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CHAPTER ONE


THE CONTRACT HAD recommended a full team of five mercenaries, the job was a dangerous one after all. The task was to harass the enemy’s supply line that supported the siege of the Count of Brax’s castle in what was being called the Second Border War. The tension between the human Kingdom of Volpin and the snow elf Duchy of Frozenveil had been at a boiling point for years.

Bryce had taken the contract alone, something the guild master had allowed given his rank. The first three weeks of the job had gone well, with him killing over thirty snow elves and ruining or burning several supply wagons. Then today, something odd happened.

Bryce watched from the shadows of the snow-covered pines as the lone snow elf rode her horse down the trail, her shoulder length white hair tossed by the wind that blew through the pass. This would be her fourth time patrolling this area today. Patrols weren’t uncommon. The elves had sent several trying to find him, but this was the first time they sent just one person.

She had yet to spot him and wouldn’t unless he revealed himself to her. His magic made his senses far sharper than any human or elf. That had been what he thought anyway, until she hurled a throwing knife at where he was watching her from the trees.

He jumped from the tree onto the trail and stood, dusting the snow off his clothing and cropped black hair. He turned and faced the snow elf, who was dismounting her horse as she frowned at him.

“A human,” the snow elf said with a huff. “They drag me all the way out here for a mere human.”

The snow elf snarled at him as her crystal blue eyes boring into him. She drew her sword and pointed it at him.

“Call your friends out here, my time has been wasted enough.”

“Sorry, just me out here,” Bryce smiled at her and shrugged. “But I hate to waste your time. So feel free to leave.”

She cursed in Elvish.

“Fine. I don’t like torture, but if that’s what it takes to get you to tell me where your compatriots are then so be it,” she said as she walked towards him with all the confidence in the world.

Bryce smiled as he flexed his hands behind his back. Each of his fingers was tipped with a sharp black nail embedded with poison, something his magic gave him. He was an Aspect Mage, though they were better known by their layman name of Feral Mage.

His eyes widened as the elf lunged at him.

Shit, she’s fast.

Her confidence wasn’t for nothing. Even with his Aspect magic active, he barely managed to dodge her strike.

She had a surprise look on her face as he slipped by her sword and raked his black nails across her left cheek, leaving a series of shallow cuts. He put some distance between them and smiled. 

“Bastard!” she shouted at him as she charged forward with her sword.

Oh shit!

The clash of Bryce’s sword against the snow elf’s echoed throughout the snow-covered pine forest.

Scary.

He figured she would have killed him a dozen times already if it wasn’t for his Aspect Magic, which the elf was keeping up with. Not an easy feat since the aspect he was channeling gave him the speed and reflexes of a manticore.

Very scary.

Her blade cut through the pine branch instead of Bryce’s arm. The snow elf was quick with the blade, even after being poisoned.

But it's already over.

She glared at him with her striking blue eyes as a trickle of blood ran down her cheek from where he had scratched her, his poison running through her veins. 

“You’re looking tired,” Bryce teased.

“Shut up, human!” the snow elf cursed as she struggled to catch her breath.

Sweat clung to her brow and her movements had grown more sluggish and erratic. He could end this at any time now. But…

He looked past her towards the castle in the distance that the snow elves had been trying to siege. Flames roared from the inferno that was consuming the structure. The Count was most likely dead, along with any hope of more pay. At least the Count had paid half of Bryce’s price upfront. He frowned at the sight. His job was done.

“Congratulations, it looks like you won the war,” he said returning his full attention back to her. “So let’s make a deal.”

Bryce’s hand went to his neck and flipped the necklace out over his shirt, showing the piece of cursed steel that hung from it. The dog tag marked him as a mercenary. Though he was unsure if the elf would know what it meant.

She lunged at him with an overextended strike and he knocked her blade away with ease.

“You’ve probably figured it out, but you're poisoned,” Bryce said as he flexed his hand, tipped with black nails.

“A dirty cheap trick,” the elf growled as she readied herself to strike at him again.

“It’s manticore poison,” he said and saw a hint of fear in her eyes. “I have the antidote, which I will trade for the best route to avoid the elf’s army. Any interest I have in this war just went up in smoke with the castle.”

His hand slipped into his pocket and extracted a small vial. Her eyes latched on to it.

“Why should I trust you?” she asked.

“Because I have no reason to deceive you. The poison will kill you in about an hour when your organs shut down,” Bryce said as he dangled the vial before the elf. “I’m no longer making any money, so I want to get the hell out of here. What’s your name, elf?”

“Callie,” she said with a grimace.

He tilted his head toward her.

“Callie, you’re a skilled swordswoman. Don’t waste your talents dying in the snow on the edge of a battlefield no longer being fought.”

She glared at him for a moment.

“East,” she said softly.

“East,” Bryce said as he tossed the vial into the snow by her feet. “If you’re lying I’ll come back and find you.”

He turned to leave, already planning how he would spend what the Count had paid him. Though it was always the same way, drinking and stuffing his face until he was broke again.

“Your name?” Callie demanded as she held the empty vial in her hand.

He glanced back at her. Callie glared at him with a fire in her eyes hotter than any hell.

“Bryce,” he answered.

“Bryce, I will hunt you down,” she declared with a snarl.

He smiled at her.

“Until our next dance then,” he said with a cocky smile and a mental note to stay the hell away from the North for a while. The South’s climate suited him better anyway.

***

Two weeks later, Bryce was staying in a human frontier town named Sawtown. It was located on the tip of where the Southern human Kingdoms meet the vast untamed wilds. The settlement was little more than an overgrown logging camp, but still, it had a tavern.

He lifted the beer from the rough oak table he was sitting at and took a sip. The same wood that was used to make the table was used for the rest of the town’s buildings and furnishings. Sawtown was an ugly eye-sore, but he was only staying here a little longer.

“Is the beer sour? I can fetch you something else, Bryce,” a woman’s voice offered.

He turned and looked at the snow elf who was talking to him.

Callie, he thought. The snow elf bore a striking resemblance to the swordswoman. So much so he had thought Callie had tracked him down when he first saw her. Both of them had the same crystal blue eyes and pure white hair.

“No. The beer is fine, Snowflower,” he answered before smiling at her. “Is today the day you're going to tell me your real name?”

The barmaid just gave him a smile that told him the answer was still no. When she lingered at his table he realized she wanted something. A look around the tavern made it clear why she was at his table.

The loss of the Second Northern Border War had caused a spike in tensions between elves and humans. More than a few hateful eyes lingered on Snowflower from the predominantly human patrons. She was one of the few elves in the town and the only snow elf. He didn’t know her story and why she was in this town, but he wasn’t about to pry.

“You know what? I feel like playing a game of bones.” He looked at the hopeful young elf. “Do you know how to play?”

Snowflower smiled at him.

“Of course! I’ll let the bartender know I’ll be occupied so they can get another barmaid for the floor,” Snowflower said before hurrying to the bar. 

Moments later she returned with the domino set and they started to play. Bryce was piss-poor at the game and knew it, but Snowflower was letting him win. He guessed what she wanted, but knew for sure the third time he caught her staring at his dog tags.

“What’s the job?” Bryce asked with a sigh.

“I’m sorry?” Snowflower asked startled.

“You’ve been staring at my mercenary tags the entire game,” Bryce replied. “I’m pretty pricey, but if you need me to rough up someone who got aggressive towards you, I'll give you a good deal.”

Honestly, she likely couldn’t even afford that, but he didn’t like the looks the girl had been getting while he’d been there. He doubted the girl had many folks watching her back. The other elves probably wouldn’t risk their necks for her either.

Snowflower bit her lip and leaned in closer to him.

“I…I was just curious,” Snowflower answered with a laugh after a moment. “Elves don’t use the same system to mark mercenaries.”

Snowflower laid one of the dominoes on the table and they continued their game in silence for a bit longer.

“I don’t know if you are searching for work, but the Mayor of the town has had a job posted for a while. None of the locals will take it since it’s too dangerous,” Snowflower said.

Bryce sipped his beer and thought. More gold was always useful to him, but there was something else he would like. This close to the wilds he just might find it.

“Know much about the job?” he asked.

Snowflower shook her head.

“No. Sorry, Bryce.”

Bryce and Snowflower finished their game and she made the excuse of doing dishes to slip into the back of the tavern, away from the hateful stares. Bryce paid his tab for the beer and made his way out of the tavern into the town.

Sawtown was a sea of ugly log buildings that blended into the dirt they were built upon. Wagons hauling logs to the nearby river where the sawmill was located were common sights in the town. He made his way to the largest of the ugly wooden buildings. He had taken enough bounties in small frontier towns to know the biggest building was saved for the mayor's ego. As soon as he walked inside the building he saw a woman sitting at a desk watching the door, two guards standing not far from her.

This was the first building in the town that Bryce had been in that wasn’t the monotone rough wood color of the rest of the town. The interior had been painted white and was decorated with everything from framed art to animal skulls and hides.

“Welcome to Sawtown, how might our beloved Mayor help you today?” the woman asked chipperly.

“Actually, I’m here to help you,” Bryce said. “Heard there’s a job up that’s been posted for a while.”

The woman behind the counter paled and he saw the guard's posture shift. One even looked at him and shook his head in warning. Bryce smiled, this job was looking like it could be a decent payday.

The woman stood and made her way to a hallway adjacent to her desk. Bryce stood there with the guards for a moment as they gave him looks of pity, as if he were a condemned man about to hang. A moment later the woman returned.

“The Mayor will see you,” she said and gestured to the hallway.

Bryce made his way into the mayor’s office. The room was decorated with old swords and bits of maps showing the claims of the various human Kingdoms, such as the Selkie Isles to the west and the Northern Kingdoms, Volpin, Graystone, and Deathridge. However, Volpin now lacked some of its territory after what happened a few weeks ago. Surprisingly there was no map of the Southern Kingdoms, which the frontier town was a part of. The control the Kingdoms had over frontier territories was almost non-existent.

The man sitting behind the desk surprised him. Usually, boom towns on the frontier were controlled by fat and rich merchants who lucked out. Instead, a man who looked like he could wrestle a bear, with enough scars that Bryce could believe he tried once, sat before him.

“So, who sent you to your death?” the man asked, never breaking his focus from some paperwork on his desk.

Bryce raised an eyebrow at that question. The mayor finally looked up from his paperwork and met Bryce’s gaze.

“Before I took down the poster for the job I had offered a finders fee for anyone that found someone that could complete it. Since the poster is gone now that means someone told you about the job,” the mayor stated.

Bryce clicked his tongue.

“So that was her angle,” Bryce said. “Snowflower from the tavern told me about the job.”

The mayor laughed.

“Trying to pay off her debt,” he said as his laughter died down. “I found her as an orphan during the first Northern Border War twenty years ago. Took her in, fed her, and clothed her. I know she wants to leave and try to return to the north, but I’m not letting her go until she pays her debt.”

Bryce kept his face neutral. Debt slavery wasn’t uncommon. He knew many mercenaries who ended up in the profession due to the guild buying up their debt from its original owners. Because of this, he had heard the horror stories of what life was like for those chained by debt.

“Enough to pay off her debt?” he asked.
The mayor shook his head.

“The finder fee will take a good chunk, but not the whole thing,” he said.

“What about the reward money from the job? Would that wipe it completely?” Bryce asked as he cursed himself internally.

A sob story. How many of his fellow mercenaries died because of them? Such tales had become a joke and a warning in the guild halls. He would have told himself to take the gold and forget the girl, but he saw the way the people looked at her in the tavern. She needed to get out of this town before she was killed.

“It would, but you don’t even know what the job entails,” the mayor said.

“I figured a monster given the looks your guards wore when I mentioned the contract,” Bryce said.

The mayor gave him a hard stare for a moment then nodded.

“There’s a logging camp in the south that was harvesting the old growths of the wilds. Good wood and good money. A year back a monster took the place over as its territory, and slaughtered everyone I sent to take care of it.” The mayor gave him a dark look. “Accepting this contract is akin to accepting your death.”

Bryce smiled as he slipped his mercenary tags off his neck and tossed them to the mayor who caught them.

“So Snowflower conned a merc,” the mayor said as he looked the tags over for a moment.

His gaze went back to Bryce.

“I served with mercenaries back when I was a soldier,” he said as he laid the tags on the table and slid them back to Bryce. “That tag is made of cursed steel, which means you’re something rather nasty.”


CHAPTER TWO


BRYCE WASTED NO time once he had the details from the Mayor and made his way south of Sawtown. The new road vanished after a short distance and he had to seek out an old overgrown road to find the path to continue. The woods were thick with trees and wildlife. Once the town was no longer in sight he pulled on his magic as an Aspect Mage. He only had one aspect right now, the flightless manticore. Still it was a very effective aspect and had allowed him to excel as a mercenary.

His senses all heightened as he felt his nails grow on his hand. Looking down he saw each of his fingers were now tipped with sharp black claws that he knew were still embedded with poison. He took a deep breath of the forest air as if smelling it for the first time.

The scent of overwhelming pines was now just one of many he could pick up on. One scent struck him as repulsive, a scent of decay deep within the woods. Resting his hand on the hilt of his sword, he made his way towards the scent, following the old wagon trail now being choked by young saplings.

As the saplings started to clear he paused at the first sign of the monster that called these woods home, a tree decorated with bones, bleached white by the sun. Most belonged to animals, but scattered among them were the skulls of humans or elves along with beastkin’s skulls judging from the larger canine teeth.

“Intelligent,” Bryce said to himself as he examined the tree.

This was some macabre art to serve as a territory marker. Not the kind of thing a monster with just the mind of an animal would do. This also told Bryce how he wanted to go at this creature. If it was creating territory markers, it was also probably creating traps within the woods.

“Direct it is,” he said.

As he walked down the path, he came across more and more trees that were covered in bones, some with decaying meat still clinging to them. Soon the path opened up to where the old logging camp had been. A wide open space with several piles of trash that contained bones, hides, as well as armor and weapons from the various victims of the monster. 

The remains of what had probably once been a log cabin had now been converted into some kind of holding pen where the monster kept its prey. The monster was devouring the remains of a wild pig while sitting on a fallen tree trunk as Bryce approached, a primal troll. Its eyes fixated on him with curiosity as it tore the meat from the carcass. 

Primal trolls were bigger, stronger, and crueler than their civilized cousins. Their healing factor was also several times more powerful. While a civilized troll would heal a nasty cut within a day, primal trolls needed seconds.

Bryce licked his lips as he drew his sword. Strength and a powerful healing factor sounded very useful to him. He had killed a few monsters as a mercenary, but never any he wanted to take as an aspect.

The troll threw the pig’s carcass aside and picked up a stone club that was lying beside it on the ground. When it stood, Bryce guessed it was about nine feet tall. The troll walked towards him with a curious expression, probably used to everything fleeing from it. The monster stopped a few feet before him and stared down at him as it chewed a mouth full of pork.

“Hello beautiful,” Bryce said as he looked at the troll's mottled green skin face with yellow tusks.

The troll said nothing as it swung the stone club at him. Bryce shot forward and plunged his sword into the troll's stomach before slipping behind it and hamstringing its right leg. The air took on a putrid scent, made worse by his heightened senses, as the troll's intestines spilled out onto the ground.

Bryce tried to follow up with a strike to the troll's neck, but it swung the club behind itself, forcing Bryce to back off. He watched as the wound on the troll's leg healed closed as the troll stuffed its dangling intestines back into its body. As it turned to face Bryce, he saw the cut on its gut healing closed as well.

“Yeah, you’ll be a good aspect to have,” Bryce said with a greedy smile as he twirled his blade. 

His smile was cut short as the troll hurled the stone club at him, forcing him to dodge out of the way. He heard it crash behind him, but his attention was focused on the troll rushing him.

The troll slammed a ham-sized fist into the ground where Bryce had been seconds ago. He tried to take advantage of the opening and slashed at the troll's neck. His blade cut into its flesh, but not deep enough.

He let out a frustrated groan as he ripped the blade free and darted away before the troll could grab him. The damn thing's neck was too thick.

The wound on the troll's neck stitched itself back together with new flesh as it made another charge at him. He dodged the strike again and the next two to follow only to curse as he felt himself losing his footing. Something had caught his leg causing him to fall into a pile of bones.

The bastard led him into one of the trash piles. The troll raised both its fists into the air with a twisted grin on its face. The thing knew it had him. Bryce glared back and was preparing to try and divert the blow with his blade and rely on his reflexes to escape.

Suddenly there was an arrow buried into the side of the troll’s head. Bryce had no idea who released it, but this was his chance. His free hand grabbed the closest thing in the bone pile as he stood and swung his blade at the distracted troll's neck. The blade hacked into its windpipe, but as before, wasn’t enough to decapitate the monster. Bryce’s free hand shoved what it had grabbed into the exposed windpipe before the wound could heal. It turned out he had grabbed a skull.

The troll was distracted by the continued barrage of arrows being fired at it and Bryce was able to slip away. The troll started to make a croaking sound as its neck healed around the skull.

Desperately it started to claw at its throat, trying to open up an airway to draw breath. Its nails carved deep grooves into its flesh only to heal back a second later as the troll's face turned a purplish hue.

Bryce broke his attention from the suffocating troll to examine his rescuer, who was still firing arrows at the troll. A wolfkin woman stood not far from the now destroyed pen with a bow and a pile of arrows at her feet. She was standing beside one of the trash heaps where Bryce guessed she had gathered the arrows.

It seemed the troll had hurled his stone club into the pen, destroying it, and the wolfkin decided to join the fight instead of running. He turned back and looked at the troll who was now slumped over and looking like a pin cushion.

He made his way toward the troll, figuring the wolfkin would have already started pelting arrows at him if she intended to. He cast her a glance as he stood beside the troll. The wolfkin stared into his eyes for a moment before turning her back to him and scanning the surroundings.

Bryce lifted his sword and started hacking at the troll's neck. It took longer than it should have due to the troll's healing factor, but he soon had the head free and kicked it away from the body.

He gave the wolfkin another glance and saw she was still keeping watch. He wondered how she would react to what he was about to do as he pulled out a knife from his belt and drove it into the troll's chest.

He worked his knife into the troll's body until he found the liver. According to his master, that would be one of the organs related to the troll's healing abilities. He cut the liver free and quickly started to eat it. The flesh had to be fresh for him to absorb the aspect, no buying monsters that had been dead for hours or days. The taste was putrid, far worse than when he had eaten the manticore’s paw.

He caught her watching him as he devoured the troll's liver, but quickly shifted her focus back to keeping watch. He had no idea why she was still here instead of fleeing, but he was grateful for someone watching his back as he did this.

With his stomach full, Bryce sat on the ground and focused inwards on his body as he closed his eyes. He visualized pulling the essence from the troll as he digested it. He felt the aspect settle into his body, like a muscle his body never knew existed, but now realized it could flex.

When he opened his eyes the wolfkin was crouched beside him now staring intently at him. He locked eyes with her and after a moment gave her a friendly smile.

“Thanks for the help,” he said as he stood.

He made his way to the troll's head. As he did he pulled on his new aspect, that of a primal troll. He felt his muscles go taunt and a surge of strength in them, but the strength wasn’t what he wanted from the troll. Bringing his knife up, he nicked his hand and smiled as the wound quickly healed.

He could only have one aspect active at a time, and he needed some time between them. Otherwise, he risked becoming a chimera, or so he was told by his master.

Bryce grabbed the troll's head and checked what remained of the troll’s pen. It was empty except bones and rubbish, either the wolfkin had been the only one in it, or everything else had fled during the fight. He turned from the remains of the pen to head down the old logging road back to Sawtown. He didn’t make it far before he realized the wolfkin was following behind him.

He stopped and looked at her as she walked up and stood beside him. She was covered in filth from being kept in the pen and looked as if she hadn’t had a decent meal in some time.

“I bet your pack is missing you,” Bryce said.

The wolfkin shook her head, her tangled and messy hair flying wildly around her. Then she pointed to the trees with bones in them.

The meaning was clear, the troll had eaten the rest of her pack. Bryce recalled the beastkin skull he had seen in the first tree decorated with bones. He could already tell she was going to follow him like a lost puppy, pun not intended.

“You understood me so I guess you speak trade-common as well?” Bryce asked.

“Little,” the wolfkin said.

“Right,” Bryce said, at least it was something. “My name is Bryce. What’s your name?”
“Vex,” she said as she tapped her chest with her fist.

“Thanks again for your help, Vex. I’m going to a human town, I don’t think you want to follow me,” Bryce tried to reason.

Frontier towns, like Sawtown, sometimes clashed with beastkin packs that called the wilds home, usually because they were encroaching on the packs' territory. As a result, there was some hostility towards them by a lot of the frontier folk, or so Bryce had been told. He had befriended a few beastkin who worked as mercenaries.

“I follow,” Vex said with a defiant look.

Bryce sighed and he turned and walked down the road with Vex following close behind him. He did owe her for the help she gave him in taking down the troll. The least he could do was get her a decent meal and give her part of his reward, what was left after paying off Snowflower’s debt. That might give her a start at a decent life.


CHAPTER THREE


CALLIE MADE HER way through the remains of the castle. The fire had destroyed much of it, but a few sections remained free from the destruction. The pathway gate that led to these sections was decorated with human heads on pikes. The Count of Brax, his family, and the soldiers under his command were among them. A sight that did little except normalize cruelty among the soldiers and would inspire horrific acts of retaliation by the humans once they learned of it. She saw two guards standing before the door of her destination.

“Good morning, Lady Queenshield,” one of the guards said as he greeted her with a salute. The other followed suit but remained silent. 

Both stood outside a door that led to the room the Duchess had set up as her court.

“At ease,” she said to the guards. The guards dropped their salute and quickly opened the door and she made her way inside. She paused as the door closed behind her as she mentally prepared herself for meeting with the Duchess. She heard the guards start to speak on the other side.

“Why has she not healed the scar? Is it cursed?” One of the guards said softly.

“If so it’s a shame. Perhaps they will call her the ‘Wilted Rose’ instead of the ‘Frozen Rose’ now,” the other guard said with a chuckle.

Callie gritted her teeth. The jest meant nothing to her. Callie could have killed both guards with her bare hands, even with them being armed. The mention of the scar had dragged up thoughts of him. The bastard.

She had allowed the small cut on her face to scar intentionally, even using tonics to aid in the pursuit. She swore to herself that she wouldn’t heal the scar until she killed that human who toyed with her.

“Bryce,” she said his name as if it were a curse.

Her hand itched for her sword, but she steadied her nerves. She had scouts looking in the east for signs of him and with luck, she would soon have his head. Not for the spikes, no. She would use it for something better and more meaningful, like a chamber pot.

Perhaps if she took him alive, she would poison him and force him to degrade himself before her for the antidote. She would need to collect a variety of poisons to use on him, but of course, manticore would be the first one.

She took a deep breath and made her way into the Duchess’s Court. Already she could hear the court nobles that had accompanied the Duchess whispering about her.

She ignored them and moved with purpose and elegance. Her family might have fallen, but she was of noble blood. Even without royal titles or land, they had to respect her blood. The bloodline of the family that served as the Ice Queen’s personal guards for over five hundred years flowed through her veins.

The Duchess drank a glass of wine while she and her inner circle stood at a table overlooking the maps. As always, she wore elegant robes trimmed with precious metals and jewels. Her stone gray hair was held by a decorative pin.

“Duchess Frozenveil,” Callie greeted as she knelt.

The Duchess looked up from the map and smiled at her as she sipped her wine.

“Good, you’re here, Lady Queenshield. Would like some of the Count’s wine? The quality is decent for a human variety,” Duchess Frozenveil offered. “I don’t think he would mind.”

Her small jest was quickly lapped up by those in her inner circle who erupted with laughter.

“Thank you, Duchess, but it’s not fitting for a soldier to drink while on duty,” Callie answered, still kneeling.

“Such dedication! This is why I’m glad to have the Frozen Rose here. She sets an example for the soldiers, even if she did fail to capture or kill this Demon of the North the soldiers were so fearful of,” the Duchess said as she raised her glass and sipped it.

Many of the soldiers still didn’t believe Callie that the attacks on the supply line were caused by a single human. Instead insisting that it was the work of a monster as they had originally believed.

“I’ve called you here because I have an important mission for you to undertake,” the Duchess said. “I want you to escort an envoy south to the Red Pine Kingdom who will work to forge an alliance between us and the forest elves.”

Callie frowned.

“Do you suspect the Kingdom of Volpin to give us that much trouble?” Callie asked.

She doubted the human Kingdom would waste much resources to retake the castle. The land had only been within their domain for less than twenty years. It was a prize they had taken during a moment of opportunity when the Winter Kingdom fractured into a warring state, following the assassination of the Ice Queen and her family. Their deaths were the greatest failure of Callie’s family and what had led to House Queensheild’s downfall.

“No,” the Duchess said with a chuckle. “But the rest of the human Kingdoms will. I have a dream. No. A vision. Where elven kind drives the encroaching humans back to those vile Selkie Isles they came from.”

A cheer went up from the Duchess’s inner circle followed by clapping. Callie almost looked up at Duchess Frozenveil in surprise but kept herself from doing so. Trying to push back the humans would be idiotic. They had held those lands for hundreds of years, and elvish society had changed since the arrival of humanity. Over those hundreds of years, trade, culture and languages had influenced both races, changing them. They were as dependent on the humans as the humans were on them. Talks of driving them back were just dreams of the elves too far into their wineskins.

No, that’s not her real goal. Duchess Frozenveil had proved herself to be many things, but not stupid. Ruthless, cruel, and ambitious? Yes, but not stupid.

“I have scouts looking for the human that was attacking our supply line,” Callie stated. “To allow him to go free would affect the morale of the soldiers.”

She hoped this might free her from whatever machinations the Duchess had in mind.

“No need. If what you said is true, he’s a mercenary no longer being paid. He is probably long gone.” The Duchess chuckled to herself. “Though if your scouts did find him, I might be interested in hiring him. Given how much trouble he caused the renowned swordswoman, the Frozen Rose. I expect you to be on the road at dawn, Lady Queenshield. You are dismissed.”

Callie stood as she fought back the urge to glare at the horrible woman and saluted her. As she left the room, she stopped by the guards who watched the door and quickly drew her sword, pressing the blade to the neck of one of them.

“I ever hear you refer to me as the Wilted Rose again I’ll spike your head beside the humans on a pike over the gate,” Callie said as she glared at them, putting enough pressure on the blade to draw a little blood.

“Y-Yes, Lady Queenshield,” the guard squeaked as his fellow guardsman watched fearfully.

Bryce

The first guard that caught sight of Bryce and Vex when they entered Sawtown turned and raced towards the mayor’s building. Well, less at the sight of them and more at the troll’s head Bryce was carrying.

“Good. Hopefully the mayor will have everything ready for me when I get there,” Bryce said to Vex.

Vex didn’t answer. Instead, she was looking around Sawtown. Bryce wondered if this was her first time in a human settlement. A smile crept up on his face as he pictured her reaction to seeing a real human city. She wordlessly followed behind him as he made his way to the tavern.

“Let her go,” Bryce said when he walked into the establishment.

Snowflower was pinned to a table as two men held her and a third stood over her with a knife as if preparing to slice off her ear. He recognized them as some of the patrons who had been glaring at her earlier.

Everyone else had cleared out, save the bartender who cleaned a glass and did his best to ignore what was unfolding.

“Of course, the prick is back,” the thug holding the knife said with a laugh.

He turned and pointed the blade at Bryce. The man’s pudgy face was bright red, either from too much booze or anger. Spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke.

“Get the hell out here or we’ll cut your balls off after we’re done with her.”

Bryce started walking toward the men, already plotting the order he would kill them in.

“What in the hell is he holding?” one of the men asked.

Before anyone could answer the man’s question, a chair flew at the one who was brandishing the knife. The chair struck him and broke into pieces. Bryce heard a snarling growl. Vex shot forward, grabbing one of the legs that broke off the chair as she neared the man with the knife. She drove the splintered end into the man’s neck before pulling the knife from his grip and charging the two men who held down Snowflower.

Bryce shrugged and made his way to the bartender, who had stopped cleaning the glass he held and watched with a pale expression as the wolfkin slaughtered the three men. The bartender turned to face him as Bryce set the troll’s head on the bar’s counter.

“I would like a beer and a hot meal for my friend,” Bryce said as he laid a coin on the table. After a thought he put two more coins. “Also, draw a bath for her.”

Bryce took the beer the bartender quickly made him and turned back to the scene that was unfolding. Snowflower stood off to the side of the room with a shocked expression as Vex wiped the knife clean on the shirt of the last man she killed. All three of them were dead and the blood-drenched wolfkin was standing over their bodies as she happily examined the knife. When she caught sight of Bryce watching her, she smiled and held up the knife as if it were a prize.

“Good work, Vex,” Bryce said and the wolfkin’s tail started to wag.

He looked over to see Snowflower was coming out of her shock and was now looking at him. Bryce gestured to Vex with his mug of beer.

“Snowflower, meet Vex,” Bryce said before locking eyes with the wolfkin and gesturing back to the snow elf with his beer. “Vex, meet Snowflower.”

Vex turned and looked at Snowflower, then back to Bryce, then back to Snowflower. Her tail frizzed out and Bryce heard a low growl coming from the wolfkin.

“Bryce, she’s snarling at me,” Snowflower said as she stared at the wolfkin.

“Vex, she’s a friend,” Bryce said, giving the wolfkin a stern look. Vex pouted and said something in her native language.

She moved away from the dead bodies to stand by Bryce at the bar, her tail wagging as she smiled at him. Bryce wished he had learned more about beastkin culture, then he might have a clue what was going on with Vex. The only thing he had figured out in their short time together was it would be difficult to get away from the wolfkin.

This thought was proven true when Bryce tried to leave her at the tavern to go visit the mayor for the reward. He had to reassure her three times that he would return and even then it took the bartender bringing out food before she let him go.

He wanted to talk to Snowflower before he went to the mayor. Mostly just to bust her chops about trying to use him, but she was still shaken up from the attack, so he didn’t. There would be a chance for them to talk once she was debt free.


CHAPTER FOUR


BRYCE WALKED INTO the mayor’s building carrying the troll’s head. Before the door had closed he heard someone speak.

“It really is dead,” the woman behind the desk exclaimed as she stared at the head.

“How?” one of the guards asked.

Bryce gave a friendly smile, though questions like that meant it was time to leave Sawtown. He didn’t like people figuring out that he was a Feral Mage.

“Suffocated it then cut off its head,” Bryce answered vaguely. “Almost got me. The bastard healed quick.”

“Please, follow me,” the woman said as she stood from the desk. She stared at the troll’s head a moment longer before she moved.

Bryce followed as the guards stared dumbfounded at him.

The mayor laughed as he held the head while Bryce looked over the debt contract and bag of coins he had been given.

“You just made the town a ton of money. We can get the logging camp operational again and harvest the old growth there now that his bastard is gone,” the mayor said.

“Careful,” Bryce warned. “I might ask for a bonus.”
The mayor laughed.

“I’m almost inclined to give you one. Almost.” The mayor turned to him. “Do you care if I keep this? I want to mount the bastard on my wall.”
“It’s all yours,” Bryce said as he stood to collect the debt contract and coins. “It’s no use to me.”

The meeting with the mayor had taken longer than Bryce liked. Mostly because the old soldier tried to pry the story of how he killed the troll out of him. Bryce just gave him a half-truth that pinned much of his success on luck. With money and contract in hand, he made his way back to the tavern.

He was startled by Vex when he walked through the door. The wolfkin was sitting at a table with Snowflower as she ate. She was no longer covered in blood and filth from the pen. Her hair was washed and he could now tell that it was auburn in color. The animal hides she had been wearing were replaced with a simple dress that showed off her womanly figure.

