dwarves went down, one without a sound as it took him through the eye, and the other, with a loud gurgle as his throat was opened up. 
 
    Another pair of daggers appeared in an instant, flying at the dwarves before they could even react, and two more went down. Karria retreated as they raised shields, blocking off their vital areas and leaving little skin exposed. Still, wherever there was a chink, someone with the right amount of knowledge and skill could capitalize on it. 
 
    Karria’s next set of daggers were aimed at heels, one slicing the side of a foot, and the other lodging in an ankle. The dwarves fell, one of them dead before he hit the ground. 
 
    A blast of ice made Karria pause momentarily, forging a shield of pure heat before her and repelling the attack. Steam exploded outward in waves, blanketing the room and limiting visibility, which was just fine by her. Unlike the others, she knew where everyone was, and taking them out was hardly a challenge at all. 
 
    Another dozen daggers flew from her fingers, and while one or two hit their marks, all the rest were deflected. 
 
    “Stay behind your shields!” yelled one of the dwarves. “She can’t hit you if you…ack!” 
 
    The dwarf was cut off as half a dozen daggers plunged into his back, piercing his lungs, heart, spine, and brain. 
 
    “I don’t know why so much of your armor is left open in the back,” Karria tutted as the dwarf fell to the ground. “It’s almost as though you dwarves don’t think anyone will attack you from behind.” 
 
    The steam began to clear, revealing how few dwarves were left. The attack, which had started when Karria had burst free of her icy prison, had lasted all of a minute. In the short amount of time, she’d killed over half the dwarf guards and injured two badly enough that they could no longer fight. Grak was covered in small scratches, but all of her real injuries were self-inflicted, as witnessed by the icy-white frost clinging to her arms and covering her breastplate. 
 
    Akkard and Hord were not better off, as they’d been the closest when she’d shattered Grak’s ice-prison and had gotten the worst of it. Despite being dressed in armor, neither had worn helmets and sported many gashes and bruises as a result. The chain – made of Reflum, Karria guessed – was nowhere to be seen, though judging by the way Hord was standing, with one of his hands hidden, it was likely clutched in his hand. 
 
    “Well,” Karria said, beginning a slow clap. “That went about how I expected. Now, as much as I’d love to continue this game, I really need to be bringing Arbor back, so, if you wouldn’t mind…” 
 
    “There’s no way we’re letting you…!” began one of the dwarves, trailing off as Akkard held up a hand. 
 
    “Fine, you win,” Akkard said, taking several steps back. “Open the portal and bring him back.” 
 
    Karria would have had to be an idiot not to realize that there was an ulterior motive here, but she didn’t really care one way or the other. The entire reason she’d come all the way here and had to deal with these morons for days on end was to get to the right place. This was the spot where the portal could be breached, allowing Arbor to come back to her. She could feel it as well, a spot just to the left of the throne that practically hummed with otherworldly magic. 
 
    She had no idea how she could sense the area but had to assume it was another facet of her Bestowal magic. Once Arbor was back, she’d really have to start looking into how to properly utilize her power. After all, if she and her brother were going to rule the world, he would need all the help he could get. And strong as he was, Arbor wasn’t always the brightest when it came to thinking outside the box. 
 
    Karria strode confidently across the room, ignoring the glares of hatred from the other dwarves and the looks of wariness from her supposed friends. Once she had the portal open, Karria would kill them, she decided. There was no room for treachery in her new kingdom, and Arbor needed those he could trust around him. The two dwarves and lovestruck gremlin would only get in his way, and even if Grak might not hurt Arbor, she had to be the first to go. 
 
    Karria stopped right next to the throne, peering into the small spot and trying to figure out where to go from here. As far as she could see, there was a small spot of light, a spec that seemed to be far deeper than it should be. Not really having any better ideas, Karria reached out, allowing some of her magic to build up in her fingertips. 
 
    As soon as they brushed against the spot, Karria felt her body lock into place, as her magic was forcibly pulled from her body. She gritted her teeth, feeling her head throb painfully as her Mythic Origin was taxed to its absolute limit. The pain was so immense that she feared that she might not have enough strength on her own at her current Tier, and not having prior experience in opening dimensional rifts, Karria didn’t have anything to tell her how much she’d need. 
 
    Had her body not been forcibly locked into place, she might have fallen to her knees. As it was, she let a pained groan slip past her lips as more and more magic was forced into the void. However, even as her magic was torn from her, cracks began appearing in the air, spreading from the small white point of light as she continuously funneled her magic into the effort. 
 
    Her mind began to race, trying to calculate the spread of the cracks and figure out how long it would take for it to fully open at its current rate. Just as she felt she was about to make the correct guess, the air shattered, small fragments of light falling to the ground and leaving a tear in the air. 
 
    Karria staggered back, her mind recoiling at the sudden release and causing her to momentarily blackout. In that single moment, when she was falling back, Karria felt the cold chains wrap around her chest from behind, locking her arms in place. Her mind immediately began to feel muddled as her connection to her magic dimmed, but even taken off-guard and half-delirious from pain, Karria had prepared for just such a contingency. 
 
    There was a cry of alarm as a cage, already half-forged, shot up from the ground, closing around Karria and wrenching the chains from Hord’s hands. Power flooded her once again, the increase of usage and massive strain on her Origin, shattering the barrier and pushing her to the 4th Tier. 
 
    Karria gasped and laughed at the same time, even as pain flared in her head, fighting with the ecstasy of breaking into the next Tier. She was vaguely aware of footsteps, pounding on the stone as the others tried to reach her, but the walls of her cage extended, shoving back any who would try and get at her with a polearm, such as a spear. She estimated it would be another minute before her faculties returned to her, but she was confident that Arbor should have broken through on his side by then. 
 
    There was no way of knowing how long it would take him to make it through, but she was confident she could kill everyone in the room before then, and probably could even make it look like Jek’s fault. The dwarf in question was still tied up on the other side of the room, but Karria was a very good actor, and she doubted Arbor would ask too many questions when he found his darling sister, covered in blood and weeping over the bodies of his friends. 
 
    Her plans were practically foolproof. The Reflum chain was safely in her custody, and no one could reach her. The dwarves had no way to escape, and all she had to do now was wait until she’d recovered. There was always the possibility that Grak could try freezing her in place again, but judging by how frozen she’d been, another attack like that would definitely knock her out. She’d expended a lot of power trying to keep Karria locked up the first time, and with Karria’s strength permanently boosted by her next Tier, there was little chance that any of them could stop her.
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    Arbor dashed forward, leaning heavily on the few things he could remember Prudence teaching him of the Gaile Verde. It wasn’t exactly designed for fighting with a weapon, but Prudence had shown him how the stance could be utilized while using his glaive. 
 
    Nilegard waited, pulling back his weapon, glowing with enough power to utterly destroy him, and preparing to either do just that or injure him badly enough so that he’d be unable to recover in time. But Arbor’s stance was specifically designed for speed and maneuverability. Sure, he didn’t have the best balance, and if he were to be caught from the side, he’d be sent flying, but he wasn’t about to let the Demon out of his sight. 
 
    As soon as he closed within about ten yards, Arbor increased his speed massively. Steam exploded from his skin as he rocketed forward, throwing the timing of Nilegard’s swing, and impaling the Demon through his chest. Origin magic blasted from the tip as Arbor swept his glaive to one side, switched his grip, and did a full hundred and eighty degree turn back the other way. 
 
    Nilegard screamed in pain as his body was bisected, his body torn in two from the chest down. The glowing weapon vanished as most of his lower half thudded to the ground, leaving just his head, shoulders, most of his right arm, and his whole left. He wobbled in the air, his wings, having been shorn, refusing to support him, and Arbor used the opportunity to send him flying once more. 
 
    The heavy spike slammed into his head, and his Origin magic, running wild, ripped at his makeup as the Demon’s remains were sent careening through the far wall. Arbor tried to follow, but his left calf twinged, causing him to stumble and drop to a knee. A small crater was blown in the ground as he fell and barely managed to catch himself by slamming the end of his glaive into the ground. 
 
    His breath was coming in ragged gasps as the pain of overusing his Perception magic to such an extent began to take its toll. 
 
    “Arbor!” 
 
    Arbor half-turned to see Kya come running into the room, her face pale and sweat-streaked and her entire body trembling. At first, he feared that some other Demon had come along with Nilegard and that they were in trouble, and after Kya’s next words, his fears were alleviated. 
 
    “There’s something happening in one of the adjoining rooms! I can see some sort of light! I’m pretty sure that’s our way back!” 
 
    Arbor felt a huge sense of relief then, knowing that Karria had done it. He staggered to his feet but didn’t decrease the heavy flowing of his magic throughout his body. He needed every ounce of strength and speed he could muster, especially if he were going to open his side of the portal quickly enough to make it back. 
 
    “Go!” Arbor shouted. “Lead the way!” 
 
    Kya nodded, spinning in place to run through the opening when something flashed in the corner of his periphery. Arbor whirled, swinging his glaive and releasing a scything arc of crackling power. Rainbow-colored light exploded into existence as his and Nilegard’s attacks met once more. They twisted, warped, and ripped at the very fabric of reality, which felt very wrong to Arbor. 
 
    “Thought you could get away from me that easily, mortal?” Nilegard roared, striding forward. 
 
    His body was fully intact once again, and the Demon looked angrier than a hornet who’d just been swatted. Blue light was leaking off his azure-colored skin, lashing out at his surroundings, much in the same way as Arbor’s Origin. However, there was a stark difference between their powers. 
 
    While Arbor’s was wild, untamed, and completely uncontrolled, Nilegard’s was under control. The lances of blue tore glowing furrows in the ground, melting the metal as though it were made of soft butter. His magic crackled about him in a nimbus, and to Arbor’s Mage Sight, he seemed to glow with the brilliance of a star. His power – like Shelderoth had said – was on a scale that he simply couldn’t comprehend, and at that moment, Arbor truly knew that this was a fight he could not win. 
 
    “Arbor…” Kya began, but Arbor waved his hand behind him. 
 
    “Get the Elementals!” he yelled. “I can’t hold him and open a portal!” 
 
    He didn’t have the luxury of turning to check if she’d listened, as the Demon continued to advance, taking a wide path around the whirling clash of pure chaos where their attacks had met. Nilegard flapped his powerful wings then, flying forward with astonishing speed and throwing a punch designed to blow a hole straight through his chest. 
 
    His Perception Field, fluctuating wildly from a single foot to over fifty, told him where the blow was going to land, and Arbor dodged ahead of time, thrusting forward with his glaive at a weak point in the Demon’s physical makeup. His head was throbbing, and everything was starting to blur together. His Origin magic was running wild, completely out of control, and Arbor honestly had no idea how he’d be able to rein himself in enough to try and open a portal from his side. 
 
    Due to his distraction in trying to stay focused, Arbor’s attack landed off his mark, thrusting into the Demon’s left shoulder instead of where a heart might be, and while his Origin magic rippled out of him, blowing the shoulder to pieces, while simultaneously ripping at the very essence of Nilegard’s makeup, it wasn’t nearly the devastating blow it would have been. 
 
    Nilegard twisted, even as Arbor tried to recover, and his tail blurred out. Arbor tried to dodge, but he was simply too slow. There was an immensely strong impact, and Arbor felt several of his bones break even through the breastplate, as he was now the one to be sent flying. Origin magic flared around him, pulsing up to a full ten yards from his body and ripping the walls and ceiling apart before he slammed into them. 
 
    As a result, he flew nearly twice the distance he would have otherwise, smashing into the far wall in the next room over. The metal buckled as he hit, but seeing as Arbor didn’t really have much air in his lungs to lose, the impact wasn’t nearly as devastating. 
 
    He landed back on the ground, trying to hide his discomfort as Nilegard came flying in after him. His shoulder had almost completely filled back in, and Arbor was starting to feel the price of continuously using magic at this level. While his Origin magic was wildly tearing at his surroundings, his Perception magic was still under careful control. His strength, speed, and reflexes had all been pushed to the very limits of what he could handle, and even that didn’t seem to be enough to so much as phase the Demon. 
 
    Blowing out a long breath, Arbor pulled his glaive back, doing his best to ignore his grinding ribs, and tried to concentrate some of the fluctuating Origin magic into his weapon as he’d once been able to. If he could do that, then he could skewer the Demon at a distance, inject more focused power into an attack, and hopefully buy himself some time to go open his side of the portal. He had no idea how long it would stay open on Karria’s side, so he had to act fast. 
 
    Of course, the attack failed miserably, costing him precious seconds as he fought his rebellious power and tried to force it into submission. Nilegard used this time to cross the room, summon another blue-edged weapon, and take a swing at him. Arbor dodged back, abandoning the attack, and blew the wall behind him to dust. The explosion of particles took him completely off-guard, causing him to inhale a lungful and choke on it. 
 
    A powerful blow slammed into the center of his chest, denting the Mythicallium breastplate and sending him flying. This time, Arbor’s body didn’t make such a clean trip. He hit the ground after just a couple of seconds, his body slamming over and over into the cold metal and collecting over a dozen new cuts and bruises before hitting a massive, glowing crystal. 
 
    Arbor screamed as agony wracked his body, the feeling of lightning coursing through him from the crystal almost causing him to blackout. The white diamondlike structure was covered in dozens of cracks and fractures from the force of his impact and was now unleashing whatever power it had stored up within. Seeing as there was no other conduit, Arbor was the lucky one in getting to serve as a conductor. 
 
    He wrenched one arm free and saw the smoke coming off his bracers and wafting up from his back. Nilegard came flapping through the hole, which, oddly enough, looked much cleaner than all the others, his face set in a triumphant snarl. Arbor pulled his other arm free, using every ounce of his Perception magic and willpower to keep his muscles from locking up. He could feel the damage building as he continuously pushed himself further than his body could handle. 
 
    “This is the end, human! I’m sure the Demon Lord can extract the Origin from your corpse!” 
 
    His wings spread and he flew forward, the tip of his glowing polearm aimed directly at Arbor’s heart. He knew he wouldn’t be able to move in time, as his back was stuck deep into the crystal, and the pain wracking his body from both his magic and the crystal in question were making it difficult for him to even think, let alone move. Arbor did the only thing he could think of and countered. 
 
    The glaive flashed up, Arbor funneling whatever magic he could manage into the blade. The angle was all wrong, and with only the power of his arms behind it, even with his enhanced strength, it was laughably weak compared to the Demon’s. Yet, as Nilegard swung for his head, sure he could overpower Arbor’s weak defense, something which should have been impossible happened.  
 
    Nilegard screamed as Arbor’s glaive, which was inches away from intercepting his blade, pierced directly into his forehead, right between his eyes. Arbor twisted the blade, crying out as Nilegard’s own attack, carried forward by momentum, slammed into his upper left arm, tearing through the Mythicallium bracers and biting all the way down to the bone. 
 
    The Demon’s head was blown to pieces as Abor’s arm began to spray blood. Hot pain flashed through him as the blade was pulled free, causing the bleeding to increase, but even as the Demon’s body fell to the ground, he could see that he wasn’t dead. The lines were tracing new paths, though slower than usual, and were reforming the Demon’s destroyed head. 
 