Vex looked up from her plate and smiled at him, cheeks puffed out with a mouthful of food. Her eyes were amber in color and her nose was dotted with freckles. He was surprised at how beautiful of a woman she was. That thought was interrupted as Vex bashed a rib bone against the table to break it before she slurped the marrow out of it. Bryce shook his head and made his way to their table taking a seat next to Snowflower.

“So, I just got…” Bryce started to say before his attention shifted to Vex.

The wolfkin stood from her chair to walk over to Snowflower, grabbed her chair, and dragged it noisily away from Bryce. Then Vex placed her chair next to him and sat down. Bryce looked at the wolfkin for a moment as he felt her tail thump against his side. She smiled at him as she picked up another rib.

“So, like I was saying,” Bryce started again. “Just got back from meeting with the mayor. You’re debt-free.”

Bryce tossed the debt contract to a bewildered Snowflower, who quickly grabbed it and read it over.

“You knew?” she asked, startled.

“Mayor ratted you out,” Bryce answered.

Snowflower bit her lip and looked up at him.

“My name’s Alice,” she said.

“Nice to meet you, Alice,” Bryce said with a smile. “Well now that you’re free, what are you going to do?”

Alice looked lost in thought for a moment before she stood.

“Please wait here, I’ll be right back,” Alice said as she rushed from the table.

Moments later she returned with a coin purse and set it on the table before Bryce.

“I wish to hire you to take me north to the snow elf lands,” Alice said as she pushed the purse to Bryce.

“No,” Bryce said as he recalled the very scary swordswoman up there.

Alice gave him a pleading look.

“Please, Bryce. You’ve done so much for me, but I need to get out of here. You saw what almost happened,” Alice said.

Bryce sighed and lifted the bag of coins, feeling its weight.

“I can escort you to the Red Pine Kingdom, forest elf territory. It’s the closest of the elven lands and you’ll be safe there.”

“Deal,” Alice said as she held out her hand, which Bryce shook.

He opened the purse and took out two silver coins before handing it back to her. Alice gave him a confused look.

“Mercenaries get paid by the day during guard contracts like this. Two silver coins is the standard for my rank in such contracts, with a bonus being paid if there’s trouble,” Bryce answered.

He turned and looked at Vex.

“I follow,” Vex answered his unspoken question.

“I figured as much,” Bryce said before looking back at Alice. “Go pack. I’m going to get Vex some gear. I take it you want to leave as soon as possible?”
Alice nodded before racing away again with her purse.

“Alright, Vex,” Bryce said as he stood and the wolfkin followed him. “Let’s go shopping.”

He was gathering basic supplies for the trip while Vex tried on some leather armor the shop clerk had handed to her.

“Bryce,” Vex said once she left the fitting room.

Bryce turned and looked at her. The smiling wolfkin looked very much like a seasoned ranger, with her bow and leather armor. At least she did at a quick glance. He frowned as he examined the armor more closely. His frown shifted to the clerk who was looking nervous.

“This isn’t journeyman quality,” he said with heat in his voice. “I said nothing below journeyman.”

Bryce took the bow and examined it before setting it back on the counter of the clerk.

“Same with the bow.”

The clerk glared and then mumbled.

“Good enough for a damn beastkin.”

“I don’t like to be cheated,” Bryce said with a glare.

The clerk crossed his arms and smiled.

“I’m friends with the town guards. Don’t think you want to cross me,” the clerk threatened.

“I don’t give a shit,” Bryce answered and he heard Vex growling behind him.

“You will,” the clerk said before shouting. “Guards!”

A second later the shop door opened and three guards walked in. They scowled at Bryce, except for one that stared at him with widening eyes.

“Is there trouble here?” one of the guards asked as he walked up to Bryce and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. The man had a look on his face that told Bryce he was looking for a fight.

“That’s the troll guy,” the wide-eyed guard said as he pointed at Bryce. “The one I told you about.”

The guard who was looking for a fight glanced between his fellow guardsman and Bryce. He paled as the itch to fight left him and took a step back.

“Sorry, sir. My mistake,” the guard said as he looked at the clerk. “No trouble here.”

The three guardsmen quickly left the shop and a grinning Bryce turned back to the clerk. Moments later he and Vex left the shop with a high-quality journeyman bow and leather armor, which the clerk, now with a broken nose, heavily discounted. Vex’s tail wagged as they left and she said a bunch of things in her native language while looking at him, but refused to tell Bryce what any of it meant.

Alice was waiting for them when they got back to the tavern, a small pack swung over her shoulders.

“Alright, let’s head to the stables,” Bryce said before looking back. “Do either of you know how to ride a horse?”

They left Sawtown in a wagon pulled by a pair of mules. Bryce should have guessed Vex never rode a horse, but he was surprised to learn Alice hadn’t either. The trip would be longer because of the wagon and they would have to stay on the main roads, which always meant a higher chance of running into highwaymen.

The plan was to head to the city of Witchbrook and then take a riverboat from there to the Red Pine Kingdom. That would make the trip about four weeks.

“So, how did you kill the troll?” Alice asked from the back of the wagon.

Bryce thought about how best to answer when Vex did instead.

“My Bryce was brave,” Vex declared as she turned in the seat to face Alice. “He didn’t hide, or sneak attack. He walked to the troll and fought it. Then he ate its soul.”

He was surprised at the amount Vex had said, then it dawned on him what she had said, and he groaned.

“He ate its soul,” Alice repeated softly from the back of the wagon.

“Yes,” Vex declared happily.

Alice was silent for a moment and Bryce hoped she just believed the wolfkin was a little crazy or messing with her.

“You’re an Aspect Mage,” Alice finally said.

Bryce looked back at her.

“Yes, though most people don’t know that name,” Bryce answered. “Most call those who use my magic Feral Mages.”

“I had a book as a child. It talked about all the different schools of magic and the mages that come from them. Aspect Mages were one of the more…unique ones and it stuck with me.”

“Well, it’s something I don’t like people knowing,” Bryce stated. “Also, Vex, don’t call me ‘My Bryce’, please.”

Vex turned and looked at him.

“No,” she said before she started saying it over and over again. “My Bryce, my Bryce, my Bryce.”

She didn’t stop until Bryce gave her some dried meat from the supplies to distract her. The first day on the road was uneventful thankfully and they made good time. Though Vex was more trouble when night fell and they made camp.

“Vex. No,” Bryce said to the pouting wolfkin from his bedroll.

“Why?” Vex asked as her ears drooped and her tail tucked.

“You have your own bedroll. You’re not sleeping in mine,” Bryce stated.

Vex said some stuff in her native language.

“Going to tell me what any of that means?” he asked, though knew the answer.

“No,” Vex said as she dragged her bedroll so that it was next to his and laid down on it.

He looked towards Alice, but she just shrugged as she crawled into her bedroll. He really needed to find someone who understood beastkin and could fill him in on what was going on.

Vex was sleeping on top of his bedroll when morning came and growled at him as he tried to roll her off. They packed up and were on the road again after a quick breakfast. Vex was slowly warming up to Alice, though the wolfkin still gave her glares if she got too close to him. Bryce sighed. He was starting to believe this would be a much longer trip than he originally thought it would be.


CHAPTER FIVE


ON THE THIRD day of their trip, Vex woke Bryce by shaking him. He opened his eyes to the early morning sunlight and saw the excited wolf girl on top of him. Her ears perked.

“Pigs,” Vex said excitedly.

Bryce stared at her for a moment and saw her fluffy tail swishing behind her.

“What?” he asked as he wiped the sleep away from his eyes.

Vex pulled back his bedroll, exposing him to the brisk morning air and shocking him into being awake. He glared at the wolfkin for that but sat up and started getting dressed.

“Pigs,” Vex declared. “We hunt!”

Bryce cast a glance around the camp for Alice. She was already up and working to get a fire going. The snow elf smiled at him as she fed kindling to the small flame. Bryce had to hand it to her. She was an early riser and, so far, a helpful hand on the road.

Vex noticed him looking at Alice and quickly moved in front of his line of sight, blocking his view of the elf. The wolfgirl was pouting, and her ears were flat as she looked at him.

“Pigs,” Bryce said, forcing his attention back on Vex. Then he really thought about what she was saying.

Most of the supplies they had purchased for the trip were non-perishables that would last—lots of hardtack and some salted beef. Fresh meat would be welcome. They had plenty of salt with them so they could preserve some of it.

“Yeah, Vex. Let’s go hunting,” Bryce said.

Vex literally jumped for joy when she leaped off of him and went to her pack, grabbing her bow. She was slightly less thrilled to learn that Alice would accompany them on this hunt.

“Don’t people usually hunt wild pigs with a spear?” Alice asked as they prepared to set out. “Just taking a bow sounds like a great way for one of us to get gored.”

Bryce pulled on his Manticore Aspect.

“I’m using my sword and don’t worry, no one is going to get gored,” he answered.

Alice just stared at his hands as the black claws grew on the end of his fingers. The instant the Aspect took hold, a variety of sounds and smells he hadn’t noticed before struck him. Vex watched him curiously as he sniffed the air to pick up the scent of the pigs. She had interjected herself between him and Alice once she noticed the snow elf staring at his hands.

“That way?” Bryce asked Vex, pointing westward.

The wolfkin nodded as her tail swished behind her.

The wild pigs weren’t difficult to track. They tore up the ground, rooting wherever they went, though Vex seemed to like to point out any signs she found of them. Bryce quickly realized she was doing it because he praised her each time she found one. He kept doing it, even when it got a little tedious. A happy Vex was one not glaring at Alice.

The pigs' scent grew stronger, and Bryce asked Alice to wait near a large oak tree while he and Vex tried to sneak up on them. The smell was coming from a small gully, and they crept to the lip of it.

There was a large mud hole in the bottom of the gully, and that was where the pigs were: two fat sows and a large boar. The animals were lounging about in the mud, oblivious to Bryce and Vex watching them.

“One of the sows would be good,” Bryce whispered to Vex.

She shook her head and pointed at a sow lying on her side. It took Bryce a moment, but he noticed the enlarged udders on the pig. The sow was with piglets, and a second glance at the other sow showed that she was as well.

“Boar it is,” Bryce said as he stood and slid down in the gully, pulling his sword out as he reached the bottom.

The sows ran, and he moved to let them pass. The boar, however, just lowered his head and snorted. He was a big bastard with tusks the length of a small dagger. He snorted again as he charged at Bryce, kicking up mud.

“My Bryce!” Vex growled, and he saw her aiming her bow at the boar.

She really didn’t like anything that tried to approach him.

“I got it, Vex,” Bryce called back at the wolfkin.

She didn’t release her arrow but kept it trained on the boar, her ears flat. He could hear her growling from the ridge of the gully, not liking his order to let him handle it.

Bryce waited until just before the boar was about to gore him and slipped out of the beast’s way. The Manticore Aspect gave him more than enough reflexes to evade the attack. As he moved out of the way, he brought his blade down in an overhead strike. The steel hacked into the boar’s neck, it’s head flopping as it staggered a few yards forward on momentum alone.

“See, I got it,” Bryce said to Vex.

The wolfkin was staring at him wide-eyed with her ears perked. Then, a massive grin broke out on her face, and her tail started to wag. Immediately, she rushed down the slope of the gully, talking up a storm in the beastkin language.

Bryce had no idea what she was saying, but Vex was excited. She went over and examined the boar's neck where Bryce had dealt the killing blow. She smiled as she looked back up at him.

“Good hunt,” Vex declared.

“Good hunt,” Bryce agreed.

He went to the boar and grabbed its back legs. Vex followed his example and grabbed its front legs. Together, they started walking their way out of the gully. At the first slope, they found that they could climb. Alice frowned at them as they approached with the dead boar.

“You both are covered in mud,” the snow elf said.

Once they got back to camp, Alice and Vex slipped off to a small stream they had passed to clean up while Bryce washed up with water from a canteen and worked on butchering the boar. Vex hadn’t been keen on the idea, but she was less keen on the thought of Bryce and Alice alone in the camp together. She had tried to convince Bryce that he and Vex should go instead, but he told her one of them needed to stay with Alice. She was their client, and their job was to keep her safe. Vex reluctantly agreed after that.

He dragged the knife across the impromptu cutting board of the back of the wagon as he sliced strips of bacon.

He hoped the girls spending some time together would help Vex let up on her possessiveness or whatever it was. They were going to be traveling together for a while.

“We’re back, Bryce,” Alice said, breaking him from his task.

She was carrying a basket of wet clothing with her and started to hang it up on a line she ran between two trees. Vex was walking toward the fire, clean of mud, though her tail was frizzed out, and she occasionally flicked it as if still trying to shake off any water that was left.

“How was the water?” Bryce asked as he put away the last of the meat.

“Not bad, we can handle things here if you want to take a dip yourself. I’ll get some of the pork cooking for when you come back,” Alice said as she hung more clothes on the line.

“Sure,” Bryce said as he grabbed the knives he used to butcher the hog. They could get a wash as well.

When he came back he spotted Vex and Alice sitting together by the fire. He was about to announce he was back, but then he heard what they were saying.

“The hunt…was…very…fun,” Vex said to Alice.

Alice smiled and nodded to Vex.

“That was good, Vex,” Alice said. “Let’s try a more complex sentence.”

Alice was working with Vex on speaking Trade Common. Bryce slipped back into the shadows and watched the girls for a bit. He was impressed by the effort Vex was putting into it. Eventually, he stepped back into camp and announced his return.

“The hunt was very fun!” Vex said to him as he walked to join them by the fire.

He smiled at the wolfkin as she grinned at him. “It was, Vex.”

They enjoyed the meal Alice cooked for them before calling it a night. Vex sat beside him by the campfire, her tail bumping into his side as she worked on speaking Trade Common with him.

By noon the next day, they arrived at the first small town in their path. It was a small farming settlement called Hayland.

The town was about the same size as Sawtown had been, but more established. The buildings were made of stone and wood instead of rough logs. Bryce had passed through the town before and knew where the tavern was. What was different from last time, though, was the banner that someone had hung up from the tavern to the building next to it.

The Amazing Janna!

The banner depicted a dark-haired woman with fox ears and three tails behind her. Below it, a kitsune, who matched the image, stood on a large ball juggling four knives as her tails waved behind her. She wore a tight fitting outfit with contrasting colors of black and red that reminded Bryce of a jester’s outfit. Though, instead of being comical, it showed off the kitsune’s athletic figure and ample size bust, stirring some very different feelings instead of humor.

Bryce watched her for a moment then realized she was using her three black tails to keep her balance on the large ball as it rolled. Each time she started too shift to far one way, one of the tails would move to counter balance her.

A crowd of people cheered her on as she performed her trick. Bryce grimaced, a show like this outside the tavern meant the place would be packed. He pulled the wagon up the tavern and lashed the mules to the post.

“Thank you, kind folks of Hayland!” the kitsune, who Bryce guessed was named Janna, said as she caught the knives and jumped off the ball. “I will only be in your lovely town for today, so don’t miss out on the amazing feats of Janna!”

“We should stay and watch!” Alice said excitedly as she climbed out of the wagon.

Vex followed her as she watched the kitsune curiously, or her three tails, to be exact. After a moment, the wolfkin nodded in agreement with Alice.

“You girls can watch. I’m going to go talk to the bartender and see if there’s anything we need to be wary of on the road.”

Tavern owners were one of the greatest assets to mercenaries. They heard from travelers where trouble was and could lead a merc to a new job or away from trouble.

Bryce walked in, and, as he guessed, the tavern was packed. However, most of the folks were crammed by the tavern’s windows to watch the kitsune outside.

“What you having?” the bartender asked as he walked to the bar.

“Beer and three hot meals,” Bryce answered as he placed a coin on the counter.

The bartender nodded and quickly poured him a dark ale. Bryce tasted it and was willing to bet it was a local brew made from what Hayland grew.

“Heard any interesting rumors?” he asked the bartender as he placed another coin on the countertop.

The bartender cleaned a glass and eyed him warily.

“Looking out for anything in particular?” he asked.

“Traveling. Just want to avoid trouble,” Bryce answered.

The bartender set the glass down.

“Trouble in the west, several towns have had people murdered at night. They find the bodies hacked up the next morning.”

Bryce raised an eyebrow.

“That doesn’t sound like something bandits would do.”

“No, it doesn’t. Some kind of monster, but no survivors to report what kind.”

Bryce hid his smile as he sipped his beer.


CHAPTER SIX


“BRYCE, YOU MISSED the show!” Alice said as she and Vex entered the tavern. 

Bryce was still at the bar but was looking at an assortment of beer mugs laid out randomly on the counter. The barkeep stood in front of him, cleaning a glass.

“Oh, did you two have fun?” he asked, never looking away.

“Yes! Janna was amazing, she juggled six knives at once while standing on a rolling ball,” Alice said excitedly.

“The stupid fox just did stupid things,” Vex grumbled.

He heard Alice and Vex come up beside him. Quickly feeling Vex’s tail brushing against his side.

“Um, did you drink all of these, Bryce?” Alice asked.

“No, just two. He’s trying to map out the monster attacks with the empty mugs,” the barkeep said with a laugh. “The crazy fool.”

Bryce shot him a quick frown before turning back to the mugs. He had hoped to keep quiet about the monster and make it a coincidence they went that route.

“Monster attacks?” Alice asked in a tone that told Bryce there was no shot in hell he could convince her it was a coincidence.

He turned and faced her with a smile.

“Yeah. A few nasty deaths in nearby villages. Thought I might look into it,” Bryce stated.

Vex’s tail swished faster as it bumped into his side.

“We going hunting?”  Vex asked in a chipper tone.

Alice was not as thrilled about it as the wolfkin. She gave him a stern look and crossed her arms.

“You expect me to pay you to drag me around monster hunting?” she asked in a hostile tone.

“Of course not,” Bryce lied with a laugh. “I won’t charge you for the days we investigate this.”

Alice narrowed her eyes at him.

“And you’ll give me an equal number of days for the escort job, but at no cost,” she haggled.

Bryce let out a huff.

“Half.”

Alice thought for a moment then smiled at him while she held out her hand.

“Half,” she said as Bryce grabbed her hand. “And you pay for food during this hunting trip.”

He heard a huff from the bar.

“You’re a merc,” the barkeep grumbled as he inspected the glass he had been cleaning. “I should have guessed.”

Alice released Bryce’s hand and turned to the barkeep, the smug look of victory on her face. The barkeep laughed as he waved down one of the barmaids and directed them to the table Alice and Vex chose to sit at. Bryce didn’t mind, a monster causing that much death would have a decent bounty. Probably more than he would make from escorting Alice even. Add that this might lead to a new aspect, it was something he couldn’t pass up checking out.

He looked over the assortment of beer mugs a little longer then smiled. There was a pattern to the attacks. He thanked the bartender and made his way to the table to join the girls. Both of them were eating what looked like an omelet with fried potatoes at a table not far from the entrance.

Bryce took a seat beside Vex and received a growl from the wolfkin as he snagged a slice of fried potato off her plate.

“So, let me guess. We’re packing up and heading out after we eat?” Alice asked with a sigh.

Bryce shook his head as he heard the sound of the tavern door open near him.

“No. We’ll rest here for the night. Then head west to a small village called Oakbridge. I think that’s where the monster will strike next—” Bryce paused as he felt something fluffy brush against his back and arm.

He turned and saw the kitsune from the performance standing behind him, her three tails bumping against him. Vex noticed a moment later.

“My Bryce!” Vex said as she pushed the tails away from him. “Tails off, stupid fox!”

“Rude!” the kitsune said to Vex before walking over and sitting beside Alice.

She shot Vex a glare, then ignored the wolfkin. Instead, she looked at Bryce and smiled.

“I’m Janna. I couldn’t help overhearing what you said. Kinda hard not to,” the kitsune greeted as her fox ears twitched. “So, you’re going after the monster?”

Bryce’s eyes went to her neck, but he didn’t see any tags marking her as a mercenary.

“Bryce,” he said before answering. “You already heard I was.”

Janna smiled as her tails swished behind her. Her gaze drifted from Bryce to Vex and finally to Alice. She was sizing them up and Bryce couldn’t figure out if she was trying to make it obvious or not. Janna’s gaze returned to him.

“How long have you been after it?” she asked with her arms now crossed in front of her.

Bryce shrugged.

“Just heard about the deaths from the bartender. Why?”

Her tails started to twitch angrily behind her.

“Amateurs,” Janna said with a huff. “I’ve been on this case for a week. Researching and preparing to hunt this monster.”

Bryce gave her a confused look.

“Aren’t you a traveling performer?” Alice asked.

Janna smiled at Alice.

“I am by day. It keeps my skills sharp. When night falls, I hunt monsters,” Janna said proudly as she stood.

She gave them a cocky smile as she pulled a knife from her sleeve and showed it to them. A moment later fire consumed the knife and she threw it into a piece of paper nailed to a post not far from the bar. The knife pierced the paper and fire consumed it.

“Pyromancy,” Alice said.

Janna nodded to her and then looked back at Bryce.

“Leave this to the professionals,” Janna said hotly before turning and making her way to the bar.

Bryce just smiled as the barkeep started to chastise her for burning up the menu and throwing knives while in his establishment. The cockiness left the kitsune and her tail and ears drooped. Janna left them alone after that and they enjoyed their meal.

Bryce found a spot for the wagon on a hill near town. It gave a good vantage point in case anything tried to sneak up on them. Once there they made camp and started to get ready for the night.

“I’m surprised you put up with Janna at the tavern,” Alice said as they set out bedrolls.

Bryce shrugged as he laid out his bedroll on the ground.

“Oh, that? Not worth getting riled up about. I’ve met wannabe monster hunters before. They’re all cocky, fed by stories they’ve read of a profession that doesn’t exist,” Bryce said.

Vex immediately sat up her bedroll beside his, despite him glaring at the wolfkin.

“Monster hunters aren’t real?” Alice asked with a surprised tone.

Bryce shook his head as he pulled his bedroll away from where Vex laid hers.

“Not like how they’re portrayed in the books sold for a copper. Most real monster hunters are mercenaries responding to a bounty or groups of soldiers sent by some noble to take care of it. The risk is too high for the reward to make a career out of it, at least for most,” Bryce sighed as Vex moved her bedroll to be beside his again. “The idiots that call themselves ‘monster hunters’ are just targets for merchants to sell useless flashy gear to. Very few survive their first encounter with a real monster.”

Alice was silent for a moment.

“So, you think Janna will die?”

Bryce crawled into his bedroll as Vex did the same to hers. The wolfkin stared at him with a smile until Bryce rolled over to face away from her.

“If this monster doesn’t get her, another monster will. If she’s lucky, she’ll wise up,” Bryce said as he closed his eyes to try and fall asleep.

Once again, he awoke to Vex sleeping on top of his bedroll.

“Vex,” Bryce said as the wolfkin yawned and stretched. “You have your own bedroll. Use it!”

“No,” Vex said with a yawn before laying back down on top of him.

She mumbled a few things in the language Bryce didn’t understand and looked as if she was going to fall back to sleep. She eventually did get off him when she smelled Alice cooking breakfast over the fire.

“Good morning,” Alice said as she fried eggs in a skillet.

“Morning,” Bryce said as he and Vex both sat by the campfire. “Thanks for cooking, Alice.”

After their meal, they packed and prepared to leave Hayland, heading from the town as the sun crested the fields for which it was named. Oakbridge wasn’t very far and Bryce figured they would arrive near sunset, given their current travel speed.

“The stupid fox is behind us,” Vex said as she looked behind them. Bryce turned and saw Janna lashing the reins to speed her wagon faster. He steered the mules of their wagon over to let the hotheaded kitsune pass.

“The monster is mine!” she called out with a laugh as she passed them.

Bryce saw the kitsune’s gear as she rode by. Leather armor dyed red, which even at a passing glance he could tell lacked protection over vital areas and would restrict her movement in others.

Flashy and useless.

Bryce steered the mules back on the road.

“If she’s lucky she won’t break an axle,” Alice said from the back of the wagon.

Bryce looked back to see the snow elf scowling as she waved away the dust cloud caused by Janna’s wagon.

“Yeah, I think Vex is right,” Bryce said as he felt a furry tail thump into his side.

Vex nodded in agreement beside him.

“Stupid fox!” Vex said.

Janna

Janna had pushed her wagon to arrive at Oakbridge before sunset. Not just to beat the amateurs, but she knew the attacks always happened shortly after the sun had set. She made camp not far from the town’s entrance to keep an eye on new arrivals. If the amateurs showed up, she would try to dissuade them again, for their sake. She thought back to the man and his two female companions she had met back in Hayland, Bryce was his name.

“Oh? There’s a monster attacking people? I think I’ll just run over there and get myself killed,” Janna said to herself mockingly as she slipped the black bandoleer with throwing knives over her armor.

He had made a lucky guess though of where the next attack would be. Still, it showed how amateurish he was just to rush there without preparing. Probably was just doing it to impress the wolfkin and snow elf with him. Janna snorted at the thought.

She had already killed monsters. Three goblins who had been raiding a field in the north and a pack of dog-sized rats in the basement of a manor.

She adjusted the bandoleer and looked in the small mirror she had set up, her red leather armor with the black bandoleer made her look every bit like the monster hunters from the stories. The merchant that sold it to her had said it was made from fire drake hide, which was why it was red, and would be stronger and more flexible than regular leather. It had cost a lot of her savings, but it was worth it. She smiled, if her mother could see her now, she would take back all that she had said.

“Sorry Mom, the circus life just wasn’t for me,” Janna said as she twirled one of her knives. “Just wait, soon my name will be on the cover of those copper piece books.”

She looked herself over one more time in the mirror before setting out. Oakbridge was the same size as Hayland, but instead of bordering fields, it bordered a small river. The bridge made from oak that crossed it was clearly what gave the town its name.

The mostly human townsfolk gave her curious glances as she passed. Kitsunes were a more common sight along the major rivers and ports that could support the large clan ships of the Horo-kitsune or wandering foxes. That was the name for the kitsune clans exiled from the Ember Islands who lived as nomads on the large ships. Traveling and earning a living through trading or performance, as her mother’s clan had with their traveling circus. She wondered how her family was doing since she set out to be a monster hunter.

Her nose twitched and a smell broke her from thoughts of her family. She felt her adrenalin spike and her tails started to swish excitedly behind her. The smell was faint, the scent of dried blood and rot. A scent that was not human.

Janna began to track the smell and soon determined it was coming from a cloaked man who just entered the town. Doing her best to contain her excitement, Janna began following the cloaked figure.

The cloaked man made his way to the edge of town toward a thicket of trees that buffered the town and river. She waited for him to enter then followed behind him. She moved quietly not to rustle the fallen leaves among the grove of ash trees.

Her only warning was the glint of steel she caught in the corner of her eye. Janna dodged away from it, the blade slicing open her cheek instead of her neck. 

Hungry eyes looked at her from beneath a cloak. The man’s sword only paused a moment before directing its path back to her.

Janna’s hand reached for the man as she unleashed a fireball. The cloaked figure jumped back, far more agile than a human should be able to, as the fireball struck the ground. The flames quickly started to spread and the light illuminated the cloaked man’s face. Pale skin with long fangs and wild eyes greeted her. A monster.

She pulled a throwing knife from the bandoleer and hurled it at the monster. She smiled as it sunk into its chest. Her gut dropped as the man barely noticed it and snarled at her. She launched two more throwing knives, encasing them with fire, as the monster moved toward her. The cloaked man readied his sword as she launched another throwing knife at him. The illumination from the burning blade showed a twisted smile on the monster’s face. The blade shifted in his hand and deflected the burning throwing knife as he closed in on her. Janna flinched as she saw the monster start to swing its blade at her, he was too close now and she felt her body freeze in fear.

I’m going to die!

The sound of steel clashing rang out as the monster jumped back. Another man stood between the monster and Janna. She recognized him in the glow from her fires.

“Bryce,” she said, but he ignored her. His focus was on the monster.

The monster snarled and rushed forward at him. Bryce moved faster, too fast for a human, too fast for the monster. A cry of pain escaped the pale creature as the arm holding the sword was cut off. It hunched low to the ground looking more like the beast it was instead of the person it pretended to be. It cast a wary glance at Bryce before scurrying away deeper into the grove.

Bryce casually followed, as if this was merely a stroll for him. He only paused a moment to look over his shoulder at her.

“The grove will be an inferno soon. Better get out of here, Janna,” he said before walking deeper into the woods.

Janna turned and ran at his words as if they were a command. The heat of fires within the grove grew hotter and she cursed herself before stopping outside of the grove.

She took a breath and pulled on her pyromancy. The fire was made by her magic and she could dismiss it. Slowly the glowing light and heat from the grove dissipated. She stood there with her heart racing and only the sound of crackling embers as company.

“I fought a vampire,” Janna said with a laugh.

Her hand went up and touched her cheek. She felt wetness and brought her hand back into her vision to see the blood on her fingertips. She had almost died in that grove.

Determination filled her as her bloody hand closed into a fist. Since she was a child with just one tail she had wanted to be a monster hunter, like the story she used to read. Tonight she encountered someone who could fight them, someone who could teach her. Her tails swished excitedly behind her as she looked out into the grove.


CHAPTER SEVEN


BRYCE LET OUT a sigh of relief as he saw the light of the fires behind him start to die down. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about the flames spreading from the grove to Oakbridge.

“Damn pyromancers and their fireballs,” he grumbled.

They hadn’t even arrived in Oakbridge yet when he saw the flash of the fireball within the grove. Bryce quickly passed the reins to Alice before activating his Manticore Aspect and rushing toward the flash. Janna was lucky he had seen it or the vampire would have torn the kitsune’s throat out by now.

He moved deeper into the woods to the tree the vampire had scurried up. There it was, waiting in the darkness of night to try and ambush him. Except he knew exactly where it was waiting. 

Bryce’s heightened sense of smell picked up the sour blood that oozed from the stump of an arm.

“Brave of you to save the fox and come after me alone,” the vampire teased from the treetops.

The sickly scent from its wound shifted a few trees over as it silently moved. Its voice echoed from the new direction.

“Bravery is useless against me. I will feast on you tonight, brave fool,” it laughed before moving to another tree. “Then I’ll feast on the fox.”

The vampire moved three more times through the treetops until it was behind him. Silently, it dove at him. Bryce turned and drove his fist into the side of the vampire’s face, knocking it to the ground. 

“Bastard— Ahhh!” the vampire cried as Bryce stabbed his sword through its stomach and deep into the ground below. He didn’t stop until the hilt was pressed against its skin. The vampire screamed as it tried to unpin itself from the ground. Bryce knelt down beside the vampire as it struggled.

“Alright, let’s see what we’re dealing with here,” Bryce said to himself as he grabbed the vampire's jaw and forced its mouth open.

Out of all the monsters in the world he could have run into, he wanted vampires the least. Not because they were dangerous or anything. They just annoyed the hell out of him. They were one of the few monsters that would monologue, almost as if it was part of the parasitic curse that affected them. Vampires were also like roaches, where you found one there would be more not far.

He tilted the vampire’s head to allow the moonlight to illuminate its fangs. The vamp tried to struggle and fend him off with its one hand, but Bryce quickly broke its arm when it tried to grab him.

The fangs on this one were not fully developed, so perhaps it was a month old. Which meant there was a coven nearby. Bryce stood up and stretched his back with a groan.

“What are you?” the vampire asked with a whimper. His cocky attitude was gone.

“Disappointed,” Bryce said with a huff. “I thought this would be a quick one and done. I would earn some coin, maybe a new Aspect, and be on the road again. Not a damn extermination job.”