    Arbor flared his Perception magic, ripping the muscles in his legs and finally pulled himself free of the crystal. He staggered forward, releasing his hold on the magic and half-turning, half-falling as he tried to orient himself toward the direction from which Kya had come. He had no idea how much time had passed since she’d warned him of the portal needing to be opened, but he knew that if he was ever going to get a chance, now was the time. 
 
    He staggered forward, feeling the burning in his legs as he made for the hole in the wall. However, as he reached the opening, over a dozen Elementals, led by Shelderoth, came flapping into the room. 
 
    “Wow! You look like crap!” Shelderoth exclaimed, eyeing Arbor up and down. 
 
    “Where’s the portal?” he asked, not having the strength to banter back. 
 
    “Six rooms over, and two across,” Shelderoth said. “I’ll take you there. The rest of you, keep attacking that bastard and make sure his head doesn’t reform!” 
 
    The other Elementals saluted, then, with what Arbor could have sworn were looks of pure glee, began savagely attacking the downed body of the Demon. 
 
    “Come on,” Shelderoth said. “I don’t think we have much time left.” 
 
    Arbor nodded, staggering after the Elemental and fighting to stay conscious. His Origin magic was still fluctuating, but far weaker than before. Perhaps it, like his body, was at the end of what it could handle. Still, the out of control magic had not only failed to help him, but had likely been more of a detriment in this fight altogether. 
 
    The wild explosions and tearing of walls and floors had served no purpose other than to tire him out faster, and he was suffering dearly as a result. His head was spinning and throbbing, and he felt like total crap. All he wanted to do was collapse and sleep for a month. He knew, though, that he couldn’t afford to stop, not now. Not when he was so close to getting back home to his sister. 
 
    A low groan escaped his lips as the Origin magic flashed again, overlaying his vision with sparkling lights, ones that popped and shimmered as he walked through them. While he’d been fighting, all of the constant changing of imagery had been at the very back of his mind, and though it was still quite taxing, Arbor had had bigger fish to fry. Now, when all he could do was walk – kind of – he had nothing to concentrate on, other than the pain. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Shelderoth said, looking to him worriedly. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “Managing,” Arbor said through clenched teeth. 
 
    The blood coming from his left arm, the one nearly cut off by Nilegard, had mostly stopped thanks to his Perception magic. However, the burning pain had not abated in the slightest. Even now, he could feel his magic trying to stitch the horrible wound back together, but Arbor honestly wasn’t sure if it could. This one was bad, worse than almost any other he’d been dealt over the past year. 
 
    This was no broken bone or damaged organ, but a limb that had been cut by the blade of a Demon. Even now, he could feel something trying to worm its way deeper, spreading up from the wound and infecting the rest of his body. His magic was fighting it off for now, but he knew that it wouldn’t be able to forever. 
 
    “There it is!” Shelderoth said, snapping Arbor from his morose thoughts. 
 
    Arbor, who’d been walking with his head down, slowly raised his chin and took a good look around. The room they were in looked much like all the others. It had the same steel walls, floors, and ceiling, as well as a large crystalline construct. The only difference between this room and the others was the small pinprick of white standing right above the centermost point of the crystal. 
 
    Elementals were flooding into the room as he staggered in, and Arbor saw Kya looking to him worriedly. She probably knew, better than anyone, how much pain he was really in. And, in this case, it was far worse than his appearance might suggest. 
 
    “Is that it?” Arbor asked, pointing the tip of his glaive at the pinprick. 
 
    In his Mage Sight, the small white spot was fluctuating as his eyes rapidly switched between the different ‘modes’ his magic seemed to have. There were lines that seemed to travel inward, a large spot of whirling rainbow-colored light, spots of color being sucked in, and so on. But he honestly had no idea what it meant, and was in too much pain to try and figure it out. 
 
    “Far as I can tell,” Shelderoth replied. 
 
    Arbor gave him a single nod, then reached for his Perception magic once again. The pain redoubled as he called upon his power, steam immediately pouring off his skin as his body tried to vent the tremendous heat his body was producing. He dashed forward, coiling his straining muscles and leaping into the air. 
 
    He soared perhaps a couple of feet off the ground – a similar jump which just a few minutes ago could have been done from an utter standstill, showing just how much he’d been weakened from this fight – and, not really knowing what else to do, slammed the bladed end of his glaive, directly into the hole in space.
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    Arbor’s body immediately locked up as the blade slid home, vanishing into thin air. Magic was forcibly torn from his already wrecked body, causing him to blackout momentarily. Then, the Origin reacted, pulsing out of his body and along his glaive, following an actual path for the first time since Silver had screwed him up, and flowing into the hole in space. 
 
    Cracks began to spread from the point of impact, rippling outward as magic continuously poured from him. He could feel his heart beginning to lighten, knowing that he would finally be going home. He’d be able to relax, rest, and finally, see his only remaining family member once again. The cracks widened, spreading faster and faster as the Origin continued to supply the needed magic. As with all things that could go wrong, something inevitably did, and at the worst possible moment. 
 
    Just as Arbor was sure the portal was about to open, he felt something inside go awry. There was a wild fluctuation, and suddenly, the draw on his magic increased tenfold. The pain was so horrific that it made his tethering of the Elementals feel like child’s play in comparison. His muscles began to shred themselves, his bones began to fracture and crack, and his organs started to swell, threatening to burst. 
 
    Never before had Arbor been so certain that he was about to die. As he felt his body about to give out, to burst like a waterskin put under too much pressure, he felt a hand on his calf, the only part of his body that could be reached with the awkward angle at which he was frozen. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?!” Arbor heard Kya scream as she tried to do something to keep him from exploding. 
 
    “The portal seems to have collapsed on the other side!” Shelderoth replied. “Since he was supplying the power while it happed, the portal is trying to use him to stabilize itself. It’s sucking all the needed power directly from him!” 
 
    “Can we stop it?” Kya yelled back. 
 
    Arbor could barely concentrate on anything but the pain, but he could feel warmth trying to creep its way into his ragged and utterly destroyed body, likely Kya’s attempt at keeping him together. There was only so much she could do, though, as her power affected his chemical balance, not his actual physical form. 
 
    “Not unless the portal is fully opened!” Shelderoth replied. “But I have an idea!” 
 
    The small Elemental flew up before him, Shelderoth’s body swimming in and out of focus as he yelled. 
 
    “Arbor! The bonds! You need to reach for the tethers! You can’t open the portal on your own, but we might be able to help you do it!” 
 
    Arbor’s mind, desperate for any chance at survival, immediately latched onto that and reached to the pulsing sphere of black and white, rapidly pumping magic out to try and open a portal that was no longer supported by someone on the other side. He had no trouble finding the tethers, the hundreds of tiny colorful strands standing out in contrast to the black and white of the Origin. 
 
    Arbor truthfully had no idea what he was doing but reached for the strands and simply yanked on them, trying to draw power from the Elementals to fuel the portal, which was about to kill him, and likely everyone else in here as a result of its failure to open. Shelderoth immediately dropped to the ground, writhing around in agony, as did every other Elemental in the room. However, it seemed to be worth it, as the literal ocean of power that flooded into Arbor’s body was more than enough to keep him from exploding. 
 
    The portal, which had been fluctuating and horribly unstable, began to settle as more and more of the Elementals’ power poured into it, and, ever so slowly, the cracks began to spread once again. Arbor, finally able to think clearly for the first time since this had started due to the fact that the Origin had calmed considerably, took a good look around the room. 
 