Bryce kicked at the ground before he sighed and looked up at the moon overhead. He heard the vampire try to move, only to yelp in pain as the blade cut into it. He could just kill the vampire, collect the bounty, and leave. He wasn’t under a contract to kill them all. He considered it for a moment before coming to a decision and placing his foot on the hilt of his sword, putting pressure against it.

The vampire looked up at him with a sense of dread. Bryce noticed it was trembling as it stared into his eyes.

“Understand this, you’re already dead. Whether it’s a quick death or slow depends on what you tell me,” Bryce said coldly. “Where’s your coven?”

***

Bryce cleaned his blade on the cloak of the vampire after removing its head. The cloak was a simple travel cloak that would have cost a few coppers. What the vampire wore under it spoke of wealth, though nothing he wore held a family crest, so nobility or servant of nobility was ruled out. That was good given where he claimed the coven was, the amount he might get paid to take care of it wasn’t worth pissing off some noble family.

Bryce sheathed his blade. He checked the vamp’s pockets next, taking anything of value. After pocketing the few copper and silver pieces the vampire had on it, he picked up its head and made his way out of the grove, only stopping to grab the vampire’s sword since it was good steel.

Just outside the grove, Janna was waiting for him. The kitsune was sitting on the ground and stood out even in the moonlight with that ridiculous red armor. Bryce turned and made his way back to where he had told the girls to wait for him. He heard the creak of leather and looked back to see Janna following him. He sighed before stopping and turning to face her.

“The kill was mine, so the bounty is mine,” he said to her.

After how she acted in the tavern, he expected her to start yelling about how he interrupted her fight or stole her kill. Janna just stared at him for a moment before dropping to her knees and bowing to him. Her three tails swished erratically behind her.

“Please take me as your pupil!” 

Bryce blinked at the kitsune as he processed what she said.

“No,” he answered before turning and continuing back to the wagon.

“No?! Please, reconsider! I’m a pyromancer and a fast learner,” Janna said as she followed him. “I’m sorry about how I acted at the tavern, I didn’t realize you were a professional monster hunter!”

“Monster hunting isn’t a real profession outside of books,” Bryce stated.

“Then what are you?” she asked quickly, it sounded less like a question and more like a statement.

Bryce stopped and looked at her. He lifted the vampire's head, dangling it in front of her.

“I’m a mercenary. I kill for money, monsters, or people. It doesn’t matter as long as I’m making a coin,” Bryce said as the vampire's head swayed back and forth in his grip.

Janna looked from the head back to Bryce and her gaze hardened.

“Then teach me to be a mercenary!” she demanded.

“Nope,” Bryce said as he continued on his way.

He did his best to ignore the fact Janna was still following him. Hopefully, she would take the hint and leave. She was still behind him as he made his way back to where the wagon waited for him outside of Oakbridge.

“My Bryce!” Vex shouted as he approached and jumped from the wagon to race toward him, her tail wagging. The wagging stopped and she scowled as she spotted Janna following him. “And the stupid fox.”

“Stupid? Did you just call me stupid?” Janna huffed.

Vex put herself between Bryce and Janna, pressing her back into him as she did.

“Yes. You do stupid things, so you’re a stupid fox. Go roll on a ball!”

The fur on Janna’s tails and ears poofed out as she glared at Vex.

“You dare call my act stupid! Those are skills I’ve honed for years! It's art, you mangy mutt!”

Vex’s ears went canted and she let out a low growl.

“I’m not mangy! My Bryce bought me a luxury bath! My fur is soft and fluffy!” Vex declared.

Bryce left the wolf and fox to chase each other’s tails as he moved towards the back of the wagon. Alice was sitting there, her face blank as she stared at his hand.

“That’s a head,” she said finally.

“Yeah,” Bryce said as he retrieved a sack, sticking the head inside it. “Killed a vampire. I’ll turn the head into the town's mayor tomorrow for any bounty on it.”

“Well,” Alice said with a cough to clear her throat. “Glad you got your monster. Are you going to…”

Bryce looked at Alice, who was pale even for a snow elf, her gaze still fixed on the bag.
“Vampires aren’t monsters I can or want to turn into an Aspect. They’re the result of a parasitic curse and their abilities vary wildly as the curse mutates its host body,” Bryce answered her unspoken question as he climbed into the wagon. “Also this is just one of the vampires, a young one. No special traits or abilities yet. Tomorrow I’ll go after the others if the mayor is willing to pay.”

He turned to see Vex and Janna’s argument had come to blows as the two were now rolling on the ground wrestling each other, a mass of bristling tails swishing about.

“Vex, stop fighting. We’re leaving,” Bryce said as he gripped the reins.

Vex broke away from the fox and made her way to the wagon, only stopping once to stick her tongue out at Janna. Vex climbed onto the wagon beside Bryce as he lashed the reins to get the mules moving. Vex smiled at Janna and waved at her.

“Bye, stupid fox!” Vex called out as the wagon left Janna.

Bryce urged the mules to a decent speed in hopes of keeping Janna from following them. He would need to visit the town’s mayor first thing tomorrow and see if he would pay for the job or not, then get out of town before Janna tracked them down again.


CHAPTER EIGHT


THE SNOW CRUNCHED under the hooves of Callie’s horse. Already the snow was starting to thin as they made their way out of the snow-covered mountains of the north. She had formed a small team to accompany her on this diplomatic mission to the Red Pine Kingdom. That was the bare minimum the Duchess would allow her to take.

Riding beside her right was Erica, a forest elf who would be the envoy to the Kingdom. Erica was currently bundled in a massive fur jacket that still failed to keep the forest elf from shivering. Her dark hair was peeking out from under the mass of fur around her head.

Cade rode on her left. He was a decent snow elf foot soldier that Callie knew to be dependable. He also was not from the Frozenveil or its vassals, so he held no allegiance to the Duchess. He was someone she didn’t have to worry about trying to slit her throat in the middle of the night.

Their riding had been relatively silent, Cade mostly kept to himself and Erica couldn’t stop shivering long enough to utter a word. Only the sound of the horses’ hooves crunching snow greeted their ears. As their day progressed, the thick pines of the northern mountains started to thin to forests of hardwoods. The road started to improve and they soon spotted their first signs of the civilized world.

“Looks like an inn up ahead,” Cade said, breaking the silence.

“Oh, thank the divine!” Erica’s teeth chattered.

Callie frowned slightly. She would rather keep pushing forward and make camp among the wilds. She was also made of tougher stuff than her companions and knew if Cade was pointing out the inn that they both were near their breaking point.

“We can rest there for the night,” Callie said, trying to hide the irritation in her voice. “The horses could use some tending.”

The inn was a large two-story building made from hardwood that rested at a crossroads between the human and elven lands. The style of the building reflected that as she noticed both the rougher style of the human frontier folk and more traditional elvish. The bastard structure stood, though Callie didn’t consider its architecture pleasing to the eye.

A stable boy met them as they arrived and quickly took their horses. Callie gave him two coppers with instructions to ensure the horses were fed, brushed and their shoes checked. Once the lad had repeated the instructions back to her three times, they made their way into the inn. The smell of ale and food greeted her, as did the voices of drunkards too deep in their cups. The communal space of the inn was lively as one would expect.

“Charming place,” Erica said without a smile. “Hopefully we can sleep through the sound.”

“After the ride we had I don’t think that will be a problem,” Cade stated as he stretched his back.

Callie ignored them and made her way to the innkeeper, an old haggard elven woman.

“Two rooms and three hot meals,” Callie said as she placed coins on the table.

The elven woman looked at the coins and frowned at her.

“You with the lot that started the war up north?” she asked with a sour tone.

“Yes, we are in service to Duchess Frozenveil,” Callie answered.

The haggard elven woman spit on the floor when she mentioned the Duchess’s name.

“We don’t serve the minions of that child killer here,” the innkeeper said.

“We are on an important mission, your assistance would be appreciated,” Callie said, doing her best to keep her temper in check.

The innkeeper laughed

“Important mission, who the hell do you think you are?” she asked with a snarl.

Callie looked up and met the woman’s eyes.

“The Frozen Rose,” she said.

The inn went silent at her words, except for one fool who was singing some drinking song. The innkeeper’s face paled as her snarl shifted to a panic expression.

“I’m sorry Lady Queenshield, I meant no disrespect. Please, the rooms and the meals for you and your companions are free during your stay,” the innkeeper said.

Callie took the keys to the rooms from the shaking hand of the innkeeper.

“Thank you,” she replied as she turned back to the communal space of the inn.

The lively room was now bleak as all the patrons stopped their activities and avoided her gaze. All except three. Cade and Erica had found a table and were discussing something in hushed whispers as they looked around. The third was the dwarf who was still singing his song. Callie almost disregarded the man as just a simple drunkard. Then her eye caught the shimmer of metal that hung from his neck.

She made her way to his table, ignoring Cade and Erica, as she took a seat.

“Welcome miss,” the dwarf said cheerily. “I’d offer you a drink, but my ale is almost gone.”

The dwarf continued his song. Some off-tune tale about seven brothers and a giant woman. Callie stared at the necklace around his neck. It was a small rectangle and unadorned, but it was the same as the one Bryce wore, except this one was made of iron.

“You’re a mercenary?” she asked.

The dwarf smiled as his hands went to the dog tag around his neck.

“That I am,” he said proudly. “It’s a good job to pay for my drinks.”

Callie gave a nod.

“I suppose you know other mercenaries?” she asked.

“Of course!” the dwarf said before stretching out his hand to her. “My name is Darren.”

Callie took the hand and shook it.

“Callie,” she said.

“Beautiful name, Callie, it’s a pleasure to meet you! What can I do for you?”

The drunken dwarf hummed to himself.

“I met a mercenary recently,” Callie said as she pointed to the dwarf’s tags. “He told me his name was Bryce. Do you know him?”

There was a brief moment of seriousness in the dwarf’s eyes before he let out a laugh.

“Oh, I know of him. Though I don’t know him personally,” Darren said. “He works alone, usually taking risky jobs.”

The dwarf tapped his empty mug of ale and Callie got the meaning.

“Innkeeper! Ale for my friend,” she said.

The innkeeper arrived quickly with a mug for the dwarf, which he gladly took. He downed a quarter of it before setting it on the table.

“Ah!” Darren said with a smile. “That’s the good stuff!”

Callie leaned closer to the dwarf.

“What do you know about him?” she demanded.

Darren smiled and sipped his ale.

“Bryce? Earned himself several nicknames over the years and hates every one of them. Most mercenaries would tote them around as something to be proud of, making people more likely to hire them. Not Bryce, though, he prefers that nicknames are never attached to him. Or so I’m told,” Darren said as he took another swig from his tanker.

“What kind of nicknames?” Callie asked.

“The Carrion-maker, Wraith of the Crooked Path—”

Callie grabbed the ale and pulled it away from the dwarf.

“I think you’re too deep into your cup. You’re telling me the names of monsters,” Callie said with a frustrated sigh. She should have known better to listen to the ramblings of a drunkard.

The dwarf tried to grab his drink back, but it crossed the threshold of his reach before he could.

“Oh he is a monster, and those are his nicknames.” the dwarf said with a laugh. “I believe his most recent nickname is The Demon of the North. Though I like to call him The Bastard since he stole the contract I was hoping for during the war up north. Assembled a crew for it and the damn guild master gave it to him! I came here in hopes of snagging it if he got himself killed. Though my crew said it was pointless, two of them knew him.”

Callie narrowed her eyes at the dwarf and her hand slipped to her sword. The dwarf watched her with a smile and shook his head.

“I’m not being paid any coin, so you have nothing to worry about from me. Not like I want to pick a fight with The Frozen Rose,” Darren said as he pointed at the tanker. “In fact, I might be a friend. I overheard you’re on a mission and I just so happen to be looking for a new contract.”

Callie slid the tanker back to the dwarf.

“Enough riddles, you want the job? I want what you know about Bryce,” Callie demanded.

The dwarf downed the remains of his drink and tapped the piece of metal around his neck.

“These things do more than just mark our rank in the Mercenary Guild. They’re enchanted. The tag makes a record on the metal if you break the guild’s guidelines, such as revealing too much of another merc’s abilities. At least directly,” Darren said.

“Then take the damn thing off and tell me,” Callie said.

Darren shook his head.

“I can take it off, but can’t go no more than twenty paces from it. Otherwise, it’s another mark on the metal and the guild gets pissy. Also, I’ve given you plenty of hints as to what he is, if you’re paying attention and know your mages,” Darren stated as he looked into the empty tanker.

Callie frowned as the dwarf’s words dredged up memories of her fight with Bryce.

“Mage? He fought with a sword…”

Callie’s voice trailed off, her thoughts connecting dots with the dwarf’s words. Bryce had poisoned her with a single scratch. The Duchess’s soldiers thought it was a monster hunting the supply lines. Even giving it the nickname, Demon of the North.

“He’s an Aspect Mage…” she said.

She had wondered how a mere human had kept up with her.

“I take it that’s the fancy name for Feral Mage,” Darren said with a smile. “I hope you will keep your end up. Need work to pay for more booze.”

Callie’s hand pulled out some coins and slapped them down on the table before the dwarf.


CHAPTER NINE


BRYCE STOOD BEFORE the large stone near their camp, he estimated it about the same size as a wagon’s wheel and four times the width. The sun was just cresting over the east. It wouldn’t be long before he would go to meet with Oakbridge’s mayor and see what he would pay for the vampire’s head, which meant he needed to make himself presentable.

He felt his muscles swell and a surge of strength in his body as he activated the Primal Troll Aspect. He knelt and grabbed the stone, lifting it up as he stood. The Aspect made him strong enough to lift the stone with ease, but it still weighed more than him. His first few steps were awkward as he adjusted to carrying it.

He would need to practice with the Aspect until his body adapted to using it. A lack of understanding of the changes it made to his body was a great way to get killed. A lesson his master instilled in him not long after he gained his Manticore Aspect. A shiver went down his spine as he thought about the hellish sparring match she put him through. That woman was a true sadist. He wondered what she was up to now.

Alice and Vex were beside the wagon. Alice was working on breakfast, while Vex just watched and tried to steal the cooked bacon from under the snow elf’s gaze. She managed to snag one when Alice turned and stared at him with a shocked expression as he walked back with the large stone.

He gave her a smile as he made his way to the brook near their camp. Once there he dropped the stone in the water, looking around he spotted another large stone and made his way to it. The sun had risen a little higher by the time Alice came down to the brook with a plate of breakfast for him.

“So this is what you’ve been working on,” she said.

Bryce made his way up to where Alice stood and took the plate. He took a bite of bacon as he turned and looked at his project. A circular stone wall dammed part of the small brook, creating a pool of water that was deeper. The stone wall also was high enough to provide some privacy.

“We can take a bath!” Alice said excitedly.

Bryce nodded with his mouth full of food. He felt famished.

“I need to clean up before I meet with the mayor,” he said as he took another bite of food.

Alice turned and raised an eyebrow at him.

“I didn’t realize you were so hungry. I can make some more food,” Alice offered.

Bryce finished his last bite.

“I can cook my food, you girls go ahead and bathe. I’ll take one once you’re done and head to the mayor,” Bryce said as he made his way back up to camp, Alice followed beside him.

His gut still felt empty, despite the full plate of food Alice had prepared for him. The Primal Troll Aspect had enhanced his strength, so the stones weren’t difficult to move. Had he worked up that much of an appetite?

“So that’s the catch…” Bryce said to himself.

Alice looked at him.

“Catch what?” she asked, confused.

Bryce patted his stomach.

“Some Aspects have drawbacks. You get the good and the bad,” Bryce said as he saw Vex waiting by the wagon. She smiled at him as her tail swished back and forth. “It looks like the Primal Troll Aspect makes me a glutton when active. Probably burns a lot of energy with its high regeneration and strength. My body is demanding food to try and keep up.”

Alice looked ahead at the wagon.

“Well, we can get more supplies before leaving town.”
“That sounds like a good plan,” Bryce said. He wanted to practice more with this Aspect, especially before he attempted to use it in combat.

Bryce made his way to the wagon and pulled out the salted bacon. Vex appeared right beside him, her eyes almost glowing.

“Are you going to cook more bacon?” Vex asked, her tail now a blur as it moved behind her.

“Yes,” Bryce said as he turned around to make his way to the skillet by the fire. “And you’re going with Alice to take a bath.”

The tail stopped. Bryce looked up at Vex as he placed a few slices of bacon in the skillet.

“We’re not far from the town. Alice is our client, we need to make sure she’s protected and I don’t think she wants me keeping watch on her while she’s bathing.”

“But, bacon!” Vex said, her eyes on the salted bacon in his hand.

Alice was by the wagon pulling out spare clothes.

“Vex, don’t you want to stay clean and keep your tail fluffy for Bryce?”

Vex’s eyes darted from the bacon in the skillet to Bryce. She let out a sigh and said a few things in her beastkin language before following Alice down to the brook.

He cooked two skillets full of bacon and devoured both with bread before he finally sated his hunger. The girls came back from their bath not long after he was done eating. Bryce grabbed some clean clothes and made his way to the brook. He let out a sigh as he submerged himself in the water.

He watched the clouds passing by above him as he leaned against the stones of the dam. He relaxed and closed his eyes. His thoughts went to what to do after this job was done. Depending on what the mayor offers him to take out the vampire coven he might have enough combined with what Alice pays him to live it up for a while. Stay a few months in one of the nicer taverns in a big city, or take a ship to somewhere else, like the Selkie Isles.

His mind conjured the image of him on a ship staring out at the sea while leaning against the railing. As he watched the water, he felt a light thump on his side. Turning in his mind, he saw Vex standing beside him, a smile on the wolfkin’s face.

His eyes opened and Bryce let out a growl as he splashed his face with the water. Days. He had known the wolfkin for mere days and his thoughts were already putting her in his plans for the future. He thought about what to do about Vex.

“She would be a damn good ranger,” he said to himself after a moment.

He threw another splash of water at his face, trying to wash the thought from his mind. She would be, but he couldn’t take a rookie merc under his wing, could he? No, but it was a good option for her. He could get her registered with the guild in Witchbrook and find someone there who would take her under their wing.

“The sisters usually operate out of that guildhall,” Bryce said as he thought about the twin catkins. They would be the best option to help Vex learn to be a mercenary, they could probably even understand her beastkin language.

Shaking his head he stood from the brook and made his way to the shore. He was worrying about things in the future when he should be focused on the vampire coven. There was no future if one of those vamps tore out his throat.

Convincing Vex to stay with Alice at the camp took some haggling. The wolfkin finally relented when he promised to bring her a gift. Bryce grabbed the sack with the vampire’s head and waved goodbye to the girls as he made his way toward Oakbridge.

The town was about the same size as Hayland, but Bryce could see signs that it originally had been a logging town, much like Sawtown. The aged and rotting stumps dotting the road to the town were a telltale sign of the industry that gave rise to Oakbridge. Now it probably survived due to trade from the river that ran along it, though it was too small for many of the larger barges.

He had just crossed the bridge when he saw a figure wearing red step into his path. Three black fur tails swished behind her.

“Janna, I haven’t changed my mind. The answer is still no,” Bryce said to the kitsune.

The kitsune’s tails lashed about angrily as she frowned at him. She had bags under her eyes and he was pretty sure she hadn’t slept since last night. She was even still wearing that ridiculous red armor.

“Why not?” she asked as she crossed her arms.

Bryce walked past her and she turned to walk beside him as he made his way to the largest building in the town.

“Because I work alone,” Bryce said.

Janna laughed.

“Then explain the snow elf and wolfkin traveling with you,” Janna said.

He turned and looked at her, the kitsune wore a smirk on her face as if she just made a winning argument.
“The snow elf is a job, I’m hired to protect her. The wolfkin is more complicated,” Bryce replied.

Janna huffed.

“Meaning you’re sleeping with her. I could smell her scent all over you.”

Bryce felt something fluffy strike his back and arm three times and knew Janna’s tails were brushing against him.

“I’m not sleeping with her,” Bryce said hotly. “We’re traveling together in a wagon, of course, I’ll have her scent on me.”

He felt the three tails brush against him again.

“You smell like the wolf, not the elf. It’s very telling,” Janna said with a laugh.

Bryce scowled at her and once again the tails hit him.

“Don’t you have somewhere to be? Like performing your act in town?”
Janna shrugged.

“A dangerous monster was killed in the area. Who wants to watch a street performance during such times?”

Bryce opened the door to the large building in the center of town and turned to face the kitsune before he entered.

“I have business with the mayor. Take care, Janna,” Bryce said with a farewell nod.

He stepped through the door and was greeted by the similar sight of a desk with an attractive woman behind it, as well as guards standing at attention. The room was more heavily decorated than the one in Sawtown had been. Paintings hung on the wall, all of them depicting a thin man with a rather large mustache in various activities, such as hunting, fishing, or clearing timber. Bryce only took in the room for a moment before walking to the desk with the receptionist sitting at it.

He heard someone else enter the building and turned to see a smiling Janna standing behind him. He thought about saying something, but getting into an argument with the kitsune would probably piss off the guards. So instead he ignored her and turned to the receptionist, who hadn’t even looked up at him.

“I’m here to see the mayor,” Bryce said.

The receptionist continued scribbling on a sheet of paper with a quill, never looking up at him.

“The mayor is booked for the week. You’ll have to come back next week and try to schedule a meeting,” she said.

Bryce heaved the bag onto the table, dropping the vampire’s head onto the desk. The receptionist’s eyes shot to the head and she started to pale, a second later a blood-curdling scream echoed in the building.

“What the hell is the meaning of this? Is that a head?” one of the guards exclaimed.

Bryce just smiled and lifted his hands into the air as he heard steel being drawn. He was surprised when he felt Janna’s tails bump him again and looked to see the kitsune had placed her back against his, backing him up.

“Janna, no spellwork,” Bryce said softly to her. “This is just to get their attention.”

He looked to the guard that had first spoken.

“Vampire’s head. Killed the bastard in the grove outside of town. I’m here to see what the mayor will pay for the kill and how much he’ll pay for me to take out the vampire coven,” Bryce said loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

The guards eyed him wearily, but one approached the head and pulled back its lips.

“Fangs,” he said to another guard.

The tension broke in the room as the guards sheathed their weapons, though the receptionist still looked pale and had yet to take her eyes off the head. One of the soldiers escorted him into the mayor’s office once it became clear the receptionist needed longer to overcome her shock.

“What’s the meaning of this?” a thin mustached man that matched the one in the paintings demanded.

He scowled at Bryce and his eyes ran up and down him as if judging his character based on the wealth of his clothing. Bryce wondered what face the mayor would have made if he entered wearing the clothing stained with the vampire’s blood from last night. Probably would have demanded he be thrown out immediately.

The mayor’s eyes focused on his hand, which held the vampire’s head. The scowl shifted on his face to an expression of fear.

“Mayor, sorry to disturb you, but this man killed a vampire last night near our town,” the soldier said with a gesture to Bryce.

The expression of fear on the mayor’s face softened and his pompous demeanor returned. He turned and focused back on the paperwork before him.

“Well done lad, now I have important work to do,” the mayor said.

Bryce looked at the soldier and fought back a sigh. Janna, who had followed him inside the office, was not so tactful.

“Aren’t you going to pay him? That monster would have attacked your citizens!” Janna said.

“The creature was not within our fair township, but outside it. I’m sure our town guards could have easily dispatched this vampire,” the mayor stated, never looking up from his paper. “So, no. I will not be paying him.”

Janna huffed and looked like she was about to argue, but Bryce cast her a gaze.

“I suppose you won’t offer me a bounty on the vampire coven either?” Bryce asked though he could guess the answer.

The mayor paused for a moment, then continued his work.

“Thank you for bringing that to my attention. I will have the guards increase patrols. When the coven is discovered, I’ll send a force to exterminate them,” the mayor said.

The guard that had accompanied them inside was white as a sheet as he stared at the mayor. Only discipline and fear for his job probably kept him from speaking his thoughts to the mayor.

“Well, I think we’re done here,” Bryce said before turning and gesturing to Janna to follow him. “Take care, mayor.”

They had just left the building when Janna started cursing under her breath about the mayor. Thankfully not loud enough for the guards inside to hear.

“What are you going to do?” Janna asked once she was done.

“Pack up and continue with my job with the snow elf,” he answered.

Janna frowned at him.

“But, the vampires,” she said.

Bryce turned and looked at the kitsune.

“I’m a merc. If there’s no coin in it for me, I’m not fighting,” Bryce said and he let out a heavy sigh. “You would have backed me up in there against those guards?”

“Of course, you’re my master. Even if you won’t acknowledge me as your pupil yet,” Janna answered with a smirk as her tails swished.

Bryce’s hands went to his brow, he was already feeling a headache coming on. Where were all these women wanting to insert themselves into his life when he was a teenager?

“First, don’t call me master,” Bryce said, a few passersby were already giving him weird looks. “Second, is a warning or a lesson, whatever you want to take it as. Men like the mayor do stupid stuff in situations like this. Don’t get dragged into it, Janna.”

He turned and started making his way out of town, only stopping to pay a copper for some sweets for Vex. Janna followed him a bit, but once she figured out he was planning to leave Oakbridge, she vanished. Bryce made it back to the camp before the sun was even mid-way in the sky.

“My Bryce!” Vex said as she rushed from the camp towards him.

Alice was hanging clothing on a line near the wagon.

“How did it go?” Alice asked as she hung one of his shirts.

Bryce shook his head as he handed the sweets to Vex.

“Mayor isn’t going to pay, so we’ll head out and continue towards Witchbrook,” he answered.

He noticed Vex was sniffing him, her ears canted and a scowl on her face. She locked eyes with him.

“Why do you smell like that fox?” Vex asked with a growl.

Bryce instantly remembered Janna rubbing against him with her tails.


CHAPTER TEN


BRYCE HELD THE reins of the mules as he led the wagon away from Oakbridge. The faint sound of growling came from Vex, who sat beside him. He gave a side glance to see the wolfkin was still staring behind them with canted ears and a snarl on her face.

“Vex, you glaring at Janna’s wagon isn’t going to make it turn around,” Bryce said, not for the first time.

Vex turned and looked at him with a scowl on her face.

“The stupid fox is following us!”

“There’s only so many roads this way, Vex,” Bryce said, trying to reason with the wolfkin. “I warned her the mayor would probably do something stupid. I’m glad she’s actually taking my advice and leaving town.”

Though she has been following us for a while….Bryce sighed, hoping he hadn’t just gained a stalker.

They managed to make it a few miles before their traveling was interrupted. A heavy-laden wagon was stuck in a muddy rut along the road. An old man, trying to push the wagon out of the rut, cast a fearful gaze toward them as their wagon approached.

“Whoa,” Bryce said to the mules as he pulled on the reins to stop them. “You look like you need a hand.”

The old man relaxed at his words. “Yes, yes I could.”

Bryce checked the wagon wheel and gave it a firm shake to make sure it was secured. The merchant’s wagon was loaded down with merchandise and any wiggle room for the wheel would spell disaster for the wagon further down the road.

“Thank you for the assistance, young man,” the trader said to Bryce.

“You’re lucky my master came this way,” Janna said from her wagon.

Bryce cast a glare at the kitsune. She had stopped her wagon behind theirs as he helped the trader out of the mud. Any doubt that she wasn’t stalking him was now gone.

“Not a problem,” Bryce said as he checked the wagon wheel one more time before standing.

Janna had been right, the old man was lucky it had been Bryce who first came upon him. Bandits would have slit his throat and stolen what they could. He also knew from his time on the road that even ordinary travelers might be tempted to do the same if they thought they could get away with it. People were generally awful creatures.

“I’ll give you a discount, as thanks for the aid,” the trader said as he pulled the cover off the goods he was transporting.

Alice left the wagon to stand beside Bryce as they looked over the merchant’s wares. Some were goods from the larger cities that would sell well in the small frontier towns, others were items the trader had scavenged from the wilds while traveling.

He noticed Alice looking at some bags of salt. She had taken up the camp chores upon herself, such as the cooking and cleaning. Most clients Bryce had traveled with did jack shit and by the time you got them to their destination, the money wasn’t worth putting up with them.

“How much for the bag of salt?” Bryce asked.

“A copper a bag. It’s what I paid for them, the least I can do for your help,” the old trader answered.

Bryce felt a tug on his shirt and turned to see Vex beside him. He was surprised she had given up on growling at Janna.

“Omelet,” Vex said once he turned to face her. He looked to where she was pointing in the wagon and saw a large egg wrapped in a wool blanket.

“That’s the egg of some kind of monster,” Bryce stated.

The trader turned and looked where he was.

“Oh, that. I found it in the woods a few days ago. No tracks around it, so figured it was abandoned. I thought some noble or tavern owner would buy it as a novelty to display.”

Bryce frowned at the egg. “It’s probably rotten.”

He felt Vex tug again at his shirt and when he turned back, she gave him a pitiful look. Bryce sighed as he looked at her.

“How much do you want for it?”
When they got back on the road, Vex sat beside him holding the egg wrapped in the wool blanket. The thing about the size of her torso. Her tail was waggling happily and Bryce was thankful that she was no longer growling at Janna. The kitsune was following along right behind them in her wagon and he had zero doubts she would make camp next to them as well.

Vex patted the top of the egg. “We’ll have omelets in the morning!”

Bryce raised an eyebrow at her.

“That thing is probably bad.”

Vex shook her head.

“No, it’s good. I could smell if it’s bad,” she answered.

Bryce didn’t say anything else. The egg made Vex happy and the old trader had traded it to him for the sword from the vampire. So he wasn’t out any coin for it. He did the decent thing when he traded the sword and warned the old trader about the vampire coven in the area. The old man had paled at the news and Bryce was sure he would change his route away from the area.

They continued along the road until the sun started to set.

“Bryce, shouldn’t we make camp?” Alice asked with a hint of worry in her voice.

He gave a glance behind them and saw Janna still following. He had hoped the kitsune would give up and break for camp. He wasn’t that lucky.

Janna

Janna smiled when she saw Bryce looking back at her. He was testing her, to see if she could keep up with the life of a mercenary. Normally she would’ve broken for camp much sooner. She wondered how many miles of road she wasted by making camp so early.

Her heart raced and her tails lashed behind her excitedly. This was just like the novels where the master was cold and distant to his pupil, but secretly teaching them. She just had to stay with it and remember that Bryce wasn’t trying to drive her off, it was all just a test. A test to see if she was worthy to learn from him.

Bryce pulled his wagon over to a small clearing by the road and Janna pulled on her reins to do the same. She had come to a stop by the time Bryce’s party was exiting their wagon. The snow elf was placing wood to make a campfire, while Bryce tended to the mules. The annoying mutt was coddling that rotten egg Bryce had purchased for her. Janna exchanged a glare with the mutt before climbing out of her wagon. She pulled on her fire magic as she approached the snow elf and with a flick of her wrist ignited the campfire.

“Thank you, Janna,” the snow elf said as she put away the flint and steel in her hand.

“Happy to help,” Janna replied before she turned back to attend to her horses. She gave a quick glance to see Bryce was watching her.

“Janna, I’m not training you,” Bryce said as he brushed the mules.

She smiled at him.

“Whatever you say, master,” Janna responded.

Bryce sighed and shook his head. “Please, stop calling me that.”

The snow elf placed a skillet over the fire and soon the smell of food cooking filled the air. Janna’s stomach growled and she took another bite of her travel bar. The bland rectangle of oats did little to fill her stomach, but the merchant that sold them to her said they were as good as three whole meals.

“Janna, come join us!” the snow elf called out to her.

Janna turned and smiled as she saw the elf patting a spot for her on a blanket near their fire. Bryce was sitting by the fire, but his focus was on caring for his sword. Janna took note of that and grabbed her knives and a whetstone. She made her way to the fire and took a seat.