    The Elementals were all down, writhing on the ground as their power flooded through him. He realized, in that moment, just how much control he had over these creatures, and it horrified him. He’d been trying to free them from their bondage, and had, instead, tethered their very souls to his source of power. He could feel it, even now — the complete ability to drain them dry. Suck every last drop of magic from them, and take it all for himself. 
 
    It wouldn’t be a temporary boost either, but a permanent one. One that would not only boost his own strength tremendously, but that of his magic, and his magic’s potential as well. He’d have all the power needed to take down Nilegard, and, if he could bind more Elementals, perhaps even all of the Lower Realms! It horrified Arbor once again that such a thought would even cross his mind, but, at that moment, he felt something click and the air before him shattered into a million tiny fragments of light. 
 
    Arbor collapsed to the ground, half-landing on Kya as he did. His control over the Elementals wavered, and his body, now free of the pulling force of the portal, stabilized. 
 
    “You did it!” Kya exclaimed, sounding half-winded. “Arbor, you opened the portal!” 
 
    Arbor’s eyes cracked open as he heard the elf and felt the vibration of her words through his head. His own head throbbing in pain, Arbor allowed his eyes to focus, and saw only a mound of rising fabric, completely obscuring his view. His mind, still recovering from the shock of what had just happened, tried to parcel out what he was seeing. 
 
    He could feel that his head wasn’t lying on the ground, that much was obvious. But what in the world was he looking at? Arbor’s good arm scrabbled around for a moment before he managed to place his palm flat on the ground and painfully pushed himself up several inches. It was only once he met Kya’s eyes, staring at him from over the mysterious mound of colorful cloth, that he finally realized what he’d been looking at. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said, having to fight down his embarrassment, which Arbor found to be quite interesting. 
 
    Even now, in the horrible situation he found himself in, after having nearly died, he could still be embarrassed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Kya said, sliding out from under him. “It’s not like you could have stopped yourself from falling. If anything, it was my fault for standing in the way.” 
 
    She seemed to be embarrassed as well, though that was hardly of any consolation. 
 
    “Looks like you really did it,” Shelderoth said, staggering over to him. 
 
    “Shelderoth, I…” Arbor began, memories of what he’d just done to the Elementals coming back in a flood. 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Shelderoth said, wincing slightly. “We knew what we were getting ourselves into when we bound ourselves to you. The portal needed to be opened, so you did what you had to, and now, we can finally leave.” 
 
    The others, Arbor noticed, were already staggering to their feet and swaying toward the portal, which stood wide open and was swirling brilliantly just a few feet away. 
 
    “Guess we can…” Arbor began, only to feel a wrenching pain from within as a dozen or so of the small strings attached to his Origin, snapped violently, vanishing into thin air. 
 
    “Arbor, what’s wrong?” Kya asked as he recoiled, clutching at his head, even as is chest burned with pain. 
 
    There was only one reason those threads would snap, Arbor knew, and it was not a good one. 
 
    “Nilegard is up,” he replied. “He’s just killed the ones left behind and will be here any second. I don’t think I can fight anymore, not in the condition I’m in.” 
 
    Shelderoth’s eyes widened momentarily, then he whirled on the other Elementals, the ones slowly making their way toward the portal. 
 
    “Nilegard’s on his way! Move!” 
 
    As though the Elementals had been waiting for this, they all moved with such speed that Arbor was left wondering if they really had been completely incapacitated, not even a minute ago. Dozens streamed into the portal, vanishing in flashes of light as Shelderoth continued to yell at them to move faster. Arbor tried to get to his feet, but his body simply refused to allow him to stand, even with the aid of his glaive as a crutch. 
 
    “Here, let me help,” Kya said, pulling one of his arms over her slim shoulders and rising along with him. 
 
    She was surprisingly strong, especially seeing as she had no physical enhancement from her magic, and managed to help get him to his feet, supporting nearly all his weight. Arbor hid the pain as she pulled on his left arm, the one that was feeling more and more corrupted by the second. Pain was tracing its way down the limb, snaking toward his fingers, while the blue light, burning far brighter than his Perception magic, tried to force its way further into his body. 
 
    His magic continuously fought it back, his Perception clashing with whatever Nilegard’s magic was trying to do to him. But he knew it was a losing battle. Kya, who felt the flare of pain with her magic, simply assumed it was the other injuries, combined with the nasty-looking cut in his arm. It was no longer bleeding, so she had no reason to think that there was anything really wrong with it, which was just fine with him. 
 
    “Thank you,” Arbor said as Kya began leading him toward the portal. 
 
    “This is literally the very least I could do,” Kya replied. “Just hang in there, we’re almost home.” 
 
    For just a moment, Arbor allowed himself to be hopeful, to feel something other than the crushing despair and horrific pain burning through his body. Then, the far wall was torn off in a horrible cacophony of screeching metal. Nilegard stood there, the burning rage in his eyes so palpable, that Arbor thought he’d have been able to see it, even if he were blind. Apparently, he hadn’t appreciated having his head blown to pieces, nor that a group of lowly Elementals had kept him down by continuously stopping it from reforming. 
 
    It was obvious how he’d broken free, and Arbor knew that he was to blame. In the short amount of time he’d been pulling on the Elementals’ magic, they’d been unable to continue attacking him, and, as a result, Nilegard’s head had had a chance to grow back. 
 
    The Demon’s eyes swept over the room, taking in all of the remaining Elementals and finally landing on Arbor. 
 
    “Did you really think you could…?”  
 
    It was then that his eyes finally landed on the portal and the Elementals quickly disappearing within. 
 
    In an instant, his expression morphed from burning anger to outright terror. It was clear that he understood what the portal was, and where it would be leading, as well as what it would mean for him. If Arbor escaped, he was as good as dead, and that portal represented their only way out of here. 
 
    “You will not escape me!” Nilegard roared, summoning his massive bladed weapon. 
 
    The blade spun once, unleashing a wave of power designed to wipe everyone in the room from existence. Arbor, having no choice, raised his glaive, forcing Kya to bear his entire weight, and lashed out. 
 
    “Sorry!” he yelled as he pulled on the Elementals’ power once again, mixing it with what little he could pull from his second Origin. 
 
    While the magic was abundant, the safeguards – mainly his Tier – had shut off most of his access. It was his body’s natural response when overuse of magic threatened his life, but he managed to pull out just enough to guide the mass of power. The Elementals didn’t collapse this time, as there was only so much Arbor could pull out, but they did recoil a bit at the unexpected draw. Still, they kept right on moving, even as Arbor’s attack clashed with Nilegard’s. 
 
    The explosion of warping light spread across nearly the entire room, the backwash of power knocking Kya completely off-balance and causing her to lose her grip on Arbor. Even as he was falling, Arbor could see that Nilegard had expected the counter, and had already been moving toward him as he’d attacked. 
 
    The Demon was only a few feet away now, and with his Perception Field still active, he could sense the angle of the attack. It would not only catch him, but Kya as well, and even if he managed to survive, he knew that the elf had no chance. 
 
    Arbor didn’t even hesitate for an instant. His left arm, burning in pain, flashed out, slamming into the elf’s chest and sending her hurtling through the portal. Though this threw him forward, thwarting the Demon’s attack, Arbor’s arm was still in the way. The sickening, horrific sound of flesh and bone being torn away, was blocked out by Arbor, ramming the spiked end of his glaive into Nilegard’s chest, and unleashing everything he had left in one final attack. 
 
    Even as Arbor’s severed left arm fell to the ground, Nilegard was blasted off his feet and sent hurtling into the chaos tearing up the other side of the room. The Demon had time for exactly one horrific scream of pain before the colorful light swallowed him whole. Arbor had no idea if that would be enough to end him, but seeing as he was falling to the ground, blood gushing from the stump of his left arm, he wasn’t really thinking about that. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” 
 
    Arbor felt himself being seized by the shoulder straps of his breastplate and half-turned his head, seeing through blurry vision as Shelderoth, flapping his small wings mightily, dragged him toward the portal. 
 
    He didn’t have the strength to answer, couldn’t so much as say a word. All he could do was try and stay conscious as the whirling, rainbow-colored portal grew larger and larger in his vision. Then, they were inside, the Lower Realm of Grimm vanishing in a brilliant flash of light. Arbor felt a rushing sensation, the distinct feeling that something was very wrong, then felt himself being jerked hard to one side. 
 
    The lights vanished, and Arbor was hit by a burst of freezing cold air. He heard Shelderoth let out a cry of pain, and moments later, he slammed into the ground, digging a furrow through freezing powder before coming to a stop several feet away. There was a light thudding sound next to him, and Arbor vaguely saw the small body of the Elemental, surrounded by white. His mind, fighting unconsciousness, was trying desperately to understand what had happened. 
 
    A light crunching sound grabbed his attention, and Arbor’s head whipped to his right. He squinted as he found himself looking directly into the light of the setting sun. Even as his vision began to fade, Arbor could distinctly make out the form of a man, though by the time the person reached him, his body had finally given up the battle with the waking world, and forced his battered and overtaxed body into unconsciousness.


 
   
  
 

 55 
 
      
 
    As soon as the portal began to fluctuate and rapidly shrink, Karria knew something had gone horribly wrong. She whirled, her hand already outstretching as panic threatened to overtake her. Her Mythic magic, projected by the force of her will, streaked through the air, speeding toward the shrinking spec of white, but she was too late. The portal winked out of existence, leaving her magic to streak through the empty air, slamming into the far wall and leaving a small crater in the otherwise solid stone. 
 
    The cage that had been forged around her vanished in an instant as she ran to the area, passing the bound and struggling Hord, and trotting carelessly on the outstretched hand of a dwarf who was near-death. All around her were signs of carnage. She’d had little trouble dealing with the others once her magic had calmed. 
 
    Grak was unconscious, bound in powerful ropes of forged magic. Akkard was half-conscious, equally bound and gagged. Hord had put up the biggest fight, but he had also gone down quite easily. Karria had tied him as well and left him to struggle in a futile attempt at escape. Several of the dwarves had tried to fight, but after Karria had killed another five, the remaining four backed away. 
 
    They were currently cowering next to Jek, their former leader, who they’d actually gone so far as to untie. The usurper, very wisely, chose to remain where he was and hadn’t given her any trouble. Banging could be heard from the other side of the door, as guards outside tried to figure out what the problem could be. 
 
    By now, they’d noticed something was off and were trying to get in, but Karria’s powerfully constructed grates would keep them at bay for quite some time. As she ran to the empty spot where the portal had just stood, Karria couldn’t care less about any of this. Her eyes frantically searched for some sign of the white spec that signaled the portal’s location. No matter how hard she looked, she could see nothing there. 
 
    “No,” she muttered, beginning to pace back and forth as her mind worked at an explanation. “This can’t be happening, not now!” 
 
    She’d been so close. So close! And yet, once again, the world seemed to be actively messing with her. Karria wanted to scream, wanted to rant and rage at the world for taking her brother away from her once again. But the rational part of her mind simply wouldn’t allow it. If there was no portal on this side, then her darling brother was stuck in the Lower realms with no way back, and there was no way that Karria was going to allow Arbor to be stuck there, not when there was so much for them to do together. 
 
    Karria had grand plans for the future, one in which the two of them would be king and queen of the world – not in a weird way, obviously – and would never have to worry about anything ever again! With her mind and his power, they would be unstoppable, and even if Karria could do it herself, none of that would matter if her big brother wasn’t around to share it with her. 
 
    She bit her lip as she paced, wracking her mind and desperately trying to find a solution. Right now, Arbor was probably trying to get through, but when he saw it was futile, he’d make the smart choice and run from wherever he was. He could probably hide for quite some time, in the hopes that Silver would come back and perhaps offer him another way out. But Karria wasn’t going to leave things in the hands of the fickle Salamander, not again. 
 
    But what could she do? She wasn’t strong enough to open a portal herself, nor did she have the resources. 
 
    Karria’s eyes flicked to the dwarves, who were cowering in the corner, and a new plan began to form in her mind. Dwarves were supposed to be the best crafters of magical artifacts in all of Laedrin. If there was anyone who could create an item powerful enough to punch a hole between dimensions, it would be them. There was no way they’d willingly listen to a human, and even if she offered Jek the opportunity to have his throne back, there was almost no chance he wouldn’t betray her. 
 
    What she needed was absolute loyalty. She had to find some way to control the entire dwarven race, and in such a way that they wouldn’t know a human was in command. 
 
    Karria crossed her arms beneath her chest and sank into deep thought, even as the pounding on the doors intensified. She pulled on her Bestowal magic, using everything she had at her disposal and whatever more she could pull to boost her brainpower. She was at the 4th Tier now, which gave her considerably more than she’d had previously. As she thought, a series of images flashed in her mind’s eye. 
 
    Several instances that seemed unrelated pulled themselves together into a perfect plan, one that anyone else would have balked at even considering. Karria knew the risks involved, as well as how to accomplish her plans in a way that would see her to victory and would assure Arbor’s safe return to her side. Her Bestowal magic, now more powerful than ever before, began leeching down to her spinal column, flowing past her brain and beginning to affect the rest of her body. 
 
    Karria couldn’t be bothered with something so mundane, as this seemed to open up new possibilities for her. She held up a hand, watching as a small flicker of orange danced over her fingers. She knew what she had to do, and a faint memory, one where she’d gone floating above a certain elven city, came to the very forefront of her mind. 
 
    It was true that her Bestowal magic gave her incredible intelligence, allowing her to practically outthink entire armies and predict their moves before they could even come up with them. But that was not the true essence of her magic. The magic was called ‘Bestowal’ for a reason, and as Karria watched the magic playing over her fingers, she thought she finally understood how to pull her entire plan together. 
 
    Arbor might be stuck in the Lower Realms for now, but if all worked according to plan, then she should have him out of there in no time at all. Some might think that she was going too far, but for Karria, nothing would ever be too much to sacrifice for her big brother. 
 
    Her eyes flicked up to Jek, the dwarf still cowering behind his few remaining guards, and she gave him a cold smile. 
 
    Yes, Karria thought as she began to stride toward him. You will do very nicely, indeed.


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Ramson clawed his way to the surface of the wide lake, spluttering and gasping as soon as his head broke the water. He was already faint from lack of blood, as well as not being able to get enough air into his screaming lungs, but the stubborn part of him, the one that clung steadfastly to the ideas of vengeance, refused to allow him to give up. 
 
    Sure, he’d been shot several times and had lost a lot of blood. Sure, he’d gone over a hundred-fifty-foot drop which should have killed him, and sure, the hunters would probably be after him as soon as their Mythic Hounds discovered he was still alive. However, Ramson was a stubborn man, and simply dying was not something he was willing to accept. 
 
    He clawed his way from the water, pulling himself onto the shore and groaning loudly at the pain wracking his body. He wanted to run, but the quarrel poking from his ankle was going to make running impossible. Not to mention the dozen or so broken bones from the fall. Besides, he was on the verge of passing out, the loss of blood too great for his body to handle. The only thing keeping him conscious right now was pure and utter spite. 
 