“Thank you,” Janna said to the snow elf.

“Thank you for starting the fire. I haven’t introduced myself yet, I’m Alice,” the elf said before pointing to the wolfkin who was staring daggers at her. “And that’s Vex. You already know Bryce.”

Janna smiled at all of them, even the mutt.

“I’m Janna, though you already know that. So you’re the escort job for Bryce?” she asked.

Alice nodded her head.

“Yes, he’s protecting me while we travel to the Red Pine Kingdom.” Alice’s smile faltered some. “I’ve felt less safe in the human Kingdoms since the end of the Second Border War in the North.”

Janna gave her a sympathetic look. The Second Border War had fueled prejudice against elves, especially snow elves. Even in the cities, Janna had heard slurs uttered toward elves in taverns. Knife ear, snow rats, and worse. It was more common in the frontier towns.

“Well, you certainly picked a good guard. He can fight vampires after all,” Janna said with a smile at Bryce, or she tried to. The mutt had placed herself in front of Bryce blocking her view. Vex just glared at her with narrowed eyes.

“And a primal troll,” Alice said with a smile. “I feel very safe with Bryce. Though, I do worry he’ll keep delaying our journey so he can run off to hunt monsters.”

Janna stared at Alice. She was stunned.

“How did you get past its regeneration?” she asked as she turned to face Bryce, only to see a smiling Vex.

“My Bryce—” Vex started to say before Bryce came up from behind her and covered her mouth, pulling her back into his arms to hold her.

“Suffocation. I cut its throat and lodged a bone in its windpipe. Its regeneration healed the wound, but it couldn’t breathe,” Bryce answered.

Vex had tried to escape his grasp at first, but now that she realized he was holding her, the wolfkin’s tail was wagging and she looked very content, which annoyed Janna.

“It was a very close fight. Things might have turned out differently had Vex not helped me out,” Bryce said before releasing the wolfkin. Vex just smiled as she leaned back against him.

“You turned its strength against it,” Janna said. This was a lesson. She knew he would teach her!

Bryce picked back up his sword and started caring for it.

“Every strength is a weakness and every weakness is a strength,” Bryce said. “The only difference is the situation it is in. At least that’s what that sadist always said to me.”

Janna pulled out her whetstone and started to sharpen her knives. She mulled over what he had said. She was curious about who the sadist was, but Bryce seemed to become absorbed in his task, even ignoring the wolfkin leaning against him as long as she didn’t interrupt his work.

“Here, Janna,” Alice said as she handed her a plate of food.

Janna’s mouth watered as she took it. Conversation died down around the campfire as everyone ate, except for Bryce, who only got a plate once he was done.

She watched as Vex laid her bedroll right beside Bryce’s after the wolfkin put the egg in the back of their wagon. Apparently, the wolfkin was fine lugging it around everywhere, but didn’t want to sleep by it. Probably would have broken it in her sleep and woken up with egg on her face, literally.

Janna chuckled to herself at the thought and pulled her bedroll from the wagon. She then made her way to the other side of Bryce, being sure to lightly brush him with her tails as she laid out the bedroll next to his. Vex glared at her as Janna’s three tails rubbed against Bryce.

That’s right, I’m getting my scent all over him.

A sigh escaped Bryce as he looked between her and Vex.

“That’s it. I’m sleeping in the back of the wagon with the egg,” Bryce said as he took his bedroll and made his way back to the wagon.

Vex growled at her as she laid down on her bedroll.

“Stupid fox,” Vex said in a low growl.

“Mangy mutt,” Janna said with a frown. “Bryce is going to be my master, whether you like it or not, so get used to it. Because he’s going to be my Bryce, not yours.”
She smiled to herself as the wolfkin glared daggers at her.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


CALLIE STARED DOWN the tunnel. She had backed herself up into a dead end to make her stand. She couldn’t run anymore. Her eight-year-old hands gripped the sword and held it in front of her. The blade was heavy. She flinched as she heard the barks and snarls of the wolves. It was a sharp contrast with the music that played above her. She heard footsteps above as well and lifted her head. The tunnel’s ceiling was a metal grate that served as the floor for the party above.

Music played in the well-lit room above as the partygoers walked about, watching the scenes of violence unfold below them. An elven man wearing elegant clothing stood beside his harem of women watching her. Many of the women were silently crying, their makeup running down their faces. Her mother stood near the man, her face filled with fear. The man, though, just watched her impassively.

“Father, I’m scared,” Callie called out to the man.

He lifted his glass and took a sip.

“You have not earned the right to call me father, child. Prove you’re of the Queenshield blood, prove to me and our Queen that you have the bloodline.”

Callie trembled and tears welled in her eyes.

The sound of the wolves grew closer and she could smell them. The scent of iron, the scent of blood.

“Please, father!” Callie called above. “I don’t want to die!”

The man sneered before he poured his drink through the grate down on top of her. The liquid burned her eyes.

“There’s no point in watching this. You’ll be a failure, just like your siblings. Food for the wolves.” The man turned and walked away, his harem following. Even her mother.

Callie dropped the sword and started to sob.

A snarl brought her attention to the end of the tunnel, the first of the wolves had appeared. Its coat was tainted red with blood.

She grabbed the sword and readied herself, trembling as she held it.

More wolves appeared behind the first and the pack made their way to her. The air was heavy with their scent.

The scent of iron, the scent of blood.

Callie’s eyes opened and she stared at the night sky above her. The dream had been jarring and it took a moment to recall she was back on the road traveling to the Red Pine Kingdom with Erica, Cade, and the dwarf mercenary they had picked up at the tavern, Darren. The wind shifted and her eyes widened as she gripped the hilt of the sword lying next to her in the bedroll. The smell was a familiar one.

The scent of iron, the scent of blood.

Cautiously, she sat up in her bedroll. Her eyes took in what the low light from the dying fire provided. The person on watch was supposed to keep the fire going to keep away animals.

She scanned the camp in the low light and saw two more bedrolls occupied, Erica’s and the dwarf’s. Cade must have been the one on watch she realized. Callie picked up a small pebble and flicked it at the dwarf’s bedroll.

“What?” the dwarf asked as he propped up gripping a hand axe.

He looked at Callie and she made a gesture for silence, then pointed at Erica. The dwarf looked at her confused for a moment then he gave the camp a sweeping look. When his gaze turned back to her it was hard as steel and he gave a nod of understanding.

Darren might be a drunkard and a horrible singer, but he was a mercenary. He knew when a situation was bad.

Callie threw her bedroll off herself, and her armor creaked as she stood up. Erica and Cade had given her odd looks when they learned she slept in her armor. Darren didn’t, and the dwarf even slept wearing a chainmail shirt. They both knew the risks of a blade in the gut while you slept.

She grabbed an unlit torch and stuck it in the dying fire. The embers ignited the fuel of the torch and it roared with a bright light. She looked back to see Darren had woken Erica and was now standing guard by the forest elf. He gave Callie a nod while wearing a grim expression, conveying he would watch over her. Callie returned the nod and then made her way into the woods. Droplets of blood glistened on the ground from the torchlight marking her path.

The scent of blood grew stronger the farther into the woods she went. She stopped when she heard a loud cracking sound. She waved the torch in the direction of the sound, it’s light illuminating Cade.

The snow elf soldier’s eyes were glazed over as a howler held his corpse in its jaws. The ox-size cat glared as it guarded its kill, its two horns aimed at her. Howlers were a more common monster in the lower areas of the mountains, and this one seemed to have taken to hunting along the roadside.

Callie’s sword clicked as she started to pull it from the sheath, and the howler charged at her, dropping Cade’s corpse. She flung the torch at the howler’s face as she moved out of its charge and finished drawing her sword. The giant cat let out a roar as the torch collided with its face.

She rushed behind it and swung her sword at its leg, leaving a deep cut. Callie wanted to limit its mobility as soon as possible. The howler yowled as it turned and swiped at her with its paw. The claws made a harsh sound against her armor but failed to pierce it.

She rushed back and picked up the torch, holding it out towards the howler. The light of the torch would hamper the nocturnal monster’s sight.

The two of them circled each other, the torch light reflecting silver off the howler’s eyes. The cut on its leg had been deep, but the monster had no limp, meaning its cut wasn’t deep enough to limit its movements. She could call out to Darren for help slaughtering the beast. Two fighters would be the safest way to deal with it, because they could bait and switch their attacks. That’s what she would have done before her fight with Bryce, when she would of saw this monster as an inconvenience. Now she saw the challenge of killing the howler as a way to sharpen her skills.

“You’re no manticore, but you’ll do for now,” Callie said as her blood roared in her body.

She could feel her bloodline activate, strengthening her body. Bryce might be an Aspect Mage, but this was her power. The Bloodline of Thorns, the blessing and curse of the Queenshield family.

The howler must have sensed the change in her, as it chose to ignore the torch and charge. Its movements seemed slower to her now and as she dodged its attack her sword gouged out one of the howler’s eyes.

The monster yowled in pain as it thrashed about, swiping at its missing eye. Callie readied for another charge as the beast turned to face her. Instead, the howler leaped at a nearby tree and climbed up into the darkness of night. Callie stood there in the woods, with only the sound of her breathing as company. The flicker of flames from the torch kept drawing her eye to shadows that danced from it. The torch was doing her more harm than good with the howler in the treetops, so she closed her eyes.

She steadied her breathing and took in the sounds around her. The wind through the trees, a distant owl hooting in the night, and the roar from her blood in her body. She threw herself to the side as she heard the sound of bark breaking on a tree.

The howler pounced down from the treetops, its massive claws tearing into the ground where she had been standing. It tried to turn towards her before it fully landed on the ground, its jaw opening to show jagged teeth as long as her fingers. She swung her sword, her muscles enhanced by her bloodline. The sword cut into the howler’s neck and she felt it hit the beast’s spine. She shifted to add her weight onto the blade, forcing it down more into its neck. A shudder rippled through the howler’s body before it dropped to the ground and twitched. Callie wrenched her blade free and swung it again and again at the neck.

She stood in the night air by the decapitated howler and took three deep breaths as she deactivated her bloodline. Her hands went to her armor, working quickly to remove it. She tossed it on the ground and threw her shirt on top of it. The torchlight illuminated her chest as she examined her body. Her skin was pale except for her pink nipples, erect from the brisk air. She moved to examine her sides. She found what she was looking for on her right side, a blood-red mark that looked like a vine covered in thorns. She took her dagger and nicked the skin where the mark was. As the small cut bled, the mark vanished from her skin.

When it was gone and the bleeding had stopped, Callie redressed and made her way to Cade’s body. The howler had devoured one of his arms, leaving only gnawed bones held by bits of sinew. She grabbed his leg and started dragging the corpse back to camp. She could try to recover it in the morning, but something would come for it before then. A light grew brighter as she neared their camp.

“Is— is that Cade?” Erica asked fearfully from her bedroll.

“Yes,” Callie answered Erica.

Darren stood by the fire tending it, both his hand axes on his belt. He gave her a somber look and stood up when he saw the corpse.

“Burying or burning?” Darren asked, not looking away from the fire.

Callie dropped the leg she was using to drag Cade just outside of their camp. She approached the fire and warmed her hands.

“Burning,” Callie answered. “I killed what got Cade. The smell of blood from its corpse will bring more beasts in looking for a meal. A bigger fire will discourage them from our camp.”

“I’ll cut down a tree for the pyre. What got him?” Darren asked as he stood.

“Howler,” Callie answered as she stared into the fire.

Darren shook his head as he retrieved a woodsman axe from his pony.

“Not many could take a howler in a one-on-one,” Darren said before he made his way to a nearby pine tree.

Erica started to sob from her bedroll. Callie didn’t need to look up from the fire to know the forest elf was staring at Cade’s corpse. She hadn’t been a soldier, just some courtier of the Duchess who knew the Red Pine Kingdom. Death was a rare event for her.

Darren had the wood for the pyre fairly quick and they gave a short service for Cade before igniting it. They waited until the pyre had died down, leaving only ash and bones, before they broke camp and made their way south to the Red Pine Kingdom.


CHAPTER TWELVE


BRYCE OPENED HIS eyes as he woke up and instantly felt something heavy. Looking down, he saw Vex sleeping on top of him in the back of the wagon. Reaching out with his hand he tried to shove the wolfkin off of him. Vex woke up at his touch and started to rub her head against his hand, letting out a happy low growl as she did.

“Vex,” Bryce said. “I’m not trying to pet you, I’m trying to get you off me!”

He pushed himself up with his other hand and got enough leverage to finally move the wolfkin off of him. Vex frowned as he climbed out of the wagon. A second later she was standing beside him holding the large egg.

“Good morning,” Alice said with a yawn as she sat up in her bedroll.

Vex quickly rushed over to Alice with the egg. Bryce scratched his head as he looked around the camp. He felt that something was off. He realized Janna wasn’t here when he saw her empty bedroll and wagon, and a knot in his gut formed.

“Hey, have you seen Janna?” Bryce asked Alice.

The snow elf turned from Vex, who was no doubt trying to talk her into making omelets, and frowned at him.

“No, I haven’t,” Alice said as she cast a worried look around the camp.

Vex, still carrying the egg, made her way to the wagon and retrieved the iron skillet.

“Vex,” Bryce said to get her attention. “Can you pick up Janna’s scent?”

Vex pouted at him and her tail drooped.

“Do we have to look for that stupid fox?” she asked.

Bryce remembered Janna backing him up in the mayor’s office. There had been no real threat, but she was prepared to have his back.

“Yes,” Bryce answered Vex firmly. “I’ll use my Manticore Aspect, maybe together we can find her scent.”
Vex looked at the giant egg and back to him, frowning.

“But, omelet!” she said.

Bryce shook his head.

“We’re not eating while Janna is missing,” he said.

“Bryce is right, Vex,” Alice added.

Vex pouted as she looked between them and the giant egg. She let out a sigh as she sat down the egg and made her way to Janna’s wagon, climbing up into it. Bryce was wondering what she was doing when Vex pulled a large travel chest to the back of the wagon and tipped it over. A hog-tied Janna fell out of it onto the ground with a loud thud.

“Oh, look. I found the fox,” Vex said as she hopped out of the wagon. “Let’s make omelets!”

Bryce walked towards Janna, who was glaring at Vex and trying to say something through her gag. Someone had used a piece of charcoal to write ‘stupid’ on Janna’s forehead.

At least now I know Vex can read and write.

Bryce knelt down by Janna and removed the gag from her mouth.

“That mangy mutt tried to kill me!” Janna said while snarling towards Vex.

Bryce raised an eyebrow at her. Vex had tied her up with regular rope.

“Why were you still in that trunk?” Bryce asked as he stood.

Janna blinked before scowling at him.

“Because I’m tied up!”

Bryce nodded.

“Tied up with rope. Janna, you’re a pyromancer! Just picture a flame on the rope and burn through it!” Bryce stated.

Janna stared at him in silence, a small wisp of smoke coming from her bindings. After a moment she stood up and the ropes holding her fell away, their ends charred. Bryce thought she would rush to Vex and the two of them start fighting. Instead, her tails started swishing about excitedly.

“I didn’t know I could do that!”

Bryce was thrown off by her happiness.

“I’m surprised you didn’t. You’ve demonstrated that you can imbue your fire magic into metal with your throwing knives. That’s a much more difficult skill.”

Projecting fire on something touching your skin should be trivial compared to that. Even Bryce knew that, and his magic was non-elemental based.

“My family wanted me to be a knife thrower for their circus,” Janna answered before she bit her lip shyly. “They only trained me how to imbue fire onto knives and dismiss my magic. I taught myself to cast a fireball.”

Bryce recalled the massive odd ships that would dock in the rivers or ports of large cities to perform shows or trade. The Horo-Kitsune, or wandering foxes, usually kept to themselves. They would apply their trade and move on to another city.

“Projecting fire is probably one of the best close-range defenses you have. I’ve seen Elemental Mages use it to teach painful lessons to idiots who tried to grapple them.”

“Now I know I can do that!” Janna said. “Thank you, master!”

Bryce sighed.

“Please don’t…”

The sound of horses approaching broke his attention from Janna. Two soldiers on horseback entered their camp. The lanterns hanging from their saddles told Bryce they had been riding through the night.

“You’re the one that killed the vampire in Oakbridge?” the soldier asked as soon as their horses came to a stop.

“Yes,” Bryce answered cautiously.

The soldier let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank the gods,” the soldier said. “The new mayor wants to hire you to take out the vampire coven.”

“What happened to the old mayor?” Bryce asked.

The soldier gave a grim look.

“He took the head of the one you killed and nailed it to a post outside of town. He was dead a little after sundown. The new mayor sent parties out to hire you as soon as his body was found.”

Well, he was quick to piss them off. Time to see how much they’ll pay.

Bryce lifted his hand and scratched his cheek in thought. He turned and gestured toward Alice.

“Well, you see, I’ve taken the job of escorting this young woman. You’re asking me to backtrack and place her in a dangerous situation,” Bryce said, doing his best to suppress his smile.

“Vampires! I’ve paid you good money! If you rush off to take care of this coven, I’ll not pay you for the time!” Alice said hotly, her voice dropping its frontier accent for one similar to what was spoken in the cities.

She was a smart girl and knew they had the advantage in negotiations and Bryce wanted to make sure they paid him well. The former mayor had pissed off the coven with his display, they would be on the lookout for attacks now, or on the offense. That made this job more difficult.

He gave a quick glance to Vex and Janna conveying to them to be silent. Both of them had confused looks from Alice’s change in voice.

“The new mayor is offering ten gold coins for you to clear the coven,” the soldier said.

Bryce listened and thought for a moment. He would have taken that originally, but not now.

“No,” he said as he started packing up their wagon. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to pack and get back on the road.”

He packed away both Vex’s and Alice’s bedrolls before the soldier cursed.

“Fifteen gold coins,” he said.

Bryce moved to the mules and checked the reins on them, ignoring the soldier.

“Shit, twenty! That’s the highest the new mayor would let us offer. I can give you the ten up front and the rest back in Oakbridge,” the soldier said. “Please, take the job.”

Bryce looked at Alice and she gave him a small smirk.

“Okay. I’ll take care of the coven,” he answered.

“Thank you, sir,” the soldier said.

“But, omelet!” Vex pouted while holding the giant egg.

The soldiers led the way back to Oakbridge as Bryce’s wagon followed with Janna’s right behind him.

“You’re welcome,” Alice said with a smug smile.

“You played your part perfectly. Thank you, Alice,” Bryce said, returning the smile. “How big of a cut?”

Alice laughed.

“Five gold. Unless you want to haggle?”

Bryce chuckled. The smile on Alice’s face told him he did not want to haggle with the barmaid.

They arrived back in Oakbridge as the sun was starting to set. A crowd of people, many armed with torches and weapons, were waiting across the bridge, but parted once the soldiers crossed. A burly woman with a scowl approached Bryce’s wagon as he pulled on the reins.

“Good, you took the job,” the burly woman said before looking at the soldier. “How much?”

“Twenty gold, Mayor,” the soldier replied, causing murmurs from the gathered town’s folk.

The large woman turned to the town’s folk.

“Shut the hells up,” she yelled before turning back to Bryce. “That’s a good bit of gold.”

Bryce nodded.

“Would have done it for less when I brought the head to the old mayor. He turned down my offer to take out the coven and refused to pay me for the one I killed. I was working another job when your soldiers found me. Sorry mayor, but there’s no way in hells I’m doing it for the original price,” Bryce answered.

The burly woman gave him a stern gaze, then shrugged.

“Fair, I would have done the same. Also, call me Mora. I’m Oakbridge’s tavern owner. I’m only acting as mayor since no one else could decide on what to do,” Mora said before turning. “I’ll get your gold from that idiot’s coffers. Follow me.”

They followed Mora to the building that Bryce first brought the vampire head to. Only now a human head was placed on top of the building’s weather vane. Bryce recognized it as the former mayor from the large mustache. Mora stopped and looked up at the head.

“He has done more as a weather vane than he ever did as the mayor,” Mora said before opening the door and stepping in.

Bryce stared up at the head for a moment and saw it spin slightly as a strong breeze came through. Then, he and the girls followed Mora inside.

The place was trashed. Blood smeared the walls. Some had been used to x out the eyes of the former mayor on the paintings. Bryce could tell several people had died in this room from the amount of blood on the floors and walls. Mora ignored it and made her way past the desk to the mayor’s office. Two soldiers were standing in this room, guarding a safe in the wall. Bryce recalled a painting had hung there during his first visit to the Mayor. The door was pried from the safe and he could see stacks of coins.

The guards saluted Mora as she went to the safe and counted out twenty gold coins, laying them on the desk before Bryce.

“Kill the damn bastards. No one gives a shit about the old mayor, but the soldiers that died protecting him were good men,” Mora said.

Bryce counted the coins as he picked it up, only to freeze as he heard a scream outside. He frowned as he made his way to the door of the building, more screams and shouts echoing from outside. Bryce swung the door open and saw two cloaked figures standing among several dead townsfolk as the rest tried to flee. He heard laughter from one of them as he felt something strike his chest and knock him back into the building.

Janna

Janna let out a scream as she saw the bolt punch into Bryce’s chest and his body fall to the floor. It had hit his heart. The man who had saved her from the vampire, killed before her very eyes from just opening a door. Laughter echoed from outside the building.

“Damn it!” Mora said, looking down at Bryce as she and the soldiers entered the room.

Janna felt tears start to run down her face. Bryce had just started to teach her, and now he was dead. She drew a deep breath, it was up to her and the others to finish the job. She turned to look at Vex and Alice, preparing to rally them to action, to get vengeance for Bryce. Both were staring at Bryce’s body with matter-of-fact expressions. Did they not realize the seriousness of this, or were they in shock at his sudden death?!

“Tsk. He liked that shirt,” Alice said. “I might be able to stitch the hole close.”

Vex nodded.

“He will be hungry later. We should make the omelet!” Vex said to Alice with her tail wagging.

“How can you think about food right now? Master is—” Janna yelled at them in anger.

“Please stop calling me that,” Bryce’s voice said. “You’re as bad as Vex with her ‘My Bryce’, Janna.”

She turned and stared wide-eyed as Bryce pulled the bolt from his chest and stood up. The hole where it had struck him quickly healing closed.

“What the hells?” Mora exclaimed as she and the soldiers took a step back.

Bryce dropped the bolt to the ground as the laughter died outside.

“You girls stay here,” Bryce said as he walked out of the door. “It’s time for me to get to work.”

“But, how?!” Janna asked as she stared at Bryce in disbelief.

Vex laughed.

“Stupid fox,” the wolfkin said with a grin. “My Bryce doesn’t hunt monsters for the money, he hunts them because he eats them. Stupid vampires are prey that just came to their predator. They saved him from hunting them.”

Another bolt struck Bryce. He pulled it out and tossed it to the ground as he continued towards the two cloaked figures.

“He eats monsters?” Janna asked softly, as she wondered just what her master was.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


BRYCE PULLED ANOTHER bolt out of his chest and threw it to the ground. The Primal Troll Aspect quickly healed the wound. He silently cursed himself. He hadn’t expected someone waiting with a crossbow aimed at the door. The instant he noticed it in the hands of the cloaked figure, he made a split decision on which Aspect to pull on. The door frame limited his mobility, so he went with the Primal Troll Aspect. The very Aspect he told himself he would train with before using it in combat.

Trial by fire, I guess.

“Why isn’t he dead?” the cloaked figure wielding the crossbow growled as he loaded another bolt.

He was a short man who sneered anxiously at Bryce. He stumbled when the larger cloaked man behind him pushed him forward.

“That crossbow isn’t working on him. Use your sword,” the larger man ordered as he watched Bryce curiously.

The shorter-cloaked man tossed the crossbow to the ground and drew a sword. He charged. His movements showed he had never been trained with a blade, wielding it more like a club than an edged weapon. Bryce unsheathed his sword and rushed to meet the man’s blade. Their swords clashed and the vampire’s blade shattered, showing the cheap steel it had been made from.

Bryce brought his sword back from the strike that broke the blade. The vampire was still staring in shock at the fragmented blade in his hand, and only looked away from it as Bryce’s sword sliced through his neck. His head fell to join the broken remains of his blade on the ground, followed by his body.

Bryce looked up at the larger man, readying his blade in case he tried anything. The man just stared at him from under the hood of the cloak. The sun had fully slipped past the horizon, leaving dusk and bringing on the night. The torches lying on the ground from the massacred townsfolk still cast enough light for Bryce to clearly see the man and their surroundings.

“You didn’t equip him well,” Bryce said, to the large cloaked man.

He smiled, showing a set of fully developed fangs as he removed his cloak. The vampire was a big man, with muscular arms that would rival a blacksmith who spent a lifetime at the forge.

Bryce cursed himself again for picking the Primal Troll Aspect. Unlike the young vampire that attacked Janna and the one he just killed, this one would have at least some mutations from the vampire curse. Those mutations could be very troublesome in a fight. He didn’t know if the vampire’s strength was part of the mutation, or if the bastard had always been this strong. What he did know was those arms held a large maul in their grip.

“He hadn’t proved to me or my master that he was worth better gear,” the large man answered as he hefted the large maul.

Bryce attacked first, hoping to end this before the vampire could show his mutation. While the Primal Troll Aspect had strength, it was far slower and sluggish compared to the Manticore Aspect. The sensation meant Bryce felt off, like he was fighting in mud.

The vampire deflected his blade with the head of the maul. Bryce’s blade still carried through its strike, but instead of taking the vampire’s head his blade cut through the vampire’s shoulder. The blade stopped once it hit the edge of his sternum. Had he been a smaller man, Bryce would have cleaved him in two from the strength of the Troll Aspect. Yet the vampire wasn’t phased by it, in fact, he smiled at him.

“You’re strong!” the vampire said with a toothy grin that made a knot form in Bryce’s gut.

Bryce went to wrench his blade free when the head of the maul swung into his ribs and sent him flying. Blood welled in his mouth as the force shattered his ribs and wreaked havoc on his organs. He could already feel the Primal Troll Aspect stitching everything back together before he hit the ground. The blow from the maul caused him to roll across the ground until he collided with the corpse of one of the townspeople. Bryce pushed himself back to his feet only to see the vampire had pulled his sword from its body.

“And you heal fast!” the vampire laughed.

Movement on the ground caught his eye and he saw a dark stream of blood leave one of the dead men’s bodies. It pooled together and quickly moved along the ground toward the vampire. The blood ran up the vampire’s body to the wound in its chest, seeping into it before the flesh stitched back together.

“I can heal myself as well,” the vampire said as he threw Bryce’s sword to the ground before slamming the maul onto it, leaving the blade ruined. “I wonder, will you recover if I cave your head in with my maul? At what point will you stop healing?”

Bryce looked at the ground for a weapon, only seeing a pitchfork in the hand of the corpse that had stopped his rolling. He grabbed it and charged the vampire, skewering him in the chest. The vampire grunted and grimaced when Bryce was able to push him back as the tines of the pitchfork dug into him.

Then he swung the maul again and Bryce dropped the pitchfork to block the blow with his arms. The bones shattered as the force of the attack threw him back, rolling along the ground near the wagon. Bryce tasted blood in his mouth and cursed as he stood, the Aspect already healing the bones in his mangled arms. He saw the vampire snap the handle of the pitchfork and reach to pull the tines from his chest. Bryce turned and ran for the wagon. He needed a weapon. His mind was already planning to grab the woodsman’s axe they traveled with.

The mules bayed as he approached and started digging in the back. He wouldn’t have long. He moved packs around, then saw the glint of steel as he unearthed the axe. His hand moved to grab it as he heard something whirling through the wind behind him. Bryce threw himself to the side as the maul twirled through the air and collided with the wagon.

Wood splintered from the blow as the maul tore into the side. The mules kicked and let out a cry as they started to run, tearing the damaged wagon apart. The contents spilled from the back as they raced away. Bryce crawled for the woodsman axe, only for the vampire to place his foot on the handle as he reached to grab it. He looked up to see the grinning bastard standing over him, the maul back in his hand.

“Too bad,” the vampire said, as he casually held the maul. “Looks like I have both weapons and you’re unarmed. Well, you’ve been interesting prey, but all things must come to an end.”

The bastard had a gleeful look on his face before an arrow struck his side and he broke his gaze from Bryce to look at it, then its shooter. A snarling Vex was standing outside the building with her bow drawn. She released another arrow that struck beside the other.

“Your stupid dog wants to die,” the vampire said as he kicked Bryce away and picked up the woodsman’s axe from the ground.

Bryce’s heart raced as he saw the vampire pull back the woodsman’s axe to throw at Vex. Anger filled him and he grabbed the nearest object, a wagon wheel broken free from the destruction of the wagon. He swung it like a club at the vampire with a feral growl, his only intent to stop the attack on Vex. The wheel slammed into the vampire’s arm holding the axe with a sickening snap. The arm bent oddly as the axe fell from the vampire’s grip.

The vampire cursed as he turned and swung the maul toward Bryce. Still in an enraged state at the attack on Vex, Bryce didn’t try to dodge. Instead, he swung the wheel back to meet the maul with all his strength. The maul destroyed the wheel, but it was enough to divert the blow, and Bryce dove for the woodsman axe. He gripped it in his hand and stood, swinging it at the vampire’s head.

The vampire brought his maul up to block the attack, catching the handle below the axe head with the handle of his maul. He tried to tear the axe free from Bryce’s grip as Bryce pushed more of his strength into driving the axe into the vampire’s head. Their strength was at a stalemate until the sound of wood cracking and both the maul and axe’s handles splintered and broke from the force.

Bryce dropped the broken axe and flung himself at the vampire. Rage burned in him. He wasn’t sure if it was caused by the Primal Troll Aspect or if the thought of Vex getting hurt genuinely infuriated him.

His fist slammed into the vampire’s face and he felt its jaw crack from the blow. The bastard staggered back, dropping the broken maul. He caught himself and threw his own punch into Bryce’s gut. The pain faded in a second and Bryce was already throwing another punch at the vampire’s face. He kept raining blows on him, driving him back as Vex pelted him with arrows. The bones in his hand fractured with each blow, only to heal before the next. He delivered three for every one the vampire gave him.

They both would heal, but the vampire needed to draw blood to heal. This fight was over the moment Bryce could stop that from happening or do enough damage that the vampire couldn’t recover.

The vampire staggered back from a hard right, his face a twisted mess. Bryce took the moment to glance around them and saw the blood from the bodies racing toward the vampire to heal it. He also saw a bottle on the ground that had fallen from the wagon. It was an elvish whiskey he had stolen off an officer during the Second Northern Border War. Bryce had been saving it for something special. He grabbed the whiskey and broke the bottle against the vampire’s head, dousing him in the liquid and stabbed him with the broken bottle in the neck. Then Bryce grappled him.

“Janna!” Bryce yelled as he did his best to keep the vampire from moving. “Fireball!”

“What?” Janna’s voice cried out from the building. “You’ll be caught in it, too!”

“Fireball! Just do it!” Bryce answered as he grinned at the vampire. “Let’s see who heals faster.”

A second later, he saw the glow of fire in the vamp’s eyes before it struck them and an inferno erupted. Bryce held his breath as he released the vampire and rolled on the ground. His body was hell as the flames battled the Primal Troll Aspect’s attempts to regrow his skin. He wasn’t the only one hurting. As he heard the vampire screaming in agony not far from him. The hellish agony lasted a few seconds before a cool sensation washed over his body as he heard the flames sizzle out. Once he healed enough to see again, he looked up to find Vex and Janna standing over him with concerned expressions. An empty pail, dripping water, was in Janna’s hands.

Bryce got to his feet and looked over at the vampire. Trails of blood covered the ground, all heading toward him. The bastard was on his hands and knees as the blood worked to extinguish the fire and heal him. Flames were still dancing in several places on his body. He looked at Bryce with a snarl and the one eye not scorched by the fire.

“Damn, you!” the vampire hissed. “I will—”

Another bottle flew through the air and shattered against the vampire. The flames once again spread and covered its body as it began screaming all over again. Bryce turned and saw Alice standing not far away, several fancy bottles of alcohol in her arms. She looked at him and smiled.

“I raided the former mayor’s stash when I saw what you were planning to do.” Alice shrugged as she held another bottle in her hand ready to throw.

Mora and the town folk stood back, watching until the vampire’s screams finally stopped and the flames consumed its body. The tavern-owner-turned-mayor was the first one to approach once they were sure it was dead. She looked at Bryce with a cautious expression.

“What are you?” she asked after a moment of silence.

“Very, very hungry,” Bryce answered.

At his words, Vex immediately rushed to the destroyed wagon and retrieved the monster egg, lifting it over her head with a smile. He was surprised the thing hadn’t broken when the wagon was destroyed.

Vex’s smile faded to a frown when Mora offered to feed them at her tavern. She also sent some men to track down their mules that had fled with part of the wagon.

Once they settled in at Mora’s tavern, Bryce tore into the food before him. He quickly cleared three plates as Mora kept having them brought out to him. Vex sat beside him, still coddling the monster egg, disappointed that no one wanted to make it into an omelet.

“I’ll cook it tomorrow for you, Vex,” Alice said from across the wolfkin. “Promise.”
Janna sat there watching him as he ate.

“How did you do that?” she asked him.

Bryce tore the meat off a chicken leg as he thought about how to answer. He finally decided to be straight with Janna. She and the town’s folk had already seen his regeneration from the Primal Troll Aspect, so there wasn’t much for him to hide.

“I’m an Aspect Mage, or Feral Mage as it’s more commonly called. I steal the abilities of monsters,” Bryce answered.

“By eating them,” Janna stated.

Bryce nodded.

“Certain parts of a monster can grant certain abilities. Let’s say I want a Basilisk’s petrifying eyes. Well I would eat one of its eyes to gain that. I might gain other traits along with it, like a poisonous bite or a scaled hide on part of my body, but those aren’t a given.”

Janna stared wide-eyed at him as her tails swished behind her. Finally, a massive grin spread across her face.

“That’s amazing! I didn’t even know there was such a mage!”

Mora approached, dodging Janna’s tails, and slid another plate before Bryce, who quickly dug into it. The tavern owner-turned-mayor sat down at their table.

“I can’t believe Rick was a vampire,” she said, shaking her head.

Bryce swallowed his mouth full of food.

“You knew him?” he asked.

Mora shrugged.

“Not well, but as a tavern owner, you learn a little about everyone in the surrounding area. He was the huntsman for a merchant that built a manor a few miles from here,” Mora stated.

Bryce nodded.

“Two stories, made of brick, and has ivy growing up the west wing?” Bryce asked.

Mora raised an eyebrow at him. “That’s the one.”

“The first vampire I killed said that’s where the coven is. The merchant is probably the coven’s master. What can you tell me about him?” Bryce asked as both he and Vex tried to grab the last chicken leg. Vex was quicker and he reluctantly went for a pork chop as the wolfkin gloated.

“William is his name. Young man that made his fortune and moved from Witchbrook out here for frontier life. He used to go with Rick a lot to hunt the surrounding woods. Then his wife fell ill and he stopped accompanying Rick,” Mora stated as she gathered the empty plates.

Alice looked at him with a sad expression.

“Do you think he became a vampire to save her?” she asked.

“Who knows? People do crazy things if they think it will save themselves or those they love from death. He wouldn’t be the first, but rarely do they realize they’re still dying,” Bryce said as he lifted his beer to wash down the pork chop. “Only now a monster is wearing their skin.”

His stomach finally stopped protesting in hunger from the Primal Troll Aspect and he focused on what to do next.

“Mora, I’ll need another sword and wagon. I want to set out for this manor tonight and get there as dawn is breaking.”

Mora frowned as she stood with the empty plates.

“The sword I can do, but there’s no wagons left in Oakbridge. Several families packed up and left once word spread that the mayor was dead. They took them all.”

Bryce cursed. He could take a horse to the manor, but after that, they would be stuck in Oakbridge since Vex and Alice couldn’t ride. He seriously doubted their wagon could be repaired after what the maul had done.

“We can take my wagon,” Janna offered.

Bryce turned and looked at her as she smiled at him. Her three fox tails brushed against him as Vex let out a low growl from across the table. Janna had him and she knew it.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


DAWN WAS NOT far off as Bryce held the reins to guide Janna’s horses down the road. Their way was lit by the lanterns that hung from the wagon. He had tried to talk the girls into staying behind, but that had been like trying to convince a turnip to sprout wings and fly. All three of them had refused, even Alice when he tried to point out the danger they would be in. Bryce looked at the passengers in the wagon. Janna and Vex both sat in the driver’s box beside him. A small war was going on between them as their tails brushed him while they glared at each other. Alice was in the back of the wagon beside the damn egg. She was examining the crossbow the vampire had been carrying and had even practiced with it while he had been moving everything from their broken wagon into Janna’s wagon.

I’m going up against a vampire coven with a feral ranger, a pyromancer from the circus, and a barmaid crossbow-woman. This is like one of those plays you see in Witchbrook that cost three coppers and is filled with laughing drunks.

Janna shifted from just glaring at Vex to giving her a push. The wolfkin let out a yelp of surprise as she fell back in the wagon to join Alice and the kitsune slid closer to him.

“What’s the plan, Master?” Janna asked.

Bryce gritted his teeth at her using that word. He turned and glared at her, but Janna just gave him a smug smile.

“I’ll go into the manor and hunt down the vampires. You and Vex will stay and protect Alice,” Bryce answered.

“But—” Janna started before Bryce cut her off.

“This is the vampire’s home. We’re at a disadvantage. I’m going in. If I don’t come out by dawn you girls continue on to Witchbrook and split the gold Alice was going to give me,” Bryce said firmly.

Janna frowned at him.

“Not giving me a lot of confidence in this plan!” she said with a huff.

Bryce could see a building up ahead of them in the moonlight. He pulled on his Manticore Aspect, getting ready for any surprise as they drew near.

“Well, it’s the plan,” Bryce said as he looked back at Vex. “And we’re sticking to it. Right, Vex?”

He could see her glaring at Janna. She didn’t look away from the fox and just let out a low growl.

Turning his attention back to the manor, he could see it more clearly now thanks to his enhanced vision from the Aspect. He could also see the individual standing outside the door of the manor, waiting.

That’s odd. It’s not long before sunrise. Why would they come out? Surely, they don’t think we’re Rick and the other vampire.

Bryce pulled the horses’ reins and slowed the wagon down some distance from the manor, then he handed them to Janna.

“Something is up. Be ready to get out of here,” Bryce said as he stepped off the wagon and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.

He cautiously walked towards the manor. The man standing at the door stepped out and started walking toward him as well, matching his pace. He was dressed in a way that spoke of wealth and status, though not nobility, due to the lack of any crests on his clothing. Even the scabbard of his sword was decorated with gold trim. Bryce could already tell this man was William.

“I take it Rick is dead?” William asked as they both stopped a few paces from each other.

“It’s what happens when you attack a town,” Bryce answered, watching the vampire closely for any sudden movements.

“Sometimes the hunter becomes the prey,” William said with a shrug and a smile that showed off fully developed fangs.

Bryce narrowed his eyes at the vampire.

“You’re fairly confident to leave your house this close to dawn,” Bryce stated.

“Perhaps I wish to try and convince you to let us go,” the vampire suggested with a smug smile.

Shit!

Bryce dropped low to the ground as he heard the whistle of the wind and at the vampire’s statement that he wasn’t alone. Long claws raked against his back as something flew over him. He gritted his teeth at the pain and smelled iron in the air from his blood.

William dropped his smug smile and drew his sword. Bryce rolled on the ground to dodge the slash from William’s sword. He got back to his feet and tried to retaliate, only to hear the next aerial attack and he was forced to dodge away from William.

The second vampire flew in front of him and he got a look at her. The vampire’s curse had mutated her body, transforming her arms into bat wings with sharp claws on her hands.

This is why they were waiting outside. She would have lost her advantage of flight indoors.

“You have such a beautiful wife,” Bryce growled at the vampire as he readied his sword.

William snarled at him.

“Watch it. Your death can be quick or slow depending on your words.”

Bryce heard the flying vampire’s next pass and dodged, this time towards William. William’s eyes widened as Bryce’s sword swung at his neck. He shifted into mist and shot away from Bryce, reforming with only a small cut on his neck. William touched the cut and looked at the blood.

“You’re fast,” he hissed at Bryce.

Damn it!

Bryce cursed as he deflected a strike from William. Mist form was a very troublesome mutation. Ancient vampires with it could be very difficult to kill and require elemental attacks to even hurt them. Thankfully, William wasn’t an ancient vampire and could only seem to hold the form for a very short time.

Bryce parried another blow and tried again to remove William’s head from his neck. This time the blade only cut the vampire’s cheek.

“How dare you hurt my beloved!” a voice screeched above him as the whistling grew louder.

Vex

Vex snarled at the batwoman who was attacking her Bryce. She would swoop down from the night sky and attack him as he fought the fancy-dressed vampire. Her Bryce was strong, but he was fighting two monsters.

“Do you see the bitch?” Janna asked as she looked into the night sky with a throwing knife in her hand.

“No,” Alice answered as she held the crossbow, scanning the sky above them.

Vex let out a growl as the batwoman’s claws raked against Bryce’s back again. Her nose picked up the scent of blood from his wounds and she felt anger grow inside her.

The memories of her family being killed and eaten by the troll came back to her. She could only watch from the wooden cage as they were devoured, waiting for her turn to be a meal for the monster. She wasn’t in the cage any longer.

Vex jumped from the wagon and pulled free the knife she had taken from the men who had tried to hurt Alice. She turned and looked at the stupid fox.

“Stay here and protect Alice,” Vex said before remembering Alice’s promise to her. “And the egg.”

After that, she rushed from the wagon toward the fight between Bryce and the two monsters. They had fought the troll and the large vampire together. Bryce would not fight alone.

Vex crouched low and entered the brush not far from where Bryce fought, hiding herself. She waited with the knife until she heard the whistling sound. Bryce dodged this attack by the batwoman, though he did look in Vex’s direction as she jumped from the brush. Vex latched onto the batwoman as her attack missed Bryce, burying the knife into her. The monster screeched as both of them fell from the sky to roll along the ground.

Vex felt the monster’s claws cut into her skin as the batwoman snarled at her, but she ignored the pain as she ripped the knife free from it had stabbed the vampire. Quickly she plunged the blade into the monster’s throat. Blood poured from where the knife cut at the woman’s neck and her snarls became gurgles before they stopped rolling. Vex worked the blade until her prize was free and she stood up, raising the prize above her head.

“My Bryce!” she called out to her mate.

Bryce


Bryce stared wide-eyed as Vex held the vampire woman’s head above her. The crazy wolfkin had a massive smile and her tail was wagging.

“No!” the vampire yelled as his attention shifted to Vex.

Bryce shot forward and slashed his sword into him. William was too distracted to activate his mist form and blood pooled from the cut. A cry escaped him as he shifted to mist and moved away from Bryce, but the tables had turned now.

Bryce followed, slashing his blade and using the claw-like fingernails his Manticore Aspect gave him. They only left shallow cuts, but he figured the manticore poison would have some effect on the vampire. William tried to dodge, but without the aid of his wife, Bryce kept landing blows on him.

Light started to cascade over the manor as they fought in the shadow of the large building. William’s elegant clothing was tattered and he was covered in deep cuts, yet he still held his sword. Bryce was doing his best to keep the bastard away from Vex who still held the woman’s head.

William looked up as the light illuminated everything not in the shadows of the manor. He cast a glance toward Vex and then looked back at Bryce. His face was etched in sorrow.

“There’s no point anymore,” William said as he tossed his sword to the ground. “Please, just let me have my wife.”

Bryce stared at the vampire, waiting to see if it was a trick. The agony in the man’s eyes was like a hopeless pit.

“Vex, place the head by the body and come stand by me,” Bryce directed.

He kept his eyes on William as the man walked toward his wife’s body. William knelt as he picked up the woman’s head and kissed it before cradling it in his arms. After a moment, he laid the head onto the body and lifted both of them in his arms. Then William stepped out into the sunlight.

Bryce watched as the sun sizzled William’s flesh and he heard the vampire start to sing a song as the light from the sun destroyed his body. The song was a common ballad that Bryce had heard many times in taverns. A song about a man who kept bringing gifts to his beloved, each more extravagant.

“He mourns his mate,” Vex stated from beside him.

Bryce turned and looked at the wolfkin, she was covered in scratches and cuts from the vampire. Her amber eyes locked on his and Bryce, without thought, wrapped his arms around Vex. He pulled her into a hug, not entirely sure why he felt the need to. He felt frustrated she hadn’t listened to his order, grateful for her help, and relieved that she wasn’t seriously injured.

“Thank you, Vex,” he said to her.

Vex didn’t answer. Instead, he felt her rub her face against his chest and return his hug. They stood there like that for a moment before Bryce broke the embrace.

“Vex, you can let go now,” he said when the wolfkin still maintained her hold on him.

“No!” Vex said, her face still buried against his chest.

Janna came running toward them, her tails swishing wildly behind her. Alice followed, but at a much slower pace. Her gaze was on the vampire corpses sizzling in the sunlight.

“That was amazing! Just like from the monster hunting novels!” Janna exclaimed.

Bryce was still trying to pry Vex off of him. He earned a pout from the wolfkin once he managed to break free from her.

“That was so sad,” Alice said, still looking at the vampires’ corpses. “He really loved her.”

Bryce glanced at the bodies and turned back to Alice.

“Yeah, and they’re responsible for a lot of people dying. All because of that love,” Bryce reminded.

Alice gave a reluctant nod, her eyes still on the bodies. Seeing her with such a sad expression, Bryce came to a decision.

“I’ll bury them,” he said as he moved to the wagon to get the shovel.

I’ve killed a lot of people for coins. Do I have the right to judge them?

He shook the thought from his head. He was a merc, not a philosopher. William and his wife would have killed and feasted on them. The world wasn’t a place of rights and wrongs. It was a place of survival.

By the time he had the vampires buried, Alice had a campfire going and was heating a skillet over the fire. Vex was nearby happily holding the monster egg as her tail wagged. She had bandages covering the places where the vampire’s claws had scratched her but was otherwise unharmed.

“My Bryce!” she called out to him. “Alice is making the omelet!”

“I can see that,” Bryce said as he placed the shovel back in the wagon.

“Okay, Vex. Use the hammer to crack the top of the shell and we’ll get it cooking,” Alice said.

Bryce had told them they would need a hammer to break it open, because monster eggs had thick shells. He moved to the barrel of water in the wagon, taking a cup to wash up for breakfast.

Chirp.

Bryce turned at the sound. Vex stared down in disbelief at the egg, one of her eyes even twitching. The egg had been cracked open and a large bird head was poking out of the hole looking at Vex. It was a griffin chick.

“Bryce,” Alice called out to him as she stared at the baby monster.

“Is that a… it’s a griffin chick isn’t it?” Janna asked excitedly.

Vex just stared down at the chick as it chirped up at her.

“Yes, it is,” Bryce answered Janna before turning back to Vex. “I think it’s imprinted on you, Vex.”

She will be a damn good ranger. Especially once that chick is fully grown.

The chick chirped a few more times and began to finish working its way out of the shell. Vex’s stunned face turned into a pout and she sniffled as she looked to Bryce.

“But, I wanted an omelet!” she cried out.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


BELLAMY GLARED DOWN at the sea of Volpin banners in the courtyard from the ramparts of the castle named Haven. The castle was the home of the Volson family who ruled the Volpin Kingdom since its founding during the expansion of man.

The wind tousled her chin length black hair as she felt the warmth of the sun on her tanned skin. Bellamy had always preferred the outdoors, the sun and breeze was a welcome change from the stuffy castle. She pulled on one of her Aspects, a giant eagle, to enhance her eyesight. The Aspect was useless for combat but excelled for scouting. Her eyes now saw past the large group of soldiers holding the banners to the young blond woman who was the center of their attention.

Thea stood there, her long blonde hair dancing in the wind, with blood around her mouth. She wore a gambeson that bore her family’s crest. Despite the thickness of the fabric, it showed off her curves and did nothing to hide her ample chest. A few more years of training under Bellamy and she would lose some of those curves for muscles, like Bellamy had. Bellamy was glad she had retained her bust though, even if it was smaller than Thea’s.

Thea smiled as she lifted the sea drake’s head into the air with one hand. The poor creature had been a young hatchling. Even then Bellamy knew Thea hadn’t killed the monster herself, her soldiers had. How many had died in this endeavor to keep the mother drake at bay while they raided the nest?

Another failure of an apprentice.
“Enjoying the sight of Volpin’s future?” a voice from behind her asked.

Bellamy didn’t turn to face the speaker. She knew it was Thea’s uncle, Harold Volson, brother to the current King. While his brother, King Jackson, was a man of the outdoors, hunting and training with swords. Harold stayed inside, keeping to his books and odd hobby of crafting marionettes.

Harold was always polite and generous, gifting the puppets he crafted to the children of the Kingdom. He was not the athletic man his brother was, Bellamy was sure she could best the man in a fight without even using an Aspect, yet he made her feel uneasy. The feeling was the same as when she knew she was in the domain of a monster in the wilds.

“She didn’t kill the drake herself, despite my constant reminders of how important that was. The Aspect will be difficult to control,” Bellamy said.

Harold chuckled as Bellamy heard the clattering of wood and metal joints. She cut her Aspect to turn and look at the man. A marionette in the likeness of the King pranced around the floor as Harold held the strings, a smile on the man’s face.

“A fault of nobility I’m afraid. Thea is like her father in that she sees any instruction as advice to be disregarded on a whim,” Harold said, still playing with his puppet of the King. “She is just excited and eager to become a Feral Mage.”

Bellamy let out a heavy sigh. “She chose this school of magic because it’s one of the quickest routes to power?”

At least that’s what the foolish always believe.

All that was required to become an Aspect Mage was understanding how to absorb essence into your body and shape it into an Aspect. After that, one just needed to kill a monster and devour its flesh before the essence left it.

Aspect Mages had been what allowed the first human settlers from the Selkie Isles to carve out the towns among the wilds. Those towns eventually became the Southern Kingdoms. As the Kingdoms became established, the number of Aspect Mages began to fade until it was now one of the rarer classes of mages. Most would choose to spend a few years studying to learn to cast a fireball rather than venture forth and slay a monster that might just kill them instead. Most would, anyways.

“Thea has never been a patient girl, but she was also fascinated by the stories of such mages. So while I will not rule out her impatience as part of her choice, I don’t think it’s the entirety. After all, my brother did try to dissuade her once he learned the price you asked to take her as an apprentice.”

Bellamy huffed.

“The fools that ask to become my apprentice I give a simple test. Kill me a monster,” Bellamy said as she returned to watching Thea. “Most give up then and leave me alone, a few will drag me to watch them kill a goblin or some other poor creature not fit for an Aspect. Those I will give a potion or a few coppers for the trouble.”

Bellamy turned from Thea and looked back at Harold.

“When a King asked me to teach his daughter, I asked for an exorbitant amount of gold. I figured that would dissuade him,” Bellamy answered. “ I was wrong.”

“Did you ever have anyone succeed in killing a worthy monster?” Harold asked.

Bellamy recalled a memory of her biting into an apple. She was in a cave as she watched a young man with black hair work a knife to cut the paw off a manticore. The dim torchlight showed the massive smile on his face. The taste of the apple was very sweet in that memory.

“One,” Bellamy answered. “I had high hopes for him at the time, but he proved to be a failure.”

Her anger must have shown in her voice at the memory. Harold stopped playing with his puppet and was staring at her.

“Sorry if I dredged up unpleasant memories,” he said with sincerity.

A silence settled on the ramparts for a moment before Harold broke it.

“Do you still plan to accompany her?” Harold asked. “I know you had originally planned to seek out an Aspect for her to take during the trip.”

She wanted to say no, but they had paid her a fortune to train Thea. She looked back out to the sea of banners in the courtyard. Perhaps, once she had Thea away from the Volpin Kingdom, she could better instill some lessons into the girl.

“I will,” Bellamy said. “But, I will not get involved in politics. I’ll accompany her to the Red Pine Kingdom and then depart.”

“I understand. I’m grateful that I can leave that nasty stuff to my brother. I know an envoy has already been sent to try and secure the marriage between Thea and the Prince of the Red Pine Kingdom. As well as ensure the protection of Thea against any that might have issues with a marriage between a human and an elven Kingdom,” Harold stated as he set the marionette of the King in a chair, taking great care to ensure it wouldn’t fall.

“Honestly, the hatred is so blind. Both our peoples are so dependent upon one another for trade. It will also be good to have a united front against that harpy, Duchess Frozenveil. It’s not much of a secret that she wants to revive the Winter Kingdom under her rule and who knows how deep her ambitions truly run.”

Bellamy had heard enough tales of Duchess Frozenveil to know the woman was a blight upon the world. Rumors were that she killed her own brother in his crib to ensure she would gain the Frozenveil Duchy. When the last Ice Queen and her family were assassinated, it was Duchess Frozenveil who launched the first war that eventually shattered the Winter Kingdom.

“I’ll go talk to Thea. See if I can drive home at least some caution in the girl,” Bellamy said before turning to leave the ramparts. “Take care, Harold Volson.”

The King’s brother waved farewell to her, his focus back on his puppet.

Harold

Harold watched as his niece and the Bellamy woman left with a retinue of soldiers for the Red Pine Kingdom. He smiled and waved from the window in his room. The sound of footsteps broke his attention from the window and he turned to see his brother standing behind him.

“Harold,” Jackson said before he blinked, looking confused.

King Jackson’s eyes scanned the room and he looked back to Harold, a scowl on his face.

“I don’t remember why I came here…” Jackson said as his eyes widened. “My daughter is marrying a damn knife-ear! Why the hell would I agree to that!”

Harold shook his head at his brother and moved to the desk in his room.

“Shame on you Jackson. You visited a young elven woman in the brothel outside the castle frequently,” Harold said as he picked up a quill and dipped it in the special ink by his desk.

Jackson huffed.

“And you know that how, brother?” he asked hotly. “I never thought you would resort to spies.”

Harold turned and looked at his brother.

“Oh, I know because we found your body at that brothel three months back. A very nasty affair. The owner poisoned you and tried to frame the young elven woman.”
Jackson’s mouth hung open as he stared at him. The same as it always did when they had this conversation. “My body?”

“Yes. The owner confessed to taking a bribe from an agent of Duchess Frozenveil, no doubt to try and stir chaos as she moved on to the northern county of Brax. Rest assured brother, the owner has been dealt with and your elven paramour is safe. I provided her with a decent sum of gold to start a new life after I assured her you had survived the assassination attempt. I think she might be pregnant with your bastard,” Harold said as he paused his writing in thought. “I need to make a note to send a gift for the little one once she gives birth. Being an uncle to my niece and nephew has been one of the few joys I’ve had in this world.”
“You scared me there brother,” Jackson laughed with a smile. “Had me worried I was a ghost.”

Harold finished his writing, blew on the paper until the ink was dried and then moved to the marionette of his brother sitting in a chair.

“Oh no. You died, Jackson. I brought you back, but not as a human. My magic isn’t like that. You’re a husk with a few clinging memories of King Jackson and many more I’ve given you. Tell me, do you recall our father and mother?” Harold asked.

Jackson’s laughter faded and he stared at Harold.

“You can’t. You can’t recall anything save a few scant memories.” Harold lifted the sheet of paper he wrote on. “Unless it was written on a piece of paper like this. I took the husk and gave you memories of King Jackson, gave you his personality.”
Harold rolled up the piece of paper and slipped it into the mouth of the marionette made to look like King Jackson. Runes glowed on the wood the marionette was carved from and King Jackson’s face shifted from shock and fear to a more neutral expression. When the glowing runes vanished from the marionette, a smile formed on King Jackson’s face.

“Goodnight, Brother,” he said with a nod before leaving Harold’s room.

Harold picked up the puppet of his brother and moved to the far wall of his room. Shelves lined the wall with dozens of marionettes sitting on them. He placed the King Jackson marionette in an empty place, ensuring it would not fall.

“I’m sorry, brother. You will only have to play this role a while longer, at least until things are in motion. Then I will cut your strings.”

Harold turned and looked at two more marionettes, both in the likeness of two soldiers accompanying his niece to the Red Pine Kingdom.

He recalled the line his master had always told him. He wondered if his parents ever suspected the truth about the puppeteer they had hired to entertain him and his brother.

“The world is a stage and all its players are but puppets dancing to someone else’s strings.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


BRYCE BROUGHT ANOTHER load of goods from William’s manor and deposited it in the wagon. There was a lot of valuable stuff in the vampire’s estate, but he had zero intention of hauling it all to Witchbrook, though he did plan to take anything he needed or that was light and worth some coin. He turned back toward the manor to take another look, only to see Vex playing with the griffin chick, who she had named Omelet. May the gods help that poor monster.

“He seems lively for hatching from an abandoned egg,” Alice said as she approached the wagon.

“Griffin’s chicks are raised by their mother for a few years after they hatch. To Omelet, Vex is his mother,” Bryce said, then noticed Alice was holding a book in her hand with a pendant wrapped around it. “Find something?” he asked.

She smiled and lifted up the leather-bound book. The thing had definitely seen better days.

“A journal. The owner claimed to have traveled to the Lich’s Tomb. The pendant was already wrapped around it,” Alice said.

“Lich’s Tomb?” Bryce asked as he pointed at the pendant. There was something about it that he wanted to check out.

“An island in the north sea. Supposedly a lich was sealed there by the efforts of the snow elves, forest elves, and sea elves. Now the island is supposed to be home to undead and cursed creatures,” Alice explained as Bryce examined the pendant. “It was one of the stories I listened to as a child.”

He pulled the pendant apart, revealing it was a secret vial. He lifted it to his nose and smelled the contents.

“Vex,” he called out to the wolfkin playing tug-of-war with the griffin chick. “Come smell this.”
Vex quickly dropped the stick and rushed over to his side. Her tail was wagging until she smelled the vial.

“Bad blood,” Vex said with a frown.

Bryce nodded.

“That’s what it smells like to me as well,” he said before throwing the pendant into the campfire. He watched as the flames consumed it and the liquid inside spilled out only to sizzle in the embers. He looked back at Alice who held a tighter grip on the journal, as if worried he’d throw it into the fire next.

“I’m fairly sure that’s what turned William and the others into vampires, definitely smells like old vampire blood. The fool probably paid a chest of coins for that journal and the pendant.” He shook his head. The bastard that sold it to William deserved to have his head cut off as much as the vampire did. Hopefully, the fool didn’t sell anything else from that cursed island.

The loud clattering of metal broke his attention from Alice. Janna stood outside the door of the manor with half a dozen swords in her hand and just as many on the ground where they fell. The fox was lucky they were all in sheaths or she could have been injured.

“Janna, you’re going to cut off one of your tails doing stuff like that,” Bryce said as he made his way to the kitsune.

Janna looked up at him with a pale face and her tails shot straight up in the air as if to get as far away from the swords as possible.

“I found these inside. Thought we could bring them,” Janna said excitedly.

Bryce knelt down and picked up one of the swords. The sheath was decorated in flecks of gold paint and depicted a dragon and knight locked in battle. He pulled the blade free and frowned at it. The sheath was beautiful, but the sword was piss poor quality.

“Decorative trash,” Bryce said before throwing it to the side and picking up another one.

He went through the ones on the ground, only finding two decent blades. He looked up at Janna and moved to take the ones she held and examine them, but she held them closer to herself and frowned at him.

“You’re only keeping the ugly ones!” she said.

Bryce shook his head and picked up two of the trash blades.

“You want me to teach you? Alright, here’s a lesson,” Bryce said before looking back toward the wagon. “Vex, come here as well.”

Soon all three girls and a very uncooperative Omelet were standing before him. Omelet only because Vex had fashioned a leash for the griffin chick, and the overgrown chicken had yet to figure out how to slip free from it.

Bryce pulled out one of the trash swords and showed it to the girls.

“You see this mark on the blade?” he asked as he pointed to a small embellishment on the steel of the sword.

The girls squinted and looked at it.

Bryce then picked up another sword and swung it at the first, hitting it not far from the embellishment. The blade broke in half at the mark he had pointed out to them.

“It’s poorly crafted with fatal flaws in the blade. Swords like this are made as show pieces to display in a home. Using them in a fight is a quick way to die,” he said as he tossed the remains of the blade on the ground.

“I could barely see the mark. How do you notice things like that?” Janna asked after looking at the swords in her arms.

“Experience. I learned a lot from the guildhall, talking to other mercenaries and smiths who were honest in their trade. Sadly, the latter is becoming rare,” Bryce said as he took the swords from Janna and started to examine them. “Just because something is flashy, doesn’t mean it’s good. Kinda like your armor, Janna. The red dye stands out too much. Also the color will make it hard to see if something hits you and you start to bleed. Adrenaline can make you ignore pain.”

Janna looked down at her red armor and then back up at him.

“Oh, this is red because it’s drake’s hide,” she answered.

Bryce looked back up at her and shook his head.

“That’s not drake hide. It’s layered cow leather dyed red. The quality looks like early apprenticeship work at best,” he said before narrowing his eyes at her. “Did the store owner tell you it was drake hide?”
Janna gasped in horror and looked down at her armor.

“I paid several gold coins for this! Are you serious? It’s not drake hide?”

Bryce grimaced.

“It’s only worth a few coppers, Janna.”
Janna’s mouth hung open for a moment and then she chuckled.

“Good one, Bryce. That was a joke, right?”

Bryce kept the grimace on his face.

“Right?” she asked in a weaker voice. Alice walked over and gave her a comforting pat on the back as the kitsune’s ears and tails drooped.

“What about the meal bars I’ve been eating?” Janna asked. “They’re worth a silver each right?”

“Meal bars?” Bryce thought for a moment. “The oat cakes I’ve seen you eat? They’re usually treats for horses. A copper a dozen.”

Janna turned away and walked into the nearby woods. Seconds later a loud scream followed by yelled curses aimed at a certain merchant echoed throughout the forest. When the yelling stopped, Janna reemerged. Her ears and tails hung low.

Once they had everything packed in the wagon, they started the journey back to Oakbridge. Alice rode up front beside Bryce on the trip, while Vex kept Omelet from rooting around their supplies and Janna grumbled to herself about giving a certain merchant a piece of her mind.

It was noon by the time they arrived in Oakbridge. As they crossed the bridge the town was named for, they saw that the bodies of the massacred town folk had been hauled away. Only the blood-stained grass told of those who died from the vampire attack the evening before.

A soldier waved them down and took the reins of the horses.

“Mayor Mora will want to hear from you directly, but I want to know, did you get the bastards?” the soldier asked.

He looked at the man. There was a burning anger in the soldier’s eyes.

“The vampires are dead,” Bryce answered.

“Good, I lost some friends in the attack.”

Bryce got out of the wagon and made his way to the tavern. He could already see Mora waiting for them in the doorway, though her gaze moved from him and shifted to a look of surprise.

“Did that thing come from the egg?” she asked.
Bryce turned and saw Vex dragging Omelet behind her. Literally dragging. The griffin chick was lying on his back, staring up at the sky as Vex pulled him along behind her. It looked like Omelet still hadn’t figured out how a leash worked. Monsters were tough, even as infants, and he doubted being dragged phased the griffin chick in the slightest.