    “Well, would you look at what we’ve got here?” said a gruff voice, breaking the relative silence of the forest. 
 
    Ramson’s head whipped up, thinking that perhaps the soldiers had already managed to navigate down and had already caught him. However, the pair of ragged boots, frayed and dirty pants, as well as the generally shabby nature of the man they were attached to, told him otherwise. 
 
    “Oy! Blinker, look what I found down by the river!” called the man, half-turning to call to a companion that Ramson couldn’t see. 
 
    As he turned, Ramson saw a pair of manacles hanging from his belt, as well as a poorly tended sword which was badly notched and had more than a little rust. 
 
    A slaver! Ramson realized, in a moment of clarity. 
 
    “What the hell do you want, Croc?” another voice shouted, this one from further away. 
 
    “I said, get down here!” the man – Croc – shouted. “I’ve got a slave here. Easy pickings!” 
 
    Croc turned to him then, an ugly smile revealing that he was missing several teeth and that the few that he did have were brown and rotting. 
 
    “You don’t look too good, do ya? Not to worry, ol’ Croccy will make sure you’re nice and cozy. Looks like a strong enough sort, even without the eye. Probably will fetch a nice price in the markets, you will.” 
 
    Ramson glared up at the man, affecting a weak swipe at his ankle, which Croc ignored. 
 
    “Oy!” he called, turning back, apparently impatient that his companion was taking so long. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    As soon as he turned his back once again, Ramson acted. His hand flashed down, tearing one of the crossbow quarrels from his side and slamming it into the man’s ankle. Croc, taken completely off-guard, let out a very high-pitched scream as blood spurted up around the wound. He toppled to the ground, still screaming as Ramson followed, dragging himself forward on his hands. 
 
    The scream redoubled as he ripped the quarrel from Croc’s leg, sending a spray of blood across the ground, but before the man could scream again, Ramson buried the quarrel in the man’s mouth. The steel-tipped projectile slammed through the man’s skull with such force that it buried itself in the ground underneath, immediately silencing the screams. It was at that moment, when a group of five men, all looking dirty and disheveled, came pounding out of the forest. 
 
    “Croc, what in the bloody hells do you…?” one of them began shouting, trailing off as soon as he saw Ramson.  
 
    The group outnumbered him five to one, and the man was clearly badly injured, but the way he looked at them, his face flecked in Croc’s blood and his entire hand stained crimson, made them hesitate. 
 
    “My name is Ramson,” Ramson said, forcing himself to remain conscious for just a few moments more. “And the lot of you are going to take me to Galliana in Kingsbrook.” 
 
    As soon as the men heard that name, they went pale as the dead. Ramson wasn’t so vain as to think it was his name that they feared. But everyone in their line of work – every criminal in Laedrin, in fact – knew the name Galliana. There was an unspoken rule that if her name were invoked, no matter who it was, that they would be brought to her. 
 
    If someone had the guts to actually invoke her name, they were stupid, had a death wish, or were very well connected. These men might all be complete idiots, the lowest of the low in their line of work, but even they wouldn’t dare to mess with someone who used the name of the most powerful crime boss in all of Laedrin. 
 
    “Well,” the man said gruffly, turning to his companions. “Grab a plank and load him up. We’re going to Kingsbrook!” 
 
    Though Ramson didn’t outwardly show it, inwardly, he let out a huge sigh of relief. He was taking a very big risk here, but when backed into a corner like this, he had little choice. 
 
    Besides, he thought as the men came stumbling back with a half-rotted plank on which to carry him. Galliana will be more than interested to see what I have to offer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, what exactly are your plans moving forward?” Sylvester asked. 
 
    Zir, once again, hid his displeasure at his adopted nephew’s apparent casual use of his desk as a foot prop. The way the Infiltrator in the guise of Nina was hanging off him was also disturbing, in a very literal sense. 
 
    “That is on a need-to-know basis,” Zir replied evenly. “And you do not need to know.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Sylvester asked, the corner of his lip quirking down as the creature played with his hair. “From what I’ve heard, things haven’t been going so well on your end.” 
 
    “Whatever would give you that impression?” Zir replied, still giving away nothing. 
 
    “The fact that over a hundred of your finest assassins have mysteriously gone missing. How you’ve been amassing troops at our borders, and also how little you’ve used your magic lately. In fact, I don’t think that you’ve killed anyone in over a week.” 
 
    Zir still did not show a thing, but inwardly, he cursed Sylvester’s – or, more likely, the Infiltrator’s – attention to detail. However, as far as he knew, neither of them knew of his otherworldly dealings, nor the bargain he had struck with them. They knew he had outside help, but they only knew hazy details when it came to exactly where. 
 
    “You could not be more wrong about our current state,” Zir said calmly. “Things are going quite smoothly, in fact, as our next step toward dominating this wretched land is nearly at hand.” 
 
    “Oh?” Sylvester asked, leaning forward a bit. 
 
    Nina let out a light giggle as his hand, which had been cupping her rear, squeezed ever so slightly with the movement. She leaned in, placing a kiss on the tip of his ear, but Zir could clearly see her lips moving, though he couldn’t make out what was said. 
 
    “Yes,” Zir replied. “Our plans are to move on the Jagged Peaks. The dwarves are always busy hiding in their caves, thinking themselves to be safe. I think it’s high time we show them just how wrong they are, and, from a strategic standpoint, it’ll give us plenty of arms, and a good staging ground for our next attack.” 
 
    “You do realize that the dwarves won’t be so easily beaten, right?” Sylvester asked as Nina continued whispering in his ear. 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve sent out the assassins?” Zir asked, allowing a small smile to curl his lips. 
 
    In truth, all of his assassins were dead, having been killed by that bastard Arbor. Sylvester’s comments about not being able to use his magic had also hit very close to home, as the Demons had been less than happy that Arbor had escaped them. However, they still had plans for Laedrin, and so long as they had him, they would soon have a way to enter this world, and in a very permanent fashion. 
 
    “Fine,” Sylvester said as Nina leaned away from his ear, giving him a light peck on the cheek as she did. “But I expect to be kept in the loop from now on. Don’t forget who helped you with the nobles back when you were still trying to get in. I expect to get my fair share when this is all said and done with.” 
 
    Though Zir only nodded graciously, he sped up the timetable in which he’d need to get rid of them both. They were starting to be more trouble than they were worth, and with a real war beginning, the last thing he needed was to watch for a knife in his back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “My lord, I’m afraid we have a problem.” 
 
    Carve looked up as his personal butler entered, the cuffs of his sleeves and the hem of his pants very distinctly splattered in blood. 
 
    “Oh, for pity’s sake!” he exclaimed, getting to his feet so quickly that his chair was sent flying. “Who was it this time?” 
 
    “A maid, sir,” Mudsworth said, his voice unflappable as always. 
 
    “I’m assuming you’ve cleaned it up?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Where is she now?” 
 
    “Her room.” 
 
    “Very well, go get yourself cleaned up. We’re expecting company in a few hours, and I can’t have anything go wrong while they’re here.” 
 
    Mudsworth bowed, then peeled off, heading down a side corridor as Carve sped up his walk to a near-jog. 
 
    “What the hell were you thinking?” he demanded, bursting into his daughter’s room. 
 
    Seven, as he’d expected, was sitting on her bed, with her knees pulled up and her face buried behind them. The dress she wore was covered in blood, and though there was no sign of a body, Carve could clearly see the signs of the recently scrubbed floors, walls, and ceiling.  The only blood that remained of the probably gruesome scene was on his daughter and her bedsheets.  
 