“Yes,” Bryce said. “This is Omelet, Vex’s pet. I was also hoping I could talk you into making some omelets while we discussed the contract.”

Vex walked up beside him and he felt a tug on his shirt.

“And bacon,” Vex whispered to him.

Bryce sighed and looked back at Mora.

“Omelets with bacon, please,” he said and saw a smirk on the tavern owner turned mayor’s face.

Bryce watched as Vex happily devoured the massive omelet before her and her tail repeatedly brushed against him as it wagged. Mora had even made a bowl of scraps that the griffin chick had yet to take his head out of. Instead, he pushed it across the floor as he tried to devour the kitchen scraps.

Bryce was enjoying his omelet as well but with smaller bites than Vex. Janna and Alice had passed on getting the dish entirely, going for meat and cheeses and a stew respectively, neither wanted to eat eggs for a few days.

“You’re alive, so can I take it that William is dead?” Mora asked as she topped off their drinks.

“Buried them outside their manor. Graves are easy to spot and still fresh if you need to verify,” Bryce answered.

Mora shook her head.

“I saw your wagon loaded down with rich folk shit, which means you raided the manor. It would be hard to do that with the vampires still alive,” Mora replied with a chuckle.

Bryce shrugged.

“We took a few things, not like they need it. Plenty left in the manor for anyone willing to make the trip.”

Mora smirked for a moment before it shifted to something more serious.

“Did you figure out what caused them to turn?”

“It looks like William obtained a vial containing vampire blood. Something he probably paid a fortune for in hopes of saving his wife,” Bryce answered.

Mora let out a sigh of relief.

“I remember Rick saying William paid a small fortune for a trinket, something that came from Witchbrook. Thank you for taking care of them and coming back to do this job. I don’t think our soldiers could have handled them after seeing what Rick did.”

Once Vex had her fill of omelets and Bryce had settled everything with Mora about the contract they set out again. Bryce sold the mules to Mora at a decent price, since they were taking Janna’s wagon. He decided to try and teach the wannabe monster huntress some basics of fighting, she was helping them after all. He knew he would regret it, but he could see the girl needed help.

Just for this job. I’ll teach her and Vex. Hopefully, the twins will take Vex under their wing. Then I just need to figure out how to shake Janna.

“So, we’re heading to Witchbrook, right?” Janna asked as she climbed out of the back of the wagon to sit by him.

“That’ll be our next stop. It’s the Southern Kingdom’s trading hub for the forest elves and snow elves,” Bryce answered. “It’s not the capital of the Kingdom of Brook, but it’s probably the most important city within it.”

“That’s where I left my clan’s ship to become a monster hunter and where I bought my gear. I’m planning to give that merchant a piece of my mind!” Janna growled as her three tails lashed angrily behind her.

Bryce couldn’t blame her for that. The merchant had scammed her and if he had sold shoddy gear like that to others, he had probably got some people killed.

“Well, tomorrow I’ll teach you and Vex how to actually use a sword. I will also give you pointers on what to look for in buying gear and weapons,” Bryce said.

Bryce almost jumped when he heard Janna squeal beside him. He was more surprised when the kitsune wrapped her arms around him in a hug.

“I knew you’d take me as your apprentice!” Janna cheered.

Bryce heard growling and quickly broke free from Janna’s embrace. He cast a glance into the back of the wagon and saw Alice doing her best to restrain a snarling Vex.

“I’m not taking you as my apprentice. I’m just teaching you and Vex some basic stuff while we’re on the road,” Bryce stated as he gave both girls a stern look. “But you two start fighting and I’ll stop teaching immediately, got it?”

Both girls had their ears canted, but Vex was no longer growling.

“Understood, Master,” Janna said with a bow that made Bryce’s eye twitch.

Vex grumbled something in her native language, but Alice no longer had to hold the wolfkin back. Instead, she started scratching Omelet’s head, much to the griffin’s delight.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


THE HUNDRED-HEADED HYDRA let out a roar that shook the very soil under Janna’s feet. She wasn’t afraid though, only amused by its antics. The village had paid a small fortune to her to vanquish this beast. Her nine elegant tails fanned out behind her as she prepared to draw her sword.

“One strike,” she said with a smirk.

That was what she had told the mayor of the village. That she would slay the beast with one strike of her sword. As she drew the blade, her pyromancy fused with the sword and her slash was a whirlwind of flames. The hydra’s hundred heads burned to ashes as the slash of her flames swept across the beast. She smiled as she sheathed her blade, another monster down.

“Well done, Janna,” a voice said above her.

Janna looked up and smiled.

“I see you defeated the phoenix you were after, Master,” she answered.

Bryce descended from the heavens with flaming wings on his back. His black hair had grown out and danced in the wind as he moved to pick her up in his arms, lifting her from the ground.

“Yes, it was a difficult fight. I missed having you by my side,” he said as he took off into the air carrying her. “Also, didn’t I tell you not to call me Master, Janna?”

Janna looked up at him and her voice purred as she said the words. “What would you like me to call you?”

“Omelet!” Bryce yelled.

“Huh?” she replied.

Janna’s eyes popped open, the smell of a campfire greeted her, as did the early morning sky above. It took a second for her to realize the hydra was a dream, along with her nine tails and…

“Damn it! Omelet get back here!” Bryce yelled.

She sat up in her bedroll and watched as Omelet, with a boot in his beak, raced away from a hobbling Bryce, who was wearing only one shoe. The griffin chick would run a few paces away and look back to make sure the furious Bryce was still following him, before racing off again. This had been a recurring theme in the five days they had been traveling together to Witchbrook.

“Good morning, Janna,” Alice said to her from the campfire. “Do you want some breakfast?”

Janna plopped back down on her bedroll. “I want to go back to sleep and my dream.”

She was tired and sore. Dream Bryce might have flowing hair and fiery wings, but real Bryce drilled them each morning in sword form and sparring at night. She had blisters on her blisters.

“Vex!” Bryce called out. “Please wrangle your overgrown chicken and get my boot back.”

Run, Omelet, Run!

The longer they spent chasing that little monster, the longer it was before the sword drills started. She honestly wondered if Vex had trained Omelet to steal Bryce’s boots for such a reason or if the feathered fiend just liked them.

She climbed out of her bedroll once she realized she wouldn’t fall back asleep. Standing, she made her way to the campfire and took a mug of tea that Alice offered her. She sipped it as she listened to the bacon sizzle in the skillet. She breathed in the morning air and looked around the spot where they had made camp. The woods of the Wilds were receding more and more now, leading to meadows that no longer showed the scars of logging.

“I got him!” Vex called out from the tall grass of the meadow.

She had lifted Omelet over her head, making her forearms, and the griffin with the boot in his beak, the only thing visible from above the grass. Janna watched as the wolfkin trekked out of the meadow back to Bryce with a smile on her face.

Janna and Vex had managed to be civil to each other, well as civil as the feral wolfkin could be, since Bryce threatened to not train them if they fought.

Bryce took his boot from the jaws of the little beast and slipped it onto his foot. Then he frowned at Vex, or more accurately at her tail.

“Vex, you have briars in your tail,” Bryce said as he stood.

Vex turned to look, only to end up chasing her tail. Janna did her best to suppress a laugh, but she did hear Alice let one escape.

“Vex,” Bryce said before grabbing something from the back of the wagon. “Come here.”

Janna sipped her tea and choked on it when she saw what Bryce was planning to do.

Vex let out a yelp of surprise as he grabbed her tail with one hand and started running the brush through it.

“Vex, be still for a second. I’m just getting the briars out,” Bryce said.

Vex’s hand gripped the side of the wagon as her cheeks reddened and soft little growls of pleasure escaped her. She probably felt each stroke. The pleasant tingling feeling from her tail up her spine, like a cool breeze that sent goosebumps across your skin. The lucky little bitch!

“My Bryce,” Vex said hotly.

Bryce didn’t look up to see the sultry expression on her face. He was focused on the tail and the briars in it.

“Vex, I’ll be done here soon. I just don’t want you bringing briars into the wagon,” he said firmly as the brush made another stroke and Vex let out a soft growl.

He probably thought her growls were from frustration instead of pleasure.

“Bryce!” Janna called out to him. “Tails are very sensitive.”

Bryce didn’t even look up at her.

“I’m doing my best to be gentle,” he said, still focused on the tail.

Gentle, yet firm. Demanding.

Janna cleared her throat and tried to chase the thoughts from her mind.

“Sensitive like…well, it feels good,” Janna said, trying to explain to someone without a tail was difficult, but it looked like Bryce understood.

He froze mid-stroke then looked up at her, then at Vex. He pulled the brush from the fur and quickly released Vex’s tail.

“No,” Vex pouted at Bryce. “Don’t stop!”

Her face was bright red and she was panting. She was also giving off a scent that told Janna she had enjoyed the brushing very much.

“Yeah, we’re stopping,” Bryce said as he stood and put the brush away. His face was nearly as red as hers, though from embarrassment.

Sword training was further delayed that morning because Vex kept following Bryce around with the brush and he kept trying to find ways to busy himself. Eventually, they packed camp up and headed back onto the road.

“I swear I didn’t know,” Bryce said to Alice as the two of them rode in the driver’s box of the wagon.

A chuckle escaped the snow elf as she read the journal in her hands.

“Oh, I know, but I think Vex is planning to add you brushing her tail to her morning routine,” Alice teased before looking up from the journal to give him a smug look. “After all, you are her Bryce.”

A groan escaped Bryce and he dropped his head before looking in the back of the wagon. Janna looked away and pretended to read her monster-hunting novel, but her ears were focused on the two of them. She knew Bryce was looking at Vex, who was sound asleep in the back of the wagon, with Omelet snoozing beside her.

“I keep digging myself deeper in with her,” Bryce said in almost a whisper. “It’ll make it hard for her later.”

She heard Alice close the journal.

“You say that as if you plan to leave her,” Alice said, her tone very stern.

Bryce was silent for a moment as the wagon continued down the road.

“I have friends in Witchbrook that I hope will take Vex. They’re catkin, twin sisters, and they can help her adjust to both life as a mercenary and living in the human Kingdoms,” he said finally.

“That’s not going to work, Bryce,” Alice said after a moment of silence. “You saved her from a troll that killed her family. I don’t know much about beastkin, but I do know Vex has attached herself to you. You’re not going to get rid of her without hurting her.”

Bryce was silent again and Janna did her best to not remind them that she was there. She had heard tidbits about the troll fight, but not that the troll had killed Vex’s pack.

She bit her lip and thought of her clan’s ship. If a monster had attacked it and wiped out her family, how would she view the man who avenged them? The man that saved her?

She felt a knot in her gut at the thought of losing her mother, father, and siblings. She looked toward Vex, sound asleep, and saw the wolfkin in a different light.

“The life I live wouldn’t be good for her. I’m a vagabond, traveling from place to place, taking money to kill people,” Bryce said finally. “Even by mercenary standards, the jobs I take are risky. The twins usually work guard jobs for caravans or trading ships. It’s easier and mostly their presence deters most would-be bandits.”

Alice huffed.

“It’s not the life you should be living either. Think what you want, Bryce, but I watched you back at the tavern in Sawtown. You’re a man living job to job, there are no long-term goals, no dreams. You fight, get paid, and blow the money as fast as you can, only to repeat the process. I knew you’d be the kind of man that would take the troll job,” Alice said.

“Yeah, I haven’t forgotten about you playing me like that,” Bryce said flatly.

Janna looked up and saw Alice shrug.

“Can you blame me? I knew I was going to die in that town if I didn’t get out. All I did was tell you about the job. You pursued it even after they told you what it entailed,” Alice said. “In fact, that just drives my point more. You need more in your life than the next job, Bryce. Something you live for.”

Bryce chuckled.

“You sound like her.”
Both Janna and Alice looked at him.

“Who?” Alice asked.

Bryce huffed.

“My Master. That’s pretty much what she told me, though in more words, when she dropped me as her apprentice.”

Alice looked away from him.

“Well, maybe she was right.”

Silence resumed and Janna thought about what she had overheard. Was Bryce so reluctant to take her as a pupil because of what happened with his Master? Hearing what Vex went through made her sympathize more with the wolfkin. Maybe she should try to be friendlier to her.

Once they made camp for the night, Bryce made up for their missing sword form practice by running them through it before sparring.

“Alright, show me what you can do,” Bryce said as his muscles swelled.

Janna hadn’t noticed it the first time he used the Primal Troll Aspect, but she did when he started using it for their sparring. The fact he did the sparring shirtless, so as not to damage his clothes, made it more noticeable.

She licked her lips as her eyes focused on his abs for a moment. Janna started having dreams about him after that first sparring match. She quickly raised her eyes back up to his. He hadn’t noticed, but Vex was narrowing her eyes at her and her ears were canted. Janna just gave a nervous smile to the wolfkin at getting caught.

Bryce twirled the stick that he was using for the sparring in his hand. Both she and Vex had real swords, but Bryce dulled the edges on them. He said it was good for them to get used to the real weight of a sword, also this training was as much for them as it was for him to get used to the Primal Troll Aspect.

Okay, begin,” Bryce directed.

Vex rushed him, swinging the sword like it was a club. Bryce dodged two strikes and deflected the third with the stick.

“You’re over-extending your strikes. That’s a good way to get disarmed,” Bryce commented.

He was nearing Janna and she prepared to strike his leg. Bryce moved his foot at the last second and she felt something solid lightly land on her shoulder. Looking over she saw the wooden stick that was Bryce’s weapon.

“Good strategy, Janna, but you got too close.”

He lifted the stick to block Vex and then slid past her sword to point the end at her chest.

“You two are getting it,” Bryce said with a smile. “Alright, if you can land a hit on me, I’ll give you a reward.”
Vex grinned as she caught her breath.

“Tail brushing!” she demanded before dashing towards him.

Janna smiled as she saw Bryce fluster at the wolfkin’s declared reward. She rushed forward, following Vex. She would like that reward as well.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


THE WAGON ROLLED down the narrow road through the small forest. Bryce looked over at Janna, absorbed in her monster hunter book titled Sword and Spear. Janna had told him it was about two sea elves who hunted monsters all over the world and recorded their adventures. Bryce had chuckled when she insisted it was real, her tails fanning out as she scowled at him. He almost wanted to chuckle now as her tails flicked excitedly as she read.

He turned and looked in the back of the wagon. Vex was curled up with her tail wrapped around her, sleeping. Something about the rocking of the wagon always lulled Vex to sleep while they traveled. Bryce had tried to give her a hard time about it once, asking if she was a wolfkin or catkin. Vex just tilted her head in confusion at him, said wolfkin, and then became concerned he was sick or something. She followed him around most of that day, repeatedly informing him that Alice was an elf, he was a human, and Janna a kitsune. He still wasn’t sure if Vex really thought he was unwell or if the sly wolfgirl just flipped his joke on him.

Alice sat nearby the sleeping Vex, stitching closed a hole in one of his shirts, Omelet by her feet batting around a ball of yarn. He never asked her to do it, but Alice always took it upon herself to take care of them—everything from patching their clothing to building the campfire and cooking their meals.

He told her multiple times she didn’t need to. Eventually, Alice told him this was what she could do to help. She wasn’t a fighter like him, Vex, or Janna. Bryce pointed out her throwing the bottles at the vampire back in Oakbridge. Alice just shook her head and said it wasn’t the same, and she did the chores to feel like she was contributing to the party.

Bryce turned back to watching the road, chasing away the thoughts about his odd little group. A moment later he pulled on the reins and slowed the horses down as something blocked the road ahead of them.

“Is that a fallen tree blocking the road?” Alice asked as she looked away from her needlework.

Bryce let out a heavy sigh.

“Yes. Someone cut it down,” he deadpanned as he placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.

Janna put down her book and scowled at the tree.

“Seriously! This is the second time this week!” the kitsune huffed.

Bryce counted in his head.

One…

Two…

Three…

“Well, look who we have here,” a rough-looking man with a goatee said as he stepped out of a hiding spot in the tree line. “Some lost travelers.”

Laughter came from the tree line as four more men joined Mr. Goatee, all of them looking as if they had lived in the woods for some time. They walked before the fallen tree, brandishing rusted axes, scythes, and wooden clubs as weapons.

“I’m sorry, but this is our road, and if you wish to pass through it safely, you must pay a toll,” Mr. Goatee said while stroking his namesake. “Otherwise my friends and I will have to take it by force.”
Bryce nodded his head.

“Toll for this road? Really? Do you get a lot of travelers through here?” he asked.

Mr. Goatee frowned at him.

“A funny man. Do you know what we did to the last funny man to come through here?” he asked.

Chuckles went up from his men.

“We took everything he had, then we tied him to his horse and let it drag him back to where he came from. I can still hear his screaming,” Mr. Goatee said as he lifted a hand to his ear.

Bryce frowned.

“That’s a stupid waste of a horse. Should have just killed the guy and sold the horse at the closest town. You probably would have got ten to twenty silver for it,” Bryce said.

Mr. Goatee blinked as Bryce’s response wasn’t what he had hoped for, and the laughter died down among his men. Before the bandits could recover, Bryce asked his own question.

“Did the man have a lot of coin on him?” Bryce inquired.

Janna let out a sigh beside him.

“I’m going to go back to reading,” she said before focusing on her book.

Mr. Goatee cleared his throat as he placed his hand on the hatchet hooked to his belt. Then he struck a pose that he guessed the man thought looked intimidating. Only to Bryce, it reminded him of a rooster strutting around a coop.

“He was wealthy, as were the others who came this way and failed to pay our toll. We have quite the collection of loot in these woods,” Mr. Goatee said as he drew the hatchet.

Bryce shrugged.

“Alright, I’ll bite,” he said as he stood from the wagon and jumped down. “You wouldn’t be the first group of bandits I’ve seen that dressed like shit but had a decent haul.”

He pulled on the Manticore Aspect and instantly closed the distance between him and Mr. Goatee. His fist slammed into the bandit’s face, sending him tumbling to the ground before he even lifted the hatchet. His friends didn’t last any longer than he had against Bryce.

“Seriously! This is it?” Bryce said as he shook Mr. Goatee, trying to rattle any coins the man might have hidden on him.

“I’m so-rry,” the bandit said. Bryce held his legs and thrashed him around.

He let out a growl of frustration as he dropped Mr. Goatee. He had looted seven silver coins from this group of bandits. At least the group they encountered earlier this week had a gold coin on them.

He turned and looked at Mr. Goatee’s friends who were working on clearing the road. They saw the scowl on his face and started working faster to remove the fallen tree. Bryce turned back to Mr. Goatee, who was trying to crawl away, his eye catching the man’s boots.

“Give me this,” Bryce said as he pulled one of the boots from the man’s foot.

“What kind of monster steals only one of a man’s shoes!” Mr. Goatee cried out.

Bryce ignored him and moved to the wagon. Omelet was peering over the edge curiously watching the men work to remove the tree. Bryce held out the shoe to him.

“Here you go, you little bastard,” Bryce said as Omelet sniffed the shoe.

The griffin chick tilted his head and then took the shoe, dragging it into the back of the wagon, and started chewing on it happily.

Good now, maybe he’ll leave my boots alone.

“What are you going to do with them?” Alice asked as she folded his shirt and put it away.

Bryce turned and looked at the sorry lot.

“They’re bandits. So the same as the last group.”

He looked back and saw Alice frowning at him.

“The last group was an actual threat. They even had the corpse of the last person they killed on display,” she said before pointing at this group of bandits. “I doubt this group has killed or even robbed anyone.”

Yet.

Alice was right, this lot was pretty pathetic, but all bandit groups started somewhere. The last group had been comprised of ex-soldiers, probably deserters from some Count’s war. They had been trained to kill, and he hadn’t shown any mercy as he put them down. Still, Bryce had seen bandit groups made up of ex-farmers who were more ruthless and cruel than those ex-soldiers had been.

He was about to say as much to Alice, but the look on the barmaid’s face stopped him. Bryce could slit each man’s throat and not lose a wink of sleep over it, but Alice was a good person. She still held the world in a better light than him, an innocent light. Part of Bryce wanted to protect that about her, even if, logically, he would say she was better off without it.

“Fine,” Bryce huffed. “We passed a small garrison town about five miles back. We can head there and drop them off to the soldiers. They’ll be the Brook Kingdom’s problem then.”

Alice gave him a victorious smile.

Bryce moved to the back of the wagon and grabbed a rope and the boot from Omelet, much to the griffin’s distress. He then moved back to Mr. Goatee.

“Put this on,” Bryce said as he tossed the boot to the man.

Mr. Goatee hesitated as he picked up the boot.

“It’s covered in drool,” he said, disgusted.

Bryce was already tying the rope around each of the bandits friends and cast the man a scowl.

“Put the damn boot on or you’re running barefoot.”
The bandit leader looked at Bryce, then the rope, and finally slipped the drool-covered boot onto his foot with a grimace. He still wore the grimace as Bryce tied his hand with the rope and hooked the end of the rope to the back of the wagon. He would go at a slow trot so they could keep up.

They had to stop three times for the bandits to rest before they made it to the small garrison town. The place was just a tiny keep that could hold perhaps fifty soldiers and a small tavern that leached away the coin of those stationed here. As soon as they entered, one of those soldiers approached them, probably curious about the string of men running behind their wagon

“Bandits?” the soldier asked as he looked the group of men over.

Bryce watched the soldier turn and give a quick glance to the gallows by the keep.

“Idiots,” Bryce answered. “They tried to rob us but did such a piss poor job we thought we’d bring them here to see if you could find a better use for them than just feeding the worms.”

The soldier looked and thought for a moment.

“Sure. We could use a work crew for some of the chores around the keep. They can do their time doing that for a while. If they start to cause trouble, well, we have enough rope around here.”

Bryce heard Mr. Goatee thanking the soldier as the man came and untied the rope from the wagon. That was when Bryce remembered something else.

“Wait,” he said as he left the wagon, approaching the bandit leader.

Mr. Goatee paled as Bryce approached him, as if worried Bryce had decided to kill him instead. He didn’t even move as Bryce lifted his foot and pulled off a boot.

“Okay, that’s all,” Bryce said as he tossed the boot to an eager Omelet.

He climbed back up into the wagon and took the reins of the horses, turning them back around. He caught Alice watching him with a smile.

“Thank you, Bryce,” she said before turning back to working on another shirt.

He was about to say something when he heard a yawn and saw Vex stretching. She rubbed her eyes and looked around, frowning at the keep and tavern.

“Why are we back here?” the sleepy wolfkin asked.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


CALLIE SMILED AS she saw the red pine trees in the distance. They towered over everything around them, the blood-red of their needles a striking color in the sea of green. They would arrive soon at Sentinel, the capital of the Red Pine Kingdom. The red pine trees for which the Kingdom was named were once cultivated by the forest elves to construct living homes and fortifications before humanity arrived on the shores of the continent. Since their arrival, over a thousand years ago, the forest elves had adopted building from cut timber instead of living, something their ancestors would have frowned upon.

Still, some structures of the old ways survived. The most notable being the massive wall of red pines that were fused together to protect Sentinel. Hundreds of years went into their creation and they had been what gave the Kingdom it’s name.

Though she knew the structures beyond those ancient walls were all made from cut timbers, as was the rest of the city. Even the holding of the Red Pine Kings was crafted after the castles of man, made from cut stone.

Duchess Frozenveil is a fool to think we can drive humanity back. Human culture had mixed with our own too deeply. The reverse was probably true for the human Kingdoms on the continent. How much did they differ from those that still lived on the Selkie Isles?

However, she knew that wasn’t Frozenveil’s goal, just the one she was presenting. Callie’s gut told her the Duchess was crafting something that would serve her own ambitions instead of aiding the snow elves or their brethren.

“Ah! I can’t wait to get some fresh ale,” Darren said from his pony.

“There’s a variety the Kingdom is known for,” Erica answered from her horse. “The ale is aged in red pine barrels for seven years.”

Erica had abandoned the heavy clothing she wore once they left the mountain. The horse that belonged to Cade trailed along beside her. The beast was a reminder that Callie would need to send a message of his death to his family, as well as the Duchess, once they made it to the Kingdom.

“It will be good to see home again,” Erica said with a smile. “And sleep in a proper bed.”
Darren grunted in agreement.

They came to a small town that rested along the Winter River. Sentinel had originally been built alongside the river and had grown from its ports that traded with the snow elves and then the humans in the south. Time had shifted the course of the river, robbing the Kingdom of its ports, but the river was still the lifeblood of the capital. Just now this small town acted as the intermediary. She could see wagons loading the various goods from the ships docked on the river ports and a mix of humans and elves milling about.

They passed through the riverside town quickly and followed the path several of the wagons took to the gates of Sentinel. As they neared she could see the wicker walls created by grafting limbs to the massive red pine trees and weaving them together over hundreds of years. Etched in the bark were wards and runes meant to protect against fire. Her eyes drifted to the main gate and what rested above it.

“So those are the Three Bells of Red Pine,” Darren said following her gaze.

Callie glanced at the dwarf.

“I’m surprised you know about them,” she said.

Darren chuckled and sat a little straighter in his saddle.

“They’re dwarf crafted. Not the most famous works to come from the mountains of my homeland, but I’m a descendant from the clan that crafted them. Heard the story from my great grandfather. Our ancestors took a drop of blood from the Kings and Queens of the elven Kingdoms and forged enchanted bells.”

Darren wore a prideful smile on his face as he looked up at the bells.

“They chime when someone with the blood of one of the elven Kingdoms passes under them. I’ve heard the bells many times ringing for the King of the Red Pines. It sounds like leaves rustling in the wind. Twice I’ve heard the melody for the Queen of the Saltlands, wasn’t surprised it sounded like the ocean,” Erica said, staring up at them.

Callie looked up at the three bells, each representing one of the elven Kingdoms. She stared at one bell in particular, etched with a snowflake on its side. It was the bell for the Winter Kingdom.

“The note for the Ice Queen was the sound of breaking ice,” she said, recalling what her mother had told her. Never again would that tune be heard.

“Always wondered why they didn’t commission one for the Desert Elves,” Darren stated, breaking her from her thoughts.

“It’s to commemorate a war the three of the Kingdoms joined together to stop,” Callie answered, before glaring at Darren. “Something you should know if the claim that your family was the one that crafted them is true.”

Darren laughed.

“Dwarves don’t give a shit why something was made, only the craft to make it. Great granddad would talk for hours about the metals used in the bells, but not bloody why the elves wanted them. Hell, us dwarves have weapons that are legendary due to the process of their crafting, but have never seen combat or drawn blood.”

They arrived at the gate before more could be said and Erica waved at the guards and presented the letter Duchess Frozenveil had given her. The guards exchanged a nervous glance when they saw the seal and Callie narrowed her eyes at them.

“We’ll escort you to an inn to rest while you wait for the King to prepare for you,” the guard stated.

One mounted up on his horse then gave them a sweeping gaze as if assessing them, a fake smile plastered on his face.

“I’ll lead you to the best lodgings Sentinel has to offer. I’m sure it won’t be long before the King calls upon you,” he said before turning his horse and leading them.

Callie looked at her companions as they followed. Erica was a smiling without concern or worry. Darren, though, met her gaze. He steered his pony to ride alongside hers and Callie pulled back enough to get some distance from the guard leading them.

“Is this whole thing off or am I just lacking lessons in elven culture?” Darren asks quietly.

Callie scowled at the guard.

“You’re not wrong. They’re not happy to see us,” she stated.

As if to add more to her thoughts, the guard leading them was basically giving them a tour of Sentinel, taking twists and turns. Callie had never been to the city before, but she had heard about it. The city was built on a hill that once resided by the river before it moved. The lower the hill the poorer the area was, with the top being where the castle rested. If the guard was taking them to the best inn in the city, he would have taken the main road to near the top of the hill.

They’re stalling us.

She looked over at Erica expecting to see a shift in her mood. This was her home after all, she should have noticed something was off with the path the guard was taking, but she still wore a smile on her face as if this was well within her expectations.

They arrived at the upper portion of the hill and an inn called The Resting Pines after a far longer journey than it should have been. The guard dismounted and hurried into the establishment. He returned by the time they had passed their horses off to the stable boy.

“I’ve spoken to the innkeeper. They’ll have three rooms for you to rest in until it’s time to meet with his grace, the King,” the guard said before mounting his horse. “It has been a pleasure to meet the legendary Frozen Rose and her companions.”

Callie kept her frown from showing at his words. Even here she couldn’t escape that name. Once he was gone, Callie grabbed Erica’s shoulder and stopped her before they entered the inn.

“You didn’t find that odd?” she asked the forest elf.

Erica smiled and shook her head.

“It’s very much in line with Duchess Frozenveil to not send a message announcing our arrival. Such letters could be intercepted by her enemies and spoil the hopes for an alliance. I’m sure the King will understand and is just preparing his council for whatever news we bring.”

She released Erica’s shoulder and the forest elf trotted into the inn. Darren gave her a stern look before darting his eyes at Erica.

“A lot seems off,” he said quietly before a grin bloomed on his face. “Fretting about it won’t change anything, though. Come let’s get some food, ale, and rest!” Darren started to sing one of his horrid songs before entering the inn. Callie silently cursed Duchess Frozenveil before following behind him.

The inn was a much more refined establishment than the one where she had originally met Darren. The tables were covered in cloth and each had a candle, while paintings hung on the walls. A quick glance at the dejected look on the dwarf’s face told her he would have preferred the other inn over this more elegant one.

“This place better have ale,” he said sourly when he saw Callie’s gaze.

His dejected look grew more when he learned they did not in fact have ale. The establishment was owned by a vineyard and only served the wine the vineyard produced.

“Grapes, what kind of dwarf drinks grapes,” Darren mumbled into his half-empty cup.

For all his complaints, the dwarf had still gone through nearly a small cask of the cheapest variety the inn offered. Callie was working on her third cup. She initially held off in hopes they would see the King, but the sun had set hours ago. Erica had called it a night not long after the sun had gone down.

She swirled the red liquid in her cup. She had been bred to be the guard for royalty, and survived the culling of her siblings and cousins to prove she was worthy of the name Queenshield. For what? The Winter Kingdom was shattered and the bloodline of the Ice Queen ended. The purpose for her life and existence ended when she was nine, at least that was what her father had told her.

She lifted the cup and tasted the cheap wine on her tongue. Now what was the purpose of her life? To serve the Duchess? A woman she thought was a monster? A shiver ran down her spine at the thought of that woman reuniting the Kingdom under her rule.

“Cold in here?” Darren asked, his face red. “I’ll throw another log on the fire.”

The dwarf tried to stand from his chair only to land face-first on the floor. Callie looked at him for a moment, waiting for him to stagger back to his feet. She finished her wine when snoring started to escape the dwarf.

“Come on. Let’s get you to your room.”

Callie grabbed the dwarf by the collar of his shirt and dragged him behind herself as she made her way up the stairs to where the rooms of the inn were located. Darren didn’t even stir as she dragged him up the steps. The dwarf was dead to the world. She opened Darren’s room, pulled him through the doorway, and left. A night on the floor might teach him not to drink so deep into his cups.

She made for her room but stopped outside Erica’s. Perhaps it was the wine that compelled her to knock or just her earlier suspicions. Either way, she rapped on Erica’s door. She did it twice more when there was no response, after which she pulled her spare key and unlocked it.

“Erica?” she asked as the door swung open.

The room was empty except for an open window that overlooked the city. Callie approached and looked out from the second-story window. Erica was nowhere to be seen, just the view of the castle in the distance.