    Seven lifted her head, her eyes red-rimmed and dark streaks running down her cheeks. She’d been like this for well over a week now, ever since she’d found out that Arbor was missing. Carve’s spies, the ones he’d left in Abor’s lands after sending the marriage proposal, had told him of several strange creatures coming out of thin air, along with an elf, of all people. 
 
    Carve still didn’t know the whole story or how his daughter had found out, but apparently, the elf had been somewhere with Arbor, but they’d been separated. Now, he was nowhere to be found, and the entire staff was doing their best to keep it quiet. 
 
    “Have you found him yet, Daddy?” she asked, completely ignoring the anger on his face. “Have you found my darling husband yet?” 
 
    “No, we haven’t found him,” Carve replied, still glaring at her angrily. “But that has nothing to do with what you’ve been doing. This is the fifth person you’ve killed this week! If any more people that work here disappear, people will start talking, and we can’t draw attention to ourselves, especially not now!” 
 
    “She deserved to die,” Seven said, a hint of the venom that accompanied her insanity leaking through the sadness. “She was saying mean things about Arbor. Calling him ugly. So, I made her ugly instead!” 
 
    Carve very much doubted that a household servant, let alone a maid, would even know who Arbor was, let alone call him ugly around his daughter. Seven had a funny way of imagining things when she wanted to, and so long as she was like this, everyone here was at risk. 
 
    He honestly had no idea how she’d managed to act normal for as long as she had around Arbor, but if he was the only one who could bring her to heel, Carve was going to have to start putting a serious effort into finding him. Not to mention the fact that Arbor was the one who was currently in possession of the pendant and all of his plans hinged on gaining control of the gremlin race. 
 
    “I’m going to send some men out to start looking for him,” Carve said, thinking of an idea to keep her distracted and out of the way. “Would you like to go along with them?” 
 
    The change that overcame his daughter would have frightened a normal father, but Carve, having gotten used to her insanity, didn’t even react as she practically vaulted out of bed and embraced him, planting kisses all over his cheeks. 
 
    “Ooooh! Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you!” she gushed, pulling back and leaving him smeared in the maid’s blood. “You’re the best, Daddy! I just know I’ll be able to find him! Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get changed. I’m sure that Chainey also needs to come out and stretch her legs. If anyone can get answers out of the ugly thuggies, she can!” 
 
    Carve watched his daughter skip away, keeping the look of worry off his face. She was getting worse, far worse than she’d been just a few months ago. All he could really do now was hope Arbor would be found. 
 
    For both their sakes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karria stood behind the throne as the doors swung open, allowing the group of over a hundred soldiers, with more still crowded behind, to come spilling in. 
 
    “What in the bloody hells is wrong with all of you?” Jek boomed, his voice carrying through the room with far more force than it ever had. 
 
    The dwarves came up short, looking around in confusion at the clean and utterly uninteresting throne room. Or at least, as uninteresting as a throne room could be. 
 
    “We thought we heard a disturbance, Your Highness,” one of them said, still looking around. 
 
    “Well, as you can clearly see, nothing is wrong!” Jek yelled. 
 
    “Um…What happened to your guards?” One of the others piped up. 
 
    “None of your damn business!” Jek retorted. “Now get the hell out of my throne room! Oh, and while you’re at it, send down the chief of engineering and my top generals!” 
 
    “Your Highness…?” One of them began to ask, the question clear in his voice. 
 
    “Do it, and do it now!” Jek roared, his voice echoing impressively off the walls. 
 
    While most might think that yelling this way was uncommon, dwarven culture respected those with powerful lungs and an even more powerful voice. So, when Jek, who, up until now, had been seen as a weak king, bellowed his orders like a real dwarf, those under his command jumped to obey. 
 
    “You did well,” Karria said, stepping out from behind the throne as soon as the doors slammed shut. 
 
    “I’m happy to serve,” Jek replied, immediately getting off the throne and prostrating himself before her. 
 
    Karria ignored the dwarf, going over to his throne and sitting back in the massive construct of granite and marble. Her feet kicked up, using Jek’s back as a footrest, and her hands came up to clasp the back of her head. Jek, for his part, didn’t so much as budge, remaining still and allowing himself to be used as a piece of furniture. 
 
    “Tell me something, Jek,” Karria said after she’d gotten comfortable. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “Better than anything I’ve felt in my entire life!” replied the dwarf. 
 
    Karria nodded, looking out over the now-empty throne room and thinking to the future. She had many plans to put into motion, the first of which was getting the dwarven engineers to start working on something to break down the barriers between worlds. Jek’s top general would be needed to start planning their inevitable clash with the elves. She calculated a seventy percent chance Zir would attack. 
 
    Even if he didn’t, Karria would need elves to make her plans work, specifically those with strong magic. This wasn’t going to be an easy task by any means, but taking the elves out first was a necessary step toward ensuring her future, and the future of her family’s empire. When Arbor finally came back, he would be very proud of all she’d accomplished, and it gave her a warm feeling inside whenever she imagined his reaction. 
 
    A muffled scream traveled up through the floor, interrupting her daydreaming and causing Karria to frown in annoyance. Grak, Hord, and Akkard were all locked in the tunnel, which she’d turned into a makeshift prison. She’d be keeping them there for a while yet, though she’d have to work on soundproofing the area a bit better if she didn’t want them to be found. She’d debated killing them outright, but in the end, decided that they’d be too useful, especially if a time came when she needed to use one of them. 
 
    She turned her attention back to her footstool, looking down at her new pawn with a mixture of fascination at what she’d created, and disgust at how ugly it was beneath the thin veneer of the dwarf it was wearing. 
 
    “And are you upset at what it cost you to gain what you have now?” she asked. 
 
    “I would have sacrificed a thousand of my kind if it meant gaining the power you provided me, ma’am,” Jek replied. 
 
    Karria let out a slight ‘tsk’ with her tongue, then lightly tapped the back of Jek’s head with the heel of her foot. 
 
    “What did I tell you to call me, Jek? Will I have to repeat myself?” 
 
    “O-Of course not!” Jek replied, feeling his heart speeding up at the very prospect of his new master’s displeasure.  
 
    “Then say it,” Karria said, her voice cracking out like a whip. 
 
    “I am honored to serve the Supreme Overlord!” 
 
    “Now that’s more like it,” Karria replied, feeling a smile curling the corners of her lips. 
 
    Kings and queens were all well and good, but Overlord just sounded so much better to her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a slow and painful trip back to consciousness for Arbor. Flashes of memory plagued his mind, of travel through portals and white-hot pain. Fragmented memories of worlds that he’d never seen, as well as a vague emptiness, as though he had lost something precious. But when his eyes flickered open, the phantoms of his dreams vanished, replaced by a dim cave, almost entirely coated in ice. 
 
    The cave wasn’t all that large, perhaps ten feet deep. However, the entrance was curved away from him, and the snow blowing outside barely drifted into the cave at all. A small fire crackled in the center, making Arbor wonder who had built it, and how he’d gotten here. He shifted slightly, looking down at himself and finding his body covered in blankets. 
 
    He felt weak, like he’d taken a serious beating and had yet to recover, but, when he closed his eyes, he could still sense both of his Origins. They were strong, stronger than before, and, if he wasn’t mistaken, they had both advanced another Tier, bringing him to nine in total so far. There was still far more potential locked in those spheres, but for right now, Arbor really needed to figure out where he was and what had happened. 
 
    An itch began tickling the side of his head, and Arbor subconsciously reached up to scratch it. When his left arm pulled free of the blankets, Arbor was horrified to see that most of it was gone! From about halfway down his shoulder, the arm was missing, the stump having been heavily wrapped in bandages that had a strange script scrawled across them. 
 