CHAPTER TWENTY


BRYCE WOKE UP feeling something heavy lying on him and figured it was Vex. Sure enough, the wolfkin had slipped out of her bedroll and she wasn’t alone. Omelet lay sleeping on his back not far from his master, both directly on top of him.

Bryce shifted, causing Omelet to roll off of him and wake Vex enough that the sleepy wolfgirl snuggled closer to him.

“Barwak,” Omelet said as he stopped rolling and stood up, shaking his feathers.

The griffin chick looked at Bryce, tilting his head as if in thought, then shifted his gaze to Bryce’s boots at the bottom of his bed roll.

“Don’t. You. Dare.” Bryce growled as he tried to shake Vex off him again to no avail.

Omelet made three hops towards his boots, only for Alice to swoop in at the last second and pick the little monster up before he could steal one.

“Good morning, Bryce,” Alice said as she held and petted Omelet. “Vex. It’s time to wake up. Breakfast is cooking.”

Bryce felt Vex shift and looked over to see the wolfkin arching her back in a stretch with her tail sticking straight up into the air, the fabric pressing against it tightly, showed the form of her toned ass. Her tunic hung open, her breasts and pink nipples peeking through it. Bryce brought his wandering eyes to her face and Vex looked at him with a warm smile.

“You were pretending to be asleep weren’t you?” he accused her.

Vex said something in her native language and patted his head before running off to join Alice by the campfire.

Bryce rolled out of his bedroll and slipped the boots onto his feet. That was the only place they were safe from the griffin chick, since Omelet had already shown he could climb into the wagon to get them.

Turning toward the others he was surprised to see Janna was preparing breakfast instead of Alice this morning, though the snow elf barmaid paid close attention to her and provided advice as Janna worked. The kitsune looked up at him and smiled.

“Good morning, Master,” she said as she tried to flip an egg.

Bryce stretched and let out a yawn.

“Good morning,” he replied, choosing to ignore the Master part. He already figured it wasn’t worth the energy after a week of trying to get Janna to stop calling him that. “I didn’t know you could cook, Janna.”

Janna smiled at him as her fox ears stood up and her fluffy tails fanned out behind her. “I asked Alice to teach me. I figured it would be a good skill to have.”

Bryce nodded in agreement.

“She’s doing very well,” Alice said before looking back at him with a knowing smile. “I think you’ll enjoy her cooking.”
Bryce caught that there was some hidden meaning to what she said, but he wasn’t awake enough to figure it out. Instead, he moved over to sit beside Alice and saw the journal they found in the manor lying beside her on the ground. She had made it a decent way through it judging by the book marker.

“Learn anything interesting?” he asked.

Alice gave him a sour look.

“It reads like one of the horror novels you can buy for a copper. I actually enjoy those, but they’re fake. This is supposedly true.”

Alice thumbed a few pages in the journal and Bryce realized she had placed more than one marker in it. She flipped it around to show a drawing of a grotesque humanoid figure with five arms on a bloated and misshapen body. The drawing also showed what Bryce guessed were stitch marks connecting the limbs to the body.

He grimaced at the image.

“Not something I really want to see before breakfast.”

Alice rolled her eyes.

“Please. According to Vex, you sliced open the troll to eat its liver raw. A little charcoal drawing on paper isn’t going to ruin your appetite,” Alice said with a scoff.

Bryce clicked his tongue.

“I’ll take monsters over necromancy any day. So, apart from any more pictures, what did you learn?”

Alice closed the book and set it beside her.

“They were a crew hunting lesser leviathans in the north sea, but without any luck. With over a month out and nothing to show for it they grew desperate and eyed the Lich Tomb as a way to make up for their poor fortunate,” Alice said before looking at him. “Lich Tomb wasn’t always named that. It once was the capital of the Sea Elves Kingdom, but it fell long ago in a war. They hoped to find valuable loot on the island and figured they could deal with the undead using their harpoons.”

Bryce frowned. “They never fought undead before I take it?”

Alice shook her head.

“The journal said they saw nothing at first, looted several buildings, and even made it into the heart of the abandoned city.”
Bryce could guess what happened next. Undead weren’t typically fast unless modified to be so. Instead, they relied on stealth and swarm tactics, slowly following their prey and adding to their numbers until there was little to no escape by the time their victims realized.

“The crew left a building they were looting only to find a horde of undead waiting outside for them. Half the crew died trying to flee back to the ship, but they made it with the loot. There’s even a list of the items they recovered,” Alice stated.

“Hopefully none of the other items are as troublesome as the pendant,” Bryce said, referring to the hidden vial that held vampire blood.

Alice nodded.

“I’m surprised there weren’t mentions of them seeing vampires on the island. Though after seeing what the ones you fought could do, I doubt they would have escaped,” she said, giving him a small smirk.

“Vampires aren’t undead, though a lot of people lump them in with them. They’re just victims of a parasitic curse and need blood to survive or they turn into husks. The lack of people on the island for so long means there are probably the husks of vampires hidden all over,” Bryce answered.

He recalled finding one with Bellamy in a ruined fort near the wilds. A shiver ran down his back.

“If the husks are exposed to blood they come back, though dumber and more animalistic,” Bryce said dryly.

“You’ve seen that happen, haven’t you? I can tell from your tone,” Alice said.

Bryce nodded.

“My master revived one once with a drop of blood. Then she gagged it and tethered me to it with a few feet of rope to train my reflexes with the Manticore Aspect. Thing was too blood starved to have enough sense to remove the gag, but did about everything it could to get to me.” He stared into the campfire and wondered what his old master was up to. “She kept the thing alive for three weeks, tethering me to it every day, before she finally put it down.”

He lifted his eyes up from the fire to see Janna staring at him with a nervous look, the eggs in the skillet burning from the fire.

“I have no intention of putting you and Vex through something like that. She was training me to be a Feral Mage and even at that, Bellamy was on the extreme end,” Bryce said, guessing what Janna was thinking.

“Janna, the eggs,” Alice warned.

The kitsune almost jumped at her words and quickly brought the ruined eggs away from the fire. She frowned at the overcooked mess before setting them aside on a spare plate, most likely to give to Omelet later.

The next set of eggs was perfectly cooked and Bryce complemented Janna on them. The kitsune’s tails twirled in the air behind her and she blushed from the praise.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Vex frowned at Janna and started badgering Alice to teach her how to cook next, which Alice agreed to and Vex proudly declared she would make breakfast tomorrow. Janna just rolled her eyes at the wolfkin’s declaration. The girls might have stopped fighting, but they were very much rivals in everything. He ran a piece of bread through the leftover egg yolk and devoured it before standing.

“Alright, when you girls are done eating we’ll go over sword form,” Bryce stated before heading to the wagon to get the training swords.

He gave a side glance at Vex, who was trying to teach Omelet to sit with a piece of bacon. Tomorrow they would arrive in Witchbrook and if everything went like he planned the two of them would part ways. He felt a knot in his gut and Alice’s words from the other day slipped into his mind.

Bryce silently cursed himself as he pulled the dull swords they were using for training. This was the best he could do for Vex, give her a small foundation the twins could build on. They mostly worked as guards for caravans or ships, safer work than what Bryce typically did. He would see her again, hell he saw the twins almost every time he passed through Witchbrook since they worked out of that guildhall.

When he turned back around with the swords, Janna had started helping Vex try to teach the trick to Omelet. Both girls kept saying ‘sit’ and even pushing on the griffin’s back end to try and get him to do it. Omelet just stared, oblivious to everything but the strip of bacon.

He wondered what Janna would do once they made it to Witchbrook. She was dead set on him teaching her and he had started humoring her with the sword lessons, both to lay a foundation for her and Vex and as thanks for letting them use her wagon. But once they got to Witchbrook, Bryce and Alice would take a ship to the Red Pine Kingdom. They would part ways from the kitsune at that point, and hopefully, she would give up on the foolish dreams of being a monster hunter.

“Janna. Vex. Let’s get to work!” Bryce called out to them.

They spent the next while going through sword forms and Bryce tested their grips by occasionally swatting their blade with his own. Alice moved about the camp packing things in preparation for hitting the road again. Once she was done they would call it quits on the training.

Bryce might have had only a few days to teach the girls, but they were grasping what he was showing them. Already Vex and Janna were making improvements. He felt a little sense of pride in that. He wondered if Bellamy ever felt this when she had trained him.

Soon enough they broke practice and set out for the road. Janna sat beside him in the wagon with a book in her hand that the title suggested was one of the monster hunting novels she loved. Her gaze was fixated on the pages as her tails swirled excitedly behind her. He heard Vex and Alice talking in the back and though he couldn’t pick up about what, he figured the wolfkin was asking questions about cooking. Given her plans to make breakfast tomorrow. Bryce found himself smiling as he steered the wagon, but not quite sure why.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


THE GUARDSWOMAN OUTSIDE the gate for Witchbrook raised an eyebrow at Omelet. The griffin chick was rolling on the ground while Vex held his leash. The little monster had raised enough notice among the gate guards that they decided to check their wagon for anything suspicious. Bryce had figured this was likely and even expected it. What he hadn’t expected was Vex glaring at the guardswoman.

Thankfully the gate guard was fixated on Omelet too much to notice the wolfkin scowling at her.

“The wagon is clear, Captain,” one of the guards searching the wagon called out before stepping away.

“Is this beast safe?” she asked, still watching Omelet rolling in whatever was on the ground. Bryce swore if the little bastard was rolling in something that smelled he was going to dunk him in the Winter River until it washed off.

“Omelet listens to Vex,” Bryce answered.

The Captain, since that’s what the other guard called her, nodded. “Good, I don’t want it causing trouble in the city.”

Her gaze finally shifted from the griffin chick to him and gave a stern look as she pointed her finger at his chest.

“I don’t like trouble in—”

Vex stepped in front of him, her ears canted, and held out her arms as if to keep her away from him. A low growl escaped her.

The Captain blinked at Vex in confusion for a moment before looking back at him with narrowed eyes.

“She’s a bit territorial,” Alice said with a nervous chuckle as she tried and failed to pull Vex away.

“Just don’t cause trouble in my city,” she said before returning to her post and waving them to go through.

“We’re no trouble at all!” Janna called out as she shot a scowl at Vex.

Bryce pulled Vex along with him back to the wagon, the wolfkin still glaring at the Captain of the gate.

He directed the horses forward and their wagon rolled through the gate. While Witchbrook was one of the wealthiest human cities on the continent, it was also the most dangerous. The place had originated as an outpost on the border of the Brook Kingdom to watch the elves’ territory and the wilds. Trade eventually grew it into a city, but it retained the lawlessness of its frontier days. While there were nicer parts of the city, criminal organizations had their finger in just about everything. Well, except the guilds. You didn’t fuck with the guilds.

The wagon rolled down the cobblestone streets and Bryce kept his eyes out. The dilapidated buildings that lined the streets were only broken by the narrow alleyways could hold fools eager to try and rob them. Even this close to the gate guards it was a risk. Bryce flipped his mercenary tag over his shirt. A warning to any that they wouldn’t be an easy mark.

“I don’t remember Witchbrook being this…well grim.” Janna frowned as she looked at the buildings. Her fox ears drooped.

“You must have not left the port or inner part of the city,” Bryce said as he cast Janna a glance.

The kitsune nodded to him.

“I left Witchbrook by the gate near the port,” Janna replied.

“The port is where the money is, so it’s a nicer area. The Rim, as they call the areas outside the port and inner city, are the slums and make up most of Witchbrook. Don’t worry, we’re heading closer to the inner city where the Mercenary Guildhall is. They offer lodging for their members. It will be a good place to stay while I find a ship,” Bryce answered.

He brought the wagon closer to the sidewalk to avoid a large hole in the cobblestone road. He realized the establishment by the sidewalk was a brothel when two ladies of the night stepped out and gave him sultry looks. One was a forest elf, her face caked in makeup, and wearing a dress with the top undone exposing her breasts. Beside her was a human woman with red hair in a long braid. Her dress was hiked up to show her thighs.

“Oh my. You certainly like a variety!” the elf called out with a wink.

Vex tried to crawl across him to glare at the two prostitutes. The end result was her lying on his lap as he steered the wagon. Her chest pressed against his crotch as she scowled at the prostitutes.

“My Bryce!” she said defiantly while clinging to his leg.

“Oh, he’s a claimed man. I don’t mind sharing and I know my way around a man or woman,” the redhead smiled before teasing the edges of her dress. “Also I shave it bare, I know a lot of men like it that way.”

Vex blinked then looked up at him.

“What’s shaved bare?” she asked.

Bryce gave a friendly smile and waved to the two women. “Sorry, busy today.”

“Bryce, what’s shaved bare?” Vex asked tugging on his shirt.

“Should have guessed,” the redhead said to the elf. “He’s got a whole wagon full. He’d be worn out before we got a chance to earn our coin.”

The two prostitutes laughed as Bryce led the wagon down the road. Vex asked a few more times about what they had meant. After the fifth time, he saw Alice whispering to Vex and she finally dropped it.

The cobblestone road started to smooth out and had fewer holes the closer they got to the inner part of the city and away from The Rim. The buildings also shifted from rundown to larger and more elaborate, but of a practical and functional design. This was where the guildhalls were, between The Inner and The Rim. They acted as the true buffer between the two sides of the city and kept the peace. Both sides needed the guildhalls and respected them. Raw resources were processed here and turned into goods. It was where those from the slums could hope to get an apprenticeship and rise out of squalor, and the well-off hoped to acquire goods to sell or the services they needed. The guilds also had enough money they could bring a force down upon anyone who tested the delicate balance they offered Witchbrook. That force was usually the guild Bryce was a member of.

Bryce led the wagon to a large three-story building made of brick. Sticking out over the entry to the building was an iron sign in the shape of two crossed swords. Almost instantly a stable boy appeared as he slowed and offered to take the horses and wagon to the stables out back.

Bryce pulled his tags off and held them to the door handle. Enchantments on the tag and the door lit up and he heard it unlock. Pushing the door open he stepped inside and held it as the girls followed.

“Welcome to Witchbrook’s Mercenary Guildhall,” Bryce said.

“It’s a tavern,” Alice said dryly.

The first floor of the guildhall was a large open room filled with tables and chairs. In the back was a counter with a bartender and a side door that led into the kitchen. Beside the bartender on the wall was a large board divided into four sections. A plain metal plaque rested above those sections, each made from a different metal. Copper, bronze, iron and steel, representing the ranking system of the guild. Under the plaques were sheets of paper that held contracts for those rankings.

A mercenary could take a contract from the wall and get it approved by the bartender if they met the rank and requirements, or if the head of the guild gave his permission, as he had when Bryce took the contract to harass the snow elf’s supply lines during the border war. It had been an iron rank job but with the requirement of a five-member team. Bryce was a higher rank and had a reputation for doing jobs solo.

“Of course,” he said to Alice as he scanned the patrons of the guildhall. “What would you expect for the first floor in a guild of hired killers?” His eyes landed on the two individuals he hoped to find here. The twins.

Bryce turned and made his way toward them, the girls following behind him. As he went his eyes lingered as he passed a section of the wall covered in mercenary tags hanging by rank. These were the members of the guild that had died, their tags placed here as a memorial. He paused for a moment at the iron and steel rank, reading the latest tags to be added to them. He recognized a few names. He shook the melancholy from his mind and promised to make a toast to the fallen later, probably with the twins since he was about to try and smooth talk them.

“Olivia! Nicole!” Bryce called out and waved.

Two catkins turned their heads to look at him from one of the tables, their green eyes fixating on him. One was Nicole. She wore a large black witch’s hat that had holes cut into the top to allow her feline ears to poke through, and a tight black dress that showed off her curves and busty chest. Her long blonde hair was in a braid draped over her shoulder, and almost reached her waist.

The other was Olivia. The other sister wore full plate armor and her blonde hair was cut short. A few scars showed on her face as she looked at him. Bryce was surprised to see her armor had been shaped into a more feminine figure and raised an eyebrow at that.

“Did you break the armorer’s legs that made that?” he asked Olivia, gesturing to the boob armor.

Nicole burst out laughing as Olivia sighed and took a sip of her beer.

“It’s a custom job that I asked for. I was tired of people calling me ‘sir’ while I was in full plate and helmet. At least with this, they call me ‘ma’am’,” Olivia said, blushing as she looked away from Bryce.

“What Sis isn’t saying is she had the armorer make her bust double what it actually is,” Nicole teased and stuck her chest out, showing off the size of her breasts through the tight-fitting dress.

“Oh, piss off, Nicole!” Olivia said with a sneer at her sister.

The two sisters were identical twins, but their preferred methods of combat had shaped their bodies differently. Nicole was an Elemental Mage. She could cast the basic elements, but nothing too complex with them. Janna would have more control over fire than Nicole, but Nicole had elemental variety with her spells. The life of a caster was apparent with her lack of muscle tone from training with weapons.

Olivia was a paladin who usually fought wearing full plate with a tower shield and mace. Her figure was more muscular, but the regular training with weapons and the heavy armor had robbed her of the ample bust her sister had.

Both were iron rank in the guild.

“Who are your friends, Bryce?” Nicole asked. She smiled as her cat tail swished mischievously behind her. “I thought you normally work alone.”

“They broke my spirit,” Bryce said as he pulled up a chair and sat down beside Olivia.

Instantly Vex tried to grab Olivia’s chair and pull her away from him, but the paladin’s full plate made her too heavy for the wolfkin to move. Vex narrowed her eyes at Olivia after failing to move the chair and instead moved Bryce’s chair away. She pulled the chair to the other end of the table by an empty chair and sat down beside him.

Vex said something to Olivia in her beastkin language. Nicole grinned and replied in the same language Vex had just spoken.

“Thank the gods, you can understand her,” Bryce said. He was about to ask what Vex was saying when Olivia cleared her throat.

“Well, Bryce, congratulations!” Olivia said, a slight blush on her face. “Are the other two your wives as well?”

Bryce stared at Olivia.

“My….what?!” he asked.

“His wife!” Janna exclaimed as she was about to pull out a chair. Her face turned bright red as her three tails frizzed out.

“I think we could all use a drink after that trip. Janna, let’s go grab some for everyone,” Alice said as she grabbed the stunned kitsune and dragged her toward the bar.

Olivia and Nicole shared a look before turning back to Vex and talking to her in the beastkin language. Bryce watched stunned as his mind processed what Olivia had just said while he tried to read the facial expressions of the three beastkin women before him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


“WHOA!” BRYCE SAID, cutting off the girls' conversation in the beastkin language. “What do you mean, my wife?”

He turned and looked at Vex, but she just gave him a sultry look and said something in her native language as her tail wagged behind her.

“That’s what we were getting to, Bryce,” Nicole said with an eye roll.

Olivia, the less smartass sister, turned and looked at him. She bit her lip as if organizing her thoughts.

“She said you saved her. Is this true?” Olivia asked as Nicole and Vex resumed their conversation.

Bryce scratched the back of his neck and let out a sigh. He had known the twins for a while and even had done a few jobs with them on some rare occasions. They already knew he was a Feral Mage.

“I killed a primal troll down south. She was being kept in a makeshift pen by it,” Bryce answered.

Olivia grimaced.
“By south, you mean frontier lands?”

Bryce answered with a nod.

“So, she’s from the wilds instead of a city wolf.” Olivia’s lips thinned as her brow scrunched in thought. “What did you do after freeing her and killing the troll?”

Bryce shrugged.

“I got a job and she was insistent on following me. She had helped me fight the troll, so I got her outfitted by a local trader,” Bryce answered.

Vex paused her conversation with Nicole when he mentioned the trader. Her tail wagged a little faster, and she turned back to Nicole and resumed talking before smacking her fist into her hand.

“Oh, boy,” Olivia said after listening to what Vex was saying. “You punched the trader for trying to give her low-quality gear.”

“Yeah. I don’t like being cheated,” Bryce said with a shrug.

Nicole chuckled.

“She’s telling quite the love story, Bryce. I didn’t peg you for a romantic,” Nicole cooed.

Bryce glared at her for messing with him.

Olivia cleared her throat.

“Okay, a few things about beastkin culture in the wilds. When you care about someone, you ensure they’re safe and protected. The best way to do that in the wilds is to provide them with a weapon and armor,” Olivia said before lifting her beer to sip it.

Bryce raised an eyebrow at her, not fully understanding what she was saying.

“You popped the question to Vex by giving her gear. Armor and a weapon to a beastkin from the wilds are equal to a wedding ring. You get extra hubby points for smacking around the merchant because it wasn’t good enough for your wolfy,” Nicole teased.

Bryce’s eyes widened, and he looked at Vex.

“Vex, I didn’t—”

Nicole’s laughter cut him off.

“Oh, she now knows you didn’t understand what it meant,” Nicole answered.

Bryce let out a sigh of relief.

“She just doesn’t care. Says she’ll wear you down eventually. You’re her mate,” Nicole stated.

Bryce turned and gave Vex a deadpan look. The wolfkin just smiled as she patted his leg affectionately.

“My Bryce,” she said before leaning against him. Her tail smacked into his side.

He saw Alice and Janna making their way back to the table with drinks. Janna’s face turned a faint red when Bryce looked up at her, and she avoided his gaze. Bryce returned to looking at Vex, who leaned against him, then at the twins.

“She’s not going to wear me down,” Bryce growled. But he thought about how his mind kept slipping Vex into any plans for the future.

Vex said something in beastkin, and the twins’ eyes widened. Nicole shot up and slammed her hands down on the table.

“He brushed your tail!” she exclaimed for the whole guildhall to hear.

Nicole quickly took three drinks from Alice as she and Janna arrived at the table. The twins then slid next to Vex with the drinks.

“Okay, we need details! What were the brush strokes like? Was he soft and gentle, or firm and demanding?”

Bryce let out a sigh and rubbed his face as Alice sat down beside him and slid a beer over to him.

“Why is there a chicken dog in my guildhall?” a voice boomed.

Bryce recognized it instantly. He turned to see a scarred man missing one eye and wearing armor staring at the griffin chick. Omelet was pulling against his leash to try and snag a peanut off the floor. His tongue was sticking out in an attempt to claim the prize just out of his reach.

“Hey, Mark,” Bryce waved at the guild master. “It’s my friend’s pet.”

Mark huffed.

“I should have guessed you’re responsible for a monster being in my hall,” Mark said as he walked by their table. His gaze shifted from Omelet to Bryce’s companions. The twins and Vex didn’t even stop their talks as he passed by their table and headed to the guild master’s office.

He fixed his gaze on Bryce before entering, and Bryce sighed before standing. A thought slipped his mind before he left to talk to Mark.

“Alice, you have the journal with you?” he asked. “I want to talk to the guild master about the vampires.”

Alice nodded before she pulled out the journal from her coat pocket and handed it to him. Bryce made his way to the back office and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Mark answered.

Bryce walked into the small office. The walls were fairly barren except for two crossed swords, which represented the mercenary guild.

“Well, I see you survived the shit show up north,” Mark said with a frown.

“Hey, I did my job. The snow elves’ supplies didn’t get through the pass,” Bryce stated defensively.

He walked to the desk and pulled out a chair to sit down. Mark’s steel dog tag was just visible above his armor. While Bryce was technically the same rank as Mark, there could be an ocean difference between the two steel ranks, and Mark was the guild master of Witchbrook for a reason. He had no desire to ever fight the old berserker.

“Not complaining about the job. Just would have liked to know that you’re not dead,” Mark answered.

Bryce almost scoffed and said the job had been easy, but that wasn’t entirely true.

“I ran into a tough-as-hell snow elf swordswoman,” Bryce said, thinking of Callie. “Kept up with me for a while even after I poisoned her.”

Mark raised an eyebrow at him.

“Any idea who she was?”

The guild master was a connected man and knew far more than Bryce did.

“She said her name was Callie.”

Mark’s eye widened.

“Did you kill her?”

Bryce shook his head. “No, we fought when the castle went up in smoke. I made a deal with her for the best way to slip past the army,” he chuckled. “I’m sure as hell staying away from the north for a while.”
Mark gave a nod that said he thought that was a good plan.

“The Frozen Rose,” Mark said, fixing him with a stern gaze. “Congratulations. You fought against one of the most dangerous women in the north. She’s a user of The Bloodline of Thorns.”

Bryce stared at him.

Bloodlines were cultivated magic built over generations within a family, usually with very unsavory means. Bryce didn’t know much about them in truth, but he did know one thing.

“Fuck! She’s a noble?” Bryce blurted out.

Those were the only people with the resources to create and maintain a bloodline. The few Bryce knew about were all from stories the bards sang in taverns and they always were possessed by some noble, known or not.

If Callie was a noble, then her threat to find him was much more serious. She could have the resources to track him down in the human Kingdoms and send an army after him. Even if he left for the Selkie Isle as he had considered after finishing Alice’s contract, he might not be safe from her. Bryce pictured himself chained up in the dungeon of a northern castle, Callie smiling at him from the other side of the bars as she sipped an elven wine in an elegant dress.

“She’s the last of a fallen house, House of Queenshield,” Mark said as if that had any meaning to Bryce.

When Bryce’s reaction was only a nod, Mark sighed heavily and rubbed his brow.

“I forget, you know shit about history.”

Bryce shrugged. “I grew up as a farm boy. I learned about apples, not noble elven houses.”

“Queenshield was the house in charge of protecting the royal family of the Winter Kingdom, the elite guard of the Ice Queen. Twenty years ago, the Ice Queen, her family, and a large portion of the Queenshield family that acted as her guards were killed in a magical explosion. That’s why the Winter Kingdom collapsed into feuding Duchies and Counties.”

Bryce nodded as he crossed his arms.

“The assassination,” he said, adding what he did know about the event.

“Rumors, but believed rumors. No one has found solid evidence, and there are a ton of theories about who did it if it was really an assassination,” Mark replied.

Twenty years was a long time. Bryce doubted the truth would ever be known. Hell, if it was an assassination, the person who planned it could already be dead. He doubted Callie was very old when it happened. Elves aged gracefully, but you could still spot details that told their actual age. Bryce didn’t see any on Callie, so she had to be around her late twenties or early thirties.

“So, did you just call me back here to make sure I didn’t bail on my contract and give me a history lesson?” Bryce asked.

Mark shrugged.

“Pretty much,” Mark said before a shit-eating grin graced his face. “Also, unlike you, I understand beastkin. Figured I’d drag you away so your wife could talk to the twins.”

Bryce stared at the guild master.

“Fuck you, Mark.”

Mark erupted with laughter and pulled out a bottle of whiskey, the good shit that Bryce didn’t even buy after a big job. Then he pulled out two glasses and filled them before sliding one to Bryce.

“No good deed goes unpunished,” Mark said as he lifted the glass in a toast to Bryce. “Cheers.”

Bryce sighed and took the glass, sipping it. The taste of aged oak resonated on his tongue with the burn. It was the good shit, and the fact that Mark was sharing it with him told Bryce how truly screwed he was with Vex. The damn man wasn’t drinking with him, he was celebrating.

The two of them sat there, nursing their glasses of whiskey in silence. Bryce broached the subject on some of the tags he saw hanging in the tavern. Mark told him how his fellow mercenaries died, and the two of them raised a toast in remembrance. Some Bryce called friends, some he barely knew, and others would have pissed on his grave. But the toast was to all of them. Despite any grievances he might have had to some, they were all his brothers and sisters in the guild. Thoughts of the dead brought Bryce’s mind to something he wanted to ask Mark. He slid the journal towards the guild master.

“Ran into a vampire coven down south. We found this along with what turned them into vampires. Journal says it was a leviathan crew that went to an island they shouldn’t have,” Bryce said.

Mark picked up the journal and cautiously looked at it.

“I know what you’re talking about. It happened last year. The crew sold the stuff here since they would have been hung if they tried to sell it within the Saltland Kingdom, given the Kingdom’s history with Lich Tomb.”

Bryce let out a low whistle.

“Either you really got into boat watching in your old age, or they brought back more shit that caused trouble.”
Mark glared at Bryce for that age comment.

“A lot of cursed items began to circulate within the city after their appearance. When the Witchbrook guard pieced it together, the crew was already dead. I think the guard has contained most of the items sold, but shit still pops up from time to time,” Mark said.

“The owner of that journal made a detailed list of what they brought back with them,” Bryce said as he opened the journal and found the page he was looking for.

Mark looked over the list with an approving nod.

“Do you care if I hold on to this for a bit?” Mark asked. “I’ll copy the list and give it to the city guard. They can at least use it to see if anything is missing from what they’ve gathered so far.”

“It’s my client’s book, but I doubt she’ll mind. Just give it back once you made the list,” Bryce answered. Knowing Alice, she would let the city guard have the whole journal if it would help people.

Mark focused on the journal, and Bryce figured he had been dismissed from the guild master. He almost made it to the door when Mark called out.

“Sorry, we don’t have a honeymoon suite for you in the guild lodgings.”

Bryce said nothing as he flipped the guild master off, only to hear Mark chuckle as he left the office.

Before he made it to the table where the girls were sitting he noticed something and paused. Vex and Janna both broke their conversation with the twins to look up at him, pride and excitement gleaming in their eyes. Dangling from both of their necks were copper dog tags, the initiate level for the mercenary guild.

“We got your wife and pupil signed up,” Nicole called out, her feline tail flicking to show her enjoyment at antagonizing him.

He had planned to get Vex signed up for the mercenary guild. After seeing the wolfkin slaughter three men in a tavern, he figured it would be a good fit for her. Also, as the twins once told him, it was tough to find decent work as a beastkin in the human Kingdoms.

He doubted the situation would be much better for kitsune. Janna’s people usually kept to their clan ships, so rumors spread about them more than facts. Bryce had heard whispers in taverns about everything from how they could turn invisible, transform into giant foxes, or that their tails could be used to make potions to cure various diseases. Bullshit through and through, but some people believe anything. Janna learning how to use her magic and a sword would serve her well.

Bryce smiled at both of them and continued to the table.

“Good. As long as you two are sure this is what you want to do,” he said as he pulled a chair out and took a seat.

Vex and Janna shared a look together before turning back to face him. The two of them had become friendlier toward each other during their travels, a little at least.

“We both are sure,” Janna said, with Vex nodding in agreement.

Bryce turned and looked at the twins. Nicole’s mirth deteriorated into a frown when she realized he was about to ask something of them. Olivia leaned close, a small smile on her face. She was always happy to help.

“I need to call in a favor,” Bryce said, and Nicole’s frown deepened.

“Sure, Bryce. What do you need?” Olivia asked.

He pointed at Janna and Vex.

“Take these two under your wing. Teach them and help them adapt to the mercenary life,” Bryce said.

It was a big favor, but the twins owed him after he pulled their asses out of the fire a few years back.

“What?! No! We’re traveling with you!” Janna exclaimed, her tails lashing angrily behind her.

“I follow my mate!” Vex demanded with her ears flat.

Nicole glared at him. “We’re in between jobs right now. Just got back from a guard duty contract and plan to relax for a few weeks before the next one.”

Olivia didn’t pick up on her sister’s hostility to Bryce’s request.

“That would be a good time to train them. I could work with them in the yard on weaponry, and you can help with magic since Janna is a pyromancer,” Olivia replied, and Nicole’s glare shifted to her sister.

“I need to finish this job for Alice,” Bryce answered the girls, ignoring the twins’ spat. “Since you’re part of the guild now there are rules on contracts. You can’t accompany a mercenary on a contract job unless you’re part of the contract or in another contract with the client.”

Alice stood and took the empty drinks on the table as she left. The habits of a barmaid were deeply ingrained in her.

“Bryce and I need a word together,” Nicole said as she grabbed his shirt and started to haul him toward the guild door. “Keep the girls company, Olivia!”