    The memories of all that had happened came flooding back at once then, and Arbor sat bolt upright, searching frantically for his weapon. 
 
    “Looking for this?” 
 
    Arbor’s head whipped to one side as a man strode into the cave, his glaive clutched between his fingers. 
 
    Arbor didn’t really know what to say. On the one hand, this man was a complete stranger, but on the other, someone had to have brought him here, wrapped his wounds, and taken care of him for as long as he’d been out. The man waited at the entrance for several seconds, before coming into the cave, setting the glaive against the wall next to him. Following on his heels was Shelderoth, letting him know that he’d been right in not assuming an attack was imminent. 
 
    “Looks like Silver was right about you,” the man said, crouching down by the fire and warming his hands. “You’re way more even-tempered than a lot of the others I’ve had to deal with.” 
 
    “How do you know Silver?” Arbor asked as Shelderoth floated over to him. 
 
    “A pertinent question,” the man said, flashing him a grin. “Most would have reacted in surprise and asked a stupid question like, ‘you know Silver?’ but it seems you’re smarter than most.” 
 
    The man, Arbor noticed, didn’t answer the question, keeping his relation to Silver to himself. 
 
    “How long have I been here, and what happened? Where are all the others?” These questions he addressed to Shelderoth, as he had no idea whether this strange man even knew any of the answers. 
 
    “You’ve been unconscious for about a week,” Shelderoth replied. “As to what happened, I’m honestly not sure. We were going through the portal and should have ended up with everyone else, but something went wrong while we were passing through, and I was yanked off-course. Next thing I knew, we were here. This strange man somehow knew we were coming and was there waiting for us, though he’s still to explain exactly how he knew.” 
 
    The man in question gave a noncommittal shrug in reply. 
 
    “I like to keep myself in the loop,” the man replied. “But I can assure you that all the others made it back just fine. You, on the other hand, were subjected to a temporal flux, when the Demon on the other side attacked the portal. As a result, it became unstable, and you were thrown off your final destination.” 
 
    “How far off are we talking?” Arbor asked, already dreading the long trip home. 
 
    If he were in a part of the world that was this cold in springtime, it could take months. 
 
    “Oh, just a couple of dimensions,” the man said with a shrug. 
 
    “What? How the hell did I end up in another dimension?” 
 
    “Didn’t I just tell you?” asked the man, affecting a puzzled look. 
 
    “No,” Arbor replied, starting to feel his patience with the odd stranger tested. “You told me why the portal failed to work properly, not why I was spat out in another dimension. Where exactly are we?” 
 
    “Hmm, a valid point,” the man said, getting back to his feet. “When traveling through portals, you never really know what directions you’ll take. You could literally travel through hundreds of dimensions before reaching your destination, and never know! And, before I answer your second question, I must inform you that another portal will not be able to open for another six months.” 
 
    Arbor shared a troubled look with Shelderoth, wondering what he was going to do here for that long, or how everyone back home was reacting right now. They all had to be freaking out, Kya and Karria most of all. But also, Grak, Hord, and everyone else that considered him as a friend or counted on him as a leader. Without him there, Ryevine, the land he’d won, was in danger of upheaval and war. 
 
    “There has to be a faster way back,” Arbor said. “There are people back home counting on me.” 
 
    “Well, you’re not really going to be able to do much without one of your arms,” the man replied callously. “And even if you somehow find a way back, you’ll be all but useless without control over your magic.” 
 
    Arbor didn’t even bother asking how this man knew. If he was friends with Silver, he had to assume the man knew everything about him. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing much I can do about the arm,” Arbor said bitterly, wondering how he was going to live on with a missing appendage that important. 
 
    His entire fighting style would have to change, and he wasn’t even sure he could learn something new at this point. 
 
    “Ah, but there is,” he said, his voice then growing deadly serious. “The Origin is far more powerful than you seem to realize. Your lack of control could signal the end of your world as you know it. Luckily for you, you ended up here with me, and I happen to be a very good teacher. So, what do you say?” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Arbor said. “A random stranger I’ve only just met, tells me I’m in an alternate dimension with no way back for half a year. He then hints that it’s possible to regrow an arm and that he can teach me how to control my magic. That sound about right?” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, it does sound a bit far-fetched, doesn’t it?” the man replied. “But I’m sure you’ll learn to accept my teachings, whether you’d like them or not. As I said, I owe Silver a favor, and if I don’t pay up, I’ll probably end up getting something much worse down the line.” 
 
    “What about Shelderoth?” Arbor asked, turning to the small Elemental. 
 
    “Oh, he can train, too,” the man replied with a shrug. “A good sparring partner is always worth their weight in Beast Cores.” 
 
    “What are those?” Arbor asked, his brows wrinkling in confusion. 
 
    “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough,” the man replied with a grin. 
 
    “You know, you still haven’t answered my first question. Where are we, and who are you, for that matter?” 
 
    “How rude of me,” the man replied, practically springing to his feet. “You might find this a bit ironic, but my name is Gold. As for where you are…well, allow me to be the first to welcome you to Somerset!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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, those 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 of 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?! Thanks for reading yet another of my books and allowing me to continue to do the work I love! You’re all awesome (obviously), but you know how you can be even awesomer? By leaving a review, of course! 
 
    These books take a lot of time, effort, and planning, and for the price of one (positive) review, you can make a huge difference. Good reviews help the almighty algorithm tell people about my books, and the more I sell, the more I can write! 
 
      
 
    Thank you in advance, and I hope to see you all back for the next one! 
 
      
 
    If you love GameLit or LitRPG as much as I do, then you should check these amazing pages out! You can keep up with your favorite genre of books, all while being part of an awesome community. 
 
      
 
    GameLitSociety 
 
    Spoiled Rotten Readers 
 
    Soundbooth Theater Live 
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Check out my brand-new YouTube Channel as well! 
 
      
 
    YouTube/Aaron Oster 
 
      
 
    You can support me on Patreon if you want some exclusive previews, benefits and access to a full beta read of the books before the 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 Group: RTO/Buryoku 
 
      
 
    A special thank you goes out to my two beta readers, Josh and DJ. You guys rock! 
 
      
 
    And, to my Patreon Beta readers: Dylan Alexander, Desmond Lewis, Connor Melehan and Jonathan Land, you guys are all awesome! 
 
      
 
    Coming Next 
 
      
 
    Rise to Omniscience: Book 7 (September) 
 
    Pal-Tee Planet: Book 2 (October) 
 
    The Rules: Book 3 (October) 
 
      
 
    Series by Aaron Oster 
 
      
 
    Rise to Omniscience 
 
      
 
    Supermage: Book One 
 
    Starbreak: Book Two 
 
    Skyflare: Book Three 
 
    Solarspire: Book Four 
 
    Stormforge: Book Five 
 
    Silverspear: Book Six 
 
    Book Seven coming September 2020 
 
      
 
    Buryoku 
 
      
 
    Power: Book One 
 
    Light: Book 2 
 
    Water: Book 3 
 
    Book Four coming Fall 2020 
 
      
 
    The Rules 
 
      
 
    Somerset: Book One 
 
    Pendrackon: Book Two 
 
    Book 3 coming October 2020 
 
      
 
    Land of the Elementals 
 
      
 
    Rampage: Book One 
 
    Emerald: Book Two 
 
    Origin: Book Three 
 
    Book Four TBA 
 
      
 
    Pal-Tee Planet 
 
      
 
    Giantlands: Book One 
 
    Book 2 Coming October 2020 
 
      
 
    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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