Horses walked the busy street of Witchbrook, their hooves echoing on the cobblestone road. Criers shouted the wares they were selling, and Bryce made a thud as Nicole pushed him against the wall of the guildhall and glared up at him. There was a foot difference between their height, but that didn’t make Nicole any less intimidating. She was an Iron Rank Mage of the guild and could freeze, shock, or set him on fire with a single word.

“You seriously dragged me outside?” Bryce huffed.

“Trust me, with the ears those two have, it was the only way we were going to have this conversation without being heard. So what the hell are you trying to pull?”
“Nothing. You helped the girls sign up for the guild. You know the rules the same as me,” Bryce said, matching Nicole’s glare.

“The poaching clause wouldn’t apply to this!” Nicole quickly stated and narrowed her eyes at him. “What’s going on?” She stared at him, then her eyes widened. “Vex is breaking you down isn’t she?”

Bryce knocked Nicole’s hands off his shirt.

“I’ve only known her for a few days,” Bryce said as he made his way to the guildhall door.

“And you can’t get her out of your head,” Nicole drolled as she cut him off and leaned against the guildhall door to keep him from entering. Her cat tail flicked with agitation.

Bryce sighed.

“You know the kind of jobs I take, Nicole. Are you going to help me out?”

Nicole shrugged but remained leaning against the door.

“Take less dangerous jobs.” She pointed her finger at his chest. “And I am helping you out, just not the way you want. The only reason Olivia and I aren’t bones in some gully is because of you! Stop running from connections with others and live for more than just the next job and the drinking binges between.”

Bryce said nothing as he and Nicole stared each other down.

“You done?” Bryce asked.

“Did you listen?” Nicole retorted.

Their glaring continued a little longer before Nicole moved from the door, and they entered back into the guildhall. Vex was sitting backward in her chair, staring at the door. The look of worry left her face as she saw him enter, and her tail swished behind her. Janna and Olivia were having a conversation and didn’t notice their return until he and Nicole took their seats. Alice still hadn’t returned from the bar.

“Sorry, just needed to ask Bryce an important question,” Nicole said.

Vex spoke in beastkin to her, and she replied in kind.

Before Bryce could ask either of them what they were saying, Alice returned with a tray of fresh beers.

“Thanks, Alice,” Bryce said as he took his.

The snow elf smiled at him as she passed out the other beers. When Janna and Vex got theirs, Alice also placed a sheet of paper in front of them.

“What’s this?” Janna asked, lifting the paper.

Alice wore a triumphant smile as Bryce turned to her, realizing what she had done.

“Contracts for you and Vex to help Bryce escort me to the Red Pine Kingdom and ensure his safe return back to Witchbrook,” Alice answered, smiling at him. “I added the last part to show my gratitude for all the help you’ve given me, Bryce.”

“We got our first job! Thank you, Alice!” Janna said as her and Vex’s tails blurred behind them.

“I can still show you two a few things out in the training yard,” Olivia offered, her mind stuck on training.

Nicole tilted her beer toward Janna.

“You can show me your pyromancy out there. I have a few tricks with fire magic that I can pass on to a rookie merc.”

Bryce let out a sigh of defeat as he focused on his beer. They would rest at the guildhall tonight, and tomorrow, he would worry about finding a boat as well as everything else.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


THEA DOVE TOWARD her teacher, Bellamy. The wings that grew from her back carried her to the tanned woman with dark hair and piercing eyes who waited for her on the sand bar.

Bellamy barely moved, and the staff she held knocked Thea’s claws away, sending her into a spin. She tried to angle her wings to correct herself but was already in a tumble and hit the sandbar in a roll.

“You almost had her, Lady Volson!” one of the soldiers called out from the bank over the sound of the waterfall. Cheers of encouragement rang out from the soldiers who had accompanied them.

Thea felt the grit of sand in her mouth mixed with the taste of blood and spit onto the ground. She looked up to see Bellamy glaring down at her, disappointment burning in her eyes.

“Get back up,” Bellamy demanded in a cold tone.

Thea pushed herself off the sand. She had almost rolled into the small river that the sandbar rested in the middle of. She stretched, feeling her muscles ache from the journey over the past week. Had they taken a ship from Volpin, they would have already arrived in the Red Pine Kingdom, and she would be meeting the Prince. A knot of emotions welled up in her at the thought.

The blue-scaled wings, also given to her by the Sea Drake Aspect, fluttered behind her, and she rose once again into the air as Bellamy stared at her impassively. Marriage. The word that made her a pawn in her father's machinations. She had felt powerless when she had learned about it.

She flexed the blue-scaled claws the Aspect had turned her hands into. This was the power that she had begged her father to help her gain, what made her push him to hire Bellamy as her teacher. Aspect Mages had helped to tame the wilds that became the human Kingdoms on the continent. The mages that devoured monsters. She wouldn’t feel powerless if she was one of them.

The reality is far from it.

She locked eyes with the evil woman who was her teacher and prepared to dive once more at her. She tucked the wings close to herself and dove as she prepared to lash out with her claws. Bellamy just frowned at her with disapproval, like always.

Her teacher stepped aside just before the attack. Thea’s eyes widened as she tried to angle her wings to carry her back up in the air. She realized why Bellamy had given her the disapproving look. Her angle was wrong. Her wings failed to catch the air in time, and Thea rolled across the sand bar once more. This time, she ended up in the water.

The cold water of the Winter River did nothing to alleviate her burning anger. She was frustrated, tired, and sore. Angrily, she splashed the water away from her as she stood up, dripping wet, and glared at her teacher.

“Again,” Bellamy said to her.

Thea’s wings spread out, shaking the water off her, and she took flight once more. This time, instead of diving for the sand bar, she flew to the shoreline and landed. She felt the wings and claws recede as she cut off the Sea Drake Aspect.

“Thea, I didn’t say we were done,” Bellamy called out from the sandbar.

She ignored the woman. She was tired—tired of the training, the traveling, and reading about elvish customs for what would be her new home. She just wanted to return to Castle Haven and the Volpin Kingdom to see her father, brother, and uncle again.

“Come back now, or we will do this lesson the hard way,” Bellamy called from the sandbar.

Thea ignored the woman and continued toward the camp. She froze when she saw the soldiers back up, wide-eyed, looking past her.

“Hard way it is.”

She felt something wrap around her leg before she was dragged backward into the water. A serpent tail coiled around her as water burned her lungs. She struggled to break free, only for the tail to pull her from the water and roll her across the sandbar.

Thea hacked up the river water before drawing panting breaths of air again. She looked up to see Bellamy towering over her, the woman’s lower half now a giant serpent’s body that could encircle the sandbar.

“This lesson is simple. Avoid the snake, little birdy.”

The tail coiled around her once again, and panic filled Thea as Bellamy dragged her back into the water. Quickly, she pulled on her Sea Drake Aspect. Her claws and wings were reforming on her body as she desperately fought to break free from Bellamy. As the tail pulled her under the water, she lashed out with the claws, only for the tail to release her before she touched it.

Her wings beat and carried her into the air when she broke the water's surface. Gasping, she looked around but didn’t see Bellamy, only the sandbar and the flow of the deep river. The soldiers appeared alarmed by Bellamy’s attack on her, but they had sworn to not interfere with the wretched woman’s training methods, much to Thea’s misery.

She hovered in the air, searching for the woman. Finally, she decided to head once more back to the camp.

As she neared the shoreline, a wall of water shot from the river and almost knocked her out of the air. She saw a long serpent-like body arc from the splash only to submerge once more. Another shot from the river, and once again, she tumbled down until her wings caught her.

“Alright! I’ll do the lesson! Please stop!” Thea demanded as she stabilized herself.

Another splash hit her directly, and she felt the tail coil around her leg again.

“This is the lesson,” she heard Bellamy’s voice say as she was dragged back under the water.

***

Night settled over their camp, and Thea shivered despite no longer being wet. Bellamy had dragged her under a dozen times before she started to evade her attacks. Every time she failed, Bellamy would use whatever Serpent Aspect that was to drag her to the bottom of the river. It must have also granted her the ability to breathe underwater, given how long the woman stayed submerged.

“The instinct to survive is one of the best tools to teach,” Bellamy said as she knelt by the fire and raked some coals to the edge. Then she placed a strange kettle on the coals.

Thea glared at the woman. She wanted to yell obscenities she had only learned from eavesdropping on the castle guards, but fear and common sense prevented her from doing so. Still, her eyes betrayed her emotions, and Bellamy just scoffed at them.

“I guess all my pupils will glare at me with eyes like that,” she said before pulling some strange brown powder from a container and adding it to the kettle.

“You tortured them as well?” Thea growled, then her eyes widened as she feared Bellamy’s reaction.

Her Feral Mage teacher just laughed.

“Aye, I did,” Bellamy smiled. “I’ve only had two pupils, you and another. His Aspect was a flightless manticore. So I trained him a bit differently.”

Bellamy stared into the fire, and Thea could have sworn her smile seemed to hide some sadness behind it.

Oh no…

A fear filled Thea’s mind at the perceived sadness in her teacher’s eyes. Had Bellamy killed her last pupil? Thea swallowed.

“What happened to him?” Thea asked.

Bellamy broke her gaze from the fire and looked up at her, and her eyes hardened.

“I taught him how to become an Aspect Mage, how to best use his Aspect, and how to fight with a sword. I saw a lot of promise in him,” Bellamy said as the kettle hissed, and she poured a cup of the black liquid from it. “And he threw it all away to become a hired killer. Used what I taught him for no grander purpose than to shed blood for a few coins.”

Bellamy sipped what she called ‘coffee’, a drink imported by the Desert Elves from the southern islands. She looked back into the fire as if pondering something before looking back at Thea.

“Your uncle said you enjoyed the stories about Aspect Mages, and that’s why you wanted to become one. Did you hear the story about the first Aspect Mage?”

Thea shook her head. She had heard of how they helped tame the wilds so human Kingdoms could be founded on the continent, but she did not know how its school of magic had started.

“It taps into some history you know or should know. The nobility on this continent tend to gloss over the roots of their Kingdoms.”
Thea nodded. “The Three Prince War on the Selkie Isles. The Kingdoms here were founded by those who fled the war to build a new life. They carved Kingdoms from the wilds.”

Bellamy scoffed.

“Like I said, gloss over. All three princes used the continent as a penal colony to gather resources to fuel the civil war on the Isles. When the war ended, and only one prince remained, they forgot about the colonies. Criminals, the poor, the unwanted. That’s what those of us who live here descend from, even you, Princess.

“No one thought they would survive the wilds, let alone tame part of it. The wilds are the domain of monsters. The elves took thousands of years to carve their Kingdoms from it, the dwarves dug into their mountains to protect themselves, and the beastkin learned to survive in it instead of trying to tame it. ”

Thea leaned forward, pulling the blanket closer to herself. Bellamy brought forth another cup and filled it with the black liquid before handing it to her.

“Cain was the first Aspect Mage and the reason we didn’t succumb to the wilds as everyone thought. The story goes that he was a simple hunter, but his wife was a skilled Elemental Mage who helped defend the small settlement they lived in from the beasts of the wilds. Eventually, a beast killed her. Cain, consumed by grief, hunted the wounded beast down and slew it, but its death wasn’t enough for him. So he cut it open and devoured part of it. Some say his anger led him, while others believe he formed the method from observing how his wife pulled forth the elements with her magic. Whatever it was, Cain pulled the essence from the beast and turned it into an aspect, becoming the first Aspect Mage.

“He taught this to others, and more Aspect Mages came into being. Finally, the colonies had a force to counter the monsters of the wilds, a force that pursued the monsters with a hunger and desire to fight them. Many called them Feral Mages because of this ferocity. That allowed the colonies to grow into Kingdoms that could better handle monster attacks. That’s the legacy we, as Aspect Mages, should strive for. To protect and help build.”

Thea listened intently. The history of the Kingdoms she had been taught was always glamorous, and the Volson family was cast in an immaculate light. So much that it screamed of fabrication to promote a sense of pride and superiority in the Volson family. This was the real history, or as accurate as was known to the world.

“What happened to Cain?”

Bellamy’s eyes hardened.

“The rules I’ve taught you are more than a code or good practice. You devour part of a monster’s soul to make an Aspect. It’s a powerful but crude form of soul magic and carries many risks. One of the risks is trying to use more than one Aspect at a time. The fragments of the monster’s soul can overwhelm your own and change you into a new being. A chimera.” Bellamy looked sternly at her. “Cain was the first Aspect Mage and the first chimera. Those he taught put him down when he became a monster.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


JANNA GASPED, AND Vex watched as she ran along the street to the front of a small stand that sold books. Her tails showed she was very excited about what she found and Vex decided to investigate. She also didn’t like to be far from the kitsune. Witchbrook was larger than the towns she had visited with Bryce so far and people moved about it like fleas on a boar’s back.

Bryce and Alice had stayed back at the guildhall with Omelet. There was something about a meeting with someone the twins knew who had a boat. Janna had wanted to go shopping, and Vex had tagged along. She wanted to find something for her mate. Nicole had advised her that giving Bryce a gift would help bind the two of them, though the metal band for his finger that she had suggested seemed a poor gift.

“The latest book is out in the series!” Janna shouted.

Vex looked at the book in Janna’s hand. Sword and Spear: Tales of Monster Hunting Vol. 7.

After paying, Janna offered, “I can loan you the first volume if you’re interested, Vex.”

Vex smiled and nodded.

She had only learned reading and writing for trade with the human towns near the wilds. It was a skill her father had taught her. She felt a burning hole inside her chest when she thought of her family. They were gone because of the troll. She had been the oldest of her siblings, but she couldn’t protect them from the monster. Then Janna snapped the thoughts away.

“Oh, you’ll love it! Sword and Spear have to track down a monster that’s attacking a supply line that’s bringing vital potions to an ailing Kingdom! I won’t spoil it, but it gets really good,” Janna said, her eyes shining. “And a bit spicy!”

Janna’s excitement chased away the glum feeling in Vex’s chest. The stupid fox wasn’t so bad once Vex learned to look past the stupid. In fact, Vex actually liked being around her. Janna was entertaining and helped her mate fight. She would be a promising future member of the pack Vex planned to build.

They left the small stand and continued down the street.

“I want to visit that merchant who cheated me, but we should probably do your shopping first. What did you want to get, Vex?” Janna asked as she flipped through her new book.

“Something for Bryce,” Vex answered.

Janna’s three black tails swished behind her as she tapped her chin in thought.

“Grandma always said the way to a man’s heart was good food. Though mom always said it was a sharp blade and a firm thrust, but it’s probably best if we don’t take her advice,” Janna said with a grimace at the thought.

Vex smiled. A tool would be good—something her mate could use. Maybe not a knife, though. Bryce had a lot of blades, and his claws were sharp when he used his magic.

“Let's check this place out,” Janna said, pointing to a shop.

The store clerk frowned at them as they shopped and Vex felt his eyes on her the entire time she looked through the store. She felt uncomfortable and unwelcome, but she found a good gift for Bryce. She took it and made her way to the counter, laying it before the shopkeeper.

“Five silver,” he demanded and Vex frowned. The item was priced at three silver.

Janna walked over quickly, hearing the shopkeeper's tone. She stood beside Vex, looked at the price tag, frowned, and placed a finger on it.

“The tag says three silver! Are you trying to cheat my friend!” Janna growled as her ears flattened and her tails puffed out.

“The two extra silver is to cover whatever else she slipped in her pockets!” the shopkeeper angrily retorted.

Janna huffed and gestured to the dog tag around their necks.

“We’re not thieves!” Janna snarled. “We’re both members of a prominent guild within the city.”

The shopkeeper’s eyes lowered to the dog tag and widened slightly. His eyes went back to her and tried to regain the hardness they once held, but they didn’t. There were cracks of fear in his gaze.

“Three,” he said through gritted teeth.

Vex placed the coins on the counter and then left the store with her gift for Bryce.

“Callingstones?” Janna asked as she looked at the gift. “Making sure Bryce can’t get away from you?”

The gift was two necklaces connected to a split dark stone. The stone could be pulled apart, but the dark stone would always seek its other half, pulling slightly in its direction. If her mate ever became separated from her, and she couldn’t pick up his scent, the stone would show her the way to him.

Vex nodded.

“He’s mine,” she said softly while looking at the gift.

“Well, you certainly make sure your scent is all over him,” Janna said with an eye roll. “That merchant dropped his attitude the moment he saw our mercenary tags!” She cracked her knuckles and smiled. “I’m ready to go talk to that cheating merchant. Maybe he’ll see the tags and give me back the gold he stole!”

Janna walked down the street, her steps quicker than before, and Vex followed. Soon, they came near the river, and Vex could see a variety of ships floating on it. She wondered what kind of one Bryce would find for them to travel in. She had never been on a boat before. Janna turned down a street with several colorful shops, and Vex was sure she knew the one they were heading to. One shop had the skull of some huge monster hanging over it. A sign in the skull’s mouth read The Hunters Trade in bright red painting.

“There it is,” Janna huffed. She marched forward and swung the door open.

A few people moved about the shop, but Janna went to the counter. The shopkeeper gave her a friendly smile that was clearly fake.

“Good day, ma’am! How can I help you?” he asked.

Janna stood at the counter and glared at the man as her tails swished angrily behind her.

“By giving me my money back! You sold me armor claiming it was drake hide, but it was only dyed cow leather,” Janna said as she crossed her arms.

The shopkeeper laughed, and Vex saw his eyes darting at the other customers in the store.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken. We only sell quality goods here.”

“Bullshit! I had a professional look at the armor, and told me the truth. He even said it was apprenticeship quality at best!”

The customers started whispering among themselves and many turned to leave the store. The shopkeeper frowned more.

“Is there a problem here?” a man wearing brigandine armor asked as he stepped from the back of the shop.

The last customer left at the sight of him, leaving just Vex, Janna, and the two men. The shopkeeper’s frown turned into a sneer at Janna.

“She wants her money back, says we cheated her,” the shopkeeper said.

The man in brigandine shook his head and walked around the counter to the front of the shop. He went to the door and latched the lock. Vex canted her ears and let out a low growl. Her hand went to the knife on her belt. Janna picked up on the tension a second later.

“Shit…” she said as she looked between the two men.

The man in brigandine turned and faced them, his hand resting on the sword’s pommel hanging at his hip.

“Well, we can’t have nasty rumors spreading like that. It would be bad for business.”

Bryce

Bryce sat in the guildhall’s tavern with the ship’s captain Nicole and Olivia knew. The bastard was trying to haggle for a better deal on the ship than what Bryce wanted to pay. For once, his steel dog tags worked against him, as the man figured Bryce was being paid a small fortune to escort Alice.

“She’s a barmaid, not a damn queen,” Bryce stated. “I’m not paying gold for the boat!”

The ship’s captain shrugged and smiled at Bryce as he lifted his beer to sip. It was as if he had all the time in the world and was enjoying his company.

“Then we just need to figure out how much silver you will pay me,” the man said. “I think fifty would be a good starting point.”

“Fifty would get a horse and wagon in most towns,” Bryce retorted. “I’ll pay twenty, ten silver there and ten silver back.”

“Not even worth raising an anchor for ten silver,” the captain said.

Alice walked into the guildhall with Omelet on his leash. She had taken him outside to burn off some energy, mostly in the hope that he would stay out of trouble if she did. Mark had even given her a temporary copper tag so she could come and go with the little feathered demon. Bryce doubted the time outside would do much good. Omelet just had a knack for trouble—and shoe theft.

“Bryce?” Alice asked after giving a slight nod as an apology for interrupting them. “Have Vex and Janna returned from shopping? It’s getting late.”

Bryce looked out the window and saw the sun starting to set. He was amazed the ship’s captain had been haggling with him this long. Then he felt a knot form in his gut.

“They should have returned by now,” Bryce said, shifting in his chair. “They’re not with the twins, are they?”
Alice shook her head.

“Olivia and Nicole were out in the yard training while I played with Omelet. Janna was talking about trying to get her money back from the merchant that scammed her,” Alice said with a concerned look.

Bryce bit his lip in thought.

“She said the shop was by the waterfront. That’s the good side of the city, the part that’s actually patrolled by the city guards. Plus, Vex and Janna could handle most trouble that came their way,” Bryce tried to reason, but the knot still stayed in his gut.

The Captain cleared his throat, and Bryce thought he was about to try and resume negotiations.

“The shop with the monster skull above it?” he asked grimly.

“That’s the one,” Alice confirmed.

The grim look darkened more on the Captain’s face.

“That shop is a front. It may be in the inner city, but it’s owned by one of the bosses from The Rim.”

The Captain’s words set Bryce’s heart racing. The image of Vex and Janna, dead in a drainage ditch and stripped of anything valuable, flashed in his mind. He stood from the table and made his way to the guildhall doors, pulling on the Manticore Aspect as he did.

“Alice, stay here!” he demanded.

He ran toward the waterfront, the Aspect pushing him faster than a normal human should ever be able to move. His heart raced in his chest, and he said a silent prayer as he outpaced horses on the road.

Please, don’t be hurt!

He spotted the shop with the skull above the door. The bones looked to have belonged to some drake or small wyvern. He burst through the door, shattering the frame into splinters.

“We’re closed!” a shopkeeper shouted in surprise.

He felt the blood drain from his face as he looked at the counter in front of the shopkeeper. Leather armor was laid on top of it, folded neatly as if it were merchandise to be returned to the shelf. It was Vex’s armor.

“What the hells is going on here?” a man in brigandine asked as he clamored out of the back of the shop, his hand resting on a sword pommel. He had a fresh burn mark on the side of his face.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


THE MAN IN brigandine held the belt wrapped around the stump of his arm tightly, the rags over it soaked with blood. He gave a nervous look back at Bryce as he quickly moved down the street as if hoping Bryce would stop following him.

“Like I told you, it was the shopkeeper’s plan. I just wanted to run the girls off. Just give them a scare,” the man in brigandine said with a pleading look.

When he asked the shopkeeper where Vex and Janna were, the store owner gave the answer smugly, and Bryce didn’t like what he said. Now, the shopkeeper was lying on the floor of his store, with his guts spilled out, and his guard was leading Bryce to where the girls were being held. He hoped they made it there in time.

A few pedestrians gawked and murmured as the bleeding guard led him through the inner part of Witchbrook, but he didn’t care. He doubted the city guards would follow once they entered The Rim.

When they entered The Rim, the sun had set, and the city was coming alive with its seedier nightlife. Bryce still had his Manticore Aspect active, his eyes seeing in the darkness, his hearing and sense of smell picking up more. He could see the torches burning outside a large building with two guards standing watch by the door. His ears picked up the cheers and laughter of those inside the building, and his nose picked up the scent of stale blood coming from within.

“They’re in there. Like I said, it was all the shop—” the man in brigandine started to say.

Bryce stepped past him toward the building, leaving a small gift in the form of a scratch on the man’s neck. The brigandine ignored the scratch, turned, and ran from him. He was probably worried Bryce would decide to kill him, but he was already dead. The manticore poison would finish him within the hour.

As he approached the guards, Bryce dropped the Manticore Aspect and started to count in his head. Thirty seconds, that’s how long he needed between Aspects to shift without risk.

The two guards frowned at him as he approached. It was dark enough that they hadn’t seen that the shop guard was missing his hand before he ran off. One of the guards stepped forward, blocking the door.

“We’re not taking any more tonight. Fights are about to begin, and the bookies are closed,” the guard said, his arms crossed.

The other guard leaned against the building’s wall and chuckled as he peeled an apple with a small knife.

In situations like this, Bryce would typically try to talk his way in or maybe grease the palm of the guard to let him through. Not tonight. He was pissed and had just reached thirty. The Primal Troll Aspect took hold, and his muscles bulged under his clothing.

“Are you deaf? Get out of here, you bast—” the guard started to say.

Bryce’s foot slammed into the guard blocking the door and sent him crashing through it. The one peeling the apple stood, mouth agape from where he was leaning. Before he could move, Bryce grabbed and snapped the man’s neck. Most fights Bryce got into were never personal, just business. Even monsters were just about gaining a new Aspect or collecting a bounty. This time, it was different.

He walked into the building and saw a large open room with stands full of people around a large pit in the center. The place stank of stale beer, smoke, and dried blood. Those in the stands murmured to themselves, and a few even chuckled. A blackboard hung by a booth that read Bookie. The board currently displayed the odds of a Wolfgirl versus a Direwolf.

“Vex!” Bryce yelled out when he read the sign.

“Bryce?” Vex’s voice called back from the pit.

He started to rush toward the pit, only for ten armed men to put themselves in his path.

“Who the fuck do you think you are attacking one of our boys?” a man slapping a cudgel in his palm called out.

They all wore cheap leather armor and moved with the confidence of men who usually did whatever they wanted. Bryce had seen their type before, usually as bandits on the roadway. They were thugs that would kill a man for a copper.

The man with the cudgel tried to stand in front of Bryce and block his path, a cocky smile on his face. Bryce didn’t stop as he pulled his sword from its scabbard and bisected the man with a swing. He stepped over the man’s innards as he cut down three more men before the other thugs’ confidence broke, and they got out of his way.

Bryce looked into the pit. It was about fifteen feet deep with wooden walls around it and sawdust covering the floor, a few areas stained red by blood. On the far wall was a series of doors with a pulley system to raise and close them. Vex’s amber eyes looked up at him from the bottom of the pit. She was wearing the plain tunic that she wore under her armor and carrying a rusted sword that Bryce doubted had an edge. Once he saw her, he jumped into the pit.

“Bryce!” Vex said as she dropped the sword and ran to him.

Her arms wrapped around him, and she buried her head in his chest. Bryce pulled her closer to him with the arm not holding his sword. Vex looked up at him with her amber eyes, and he felt his heart skip a beat. A realization dawned on him as he looked into them.

I would burn the world down for her.

“Do you know where Janna is, Vex?” Bryce asked, pulling his mind to the task at hand.

“They have her in the back,” Vex answered.

Bryce began to look for a way out of the pit when he heard someone yell.

“Release the damn wolf already!” a voice boomed.

Bryce turned toward it and saw a rather fat bald man sitting on a balcony overlooking the pit. The number of guards standing beside him made it fairly clear he was the owner. He looked down at Bryce with a dismissive glare.

Cheers started to resonate from the crowd in the stands as one of the large doors on the back wall began to rise. A large black wolf slipped under it when it was halfway up. Its paws, the size of dinner plates, kicked up sawdust as the snarling beast raced toward them.

Direwolves were a common sight in the lower mountains up north. The large breed of wolves could pose a challenge for travelers, but that was all they were: large wolves.

Bryce put himself in front of Vex and grabbed the Direwolf as it lunged at them. His hand clasped around its throat as it tried to bite him, its claws tearing at his arm. They cut to the bone, but his Aspect quickly healed him.

He brought his sword up and drove it through the beast’s side, where its heart would be. Blood leaked from the wolf’s mouth as its snarls and attempts to bite him shifted into death spasms as its eyes glazed over. Bryce released the beast, pulled his sword from the side of its chest, and locked eyes with the fat, bald man.

The stands had gone silent with the direwolf's death, but slowly, murmuring started to echo in them. The bald man’s face was bright red as he glared at Bryce. He said something to his guards and made gestures toward the fighting pit. Three moved to a door by the balcony, and seconds later, one of the pulley doors opened to allow them to enter the fighting pit.

“I saw him heal his arms as the wolf tore at them. Cleric?” a woman with a spear asked. She was wearing scaled armor and had several scars on her face.

“He’s strong. Held the beast with one hand. My money is he’s a paladin,” a man wearing full plate said as he readied his morning star and shield.

“It doesn’t matter,” an old man with his hands tucked in his robes said. “He’s already dead.”

The old man’s hand slipped out of the sleeve of his robe, and a fireball flew at Bryce. An inferno consumed Bryce’s body as his shirt caught fire.

The old man chuckled.

“Like I said, he’s already—”

Thud.

Bryce smiled despite the pain. His vision was shot from the flames, but he had heard the old man gloating and threw his sword in that direction. The magically created fires were already fading from his body, telling him he had killed the mage with his throw. His skin was burned and cracked as he moved, but the Primal Troll Aspect started to heal him.

Gasps escaped the crowd, and when Bryce regained his vision, he looked around. First, at the dead mage with the sword embedded in his chest, bleeding out on the ground, then at the mage’s two fellow guards who were now staring at him in disbelief. Finally, Bryce lifted his gaze to the balcony and frowned. The fat man was now gone with the rest of his guards.

“Brent, he didn’t use a spell! What the hell was that? He just healed. Have you ever heard of anything like that?” the spearwoman asked as she leveled the weapon at Bryce.

The man in full plate had his shield up already despite Bryce being several yards away. “Only from monsters. Keep your guard up, Clara.”

Bryce stretched as the last of his burns healed. He looked over to check on Vex, only to see the wolfkin smiling at him.

“Stay back, Vex. I’ll finish this, and we’ll get Janna,” he said before moving to the rusted sword that Vex had been holding.

He frowned as he picked it up from the ground. The blade was even more rusted and dull than he first thought, but it would have to do at least until he could pull his old sword from the mage’s chest.

“Shit! The boss is gone,” Clara growled.

Brent cursed.

“Even so, we have to finish this,” he said grimly.

Brent started to move, putting himself between the body of the mage and Bryce. As he went one way, Clara went the other, keeping her weapon level to the ground.

Bryce eyed both of them, but the morning star was his primary concern. He doubted the Primal Troll Aspect could heal him if his head got caved in. The two guards moved in a practiced pattern toward him. They kept their movements in lockstep so as not to be too far away or close to each other.

He had seen similar teams within the guild: a dedicated archer or spellcaster, like their mage. An agile fighter who could function midrange and easily evade attackers, like the spearwoman. Finally a heavy bruiser who could take hit after hit, like the man in full plate. Bryce was glad he killed the mage at the start. This would have been a much more difficult fight with that team composition. With the mage dead, he had a good guess of how their strategy would play out.

Sure enough, Brent marched closer with his shield up as Clara slipped closer to Bryce and struck out with her spear at his leg. He had been anticipating it and lunged at her with the rusted sword. She dodged in time, but he left a rust-colored scratch across her scaled armor.

Brent just kept coming toward him but had slowed some when Clara’s attack failed. Bryce knew the man wanted the spearwoman to cripple or pin him before he engaged.

Clara tried another strike, but Bryce dodged the attack again. This time, though, he feigned the counter-attack at her before rushing the man in plate. Brent’s eyes widened as Bryce parried the morning star with the rusted sword before slamming his shoulder into the shield.

“No!” Clara called out as she saw what was happening. She had already retreated back to avoid his feigned attack and was out of range to help Brent.

Bryce felt a few of the bones shatter in the arm that had slammed into the shield. The strength of the Primal Troll Aspect had allowed him to put a lot of force behind his charge. He needed the extra force, a full set of plate armor was heavy.

Brent tipped backward and let out a cry as he fell to the floor of the arena. Bryce kicked away the shield and tried to drive the rusted sword through the man’s visor. Brent dropped his morning star and grabbed the blade with his gauntleted hand, trying to stop Bryce.

“Get off of him!” Clara screamed as she charged at him.

Bryce released the blade and grabbed the morning star from the ground. The spear lunged at him, and Bryce dodged the attack, grabbing the spear’s shaft with his other hand. The Aspect had already healed the bones in that arm, and he tugged on the spear, pulling the spearwoman toward him. Fear flashed across Clara’s face before the morning star slammed into the side of her head, caving it in.

“I yield! I yield!” Brent yelled as he tried to stand.

Bryce left Clara’s body, taking her spear with him, and approached Brent. He swept the man’s leg, which he was trying to use to stand. Brent fell with a clatter as Bryce aimed the spear at a weak spot in his armor and thrust. The spear’s head slipped through a gap in the armor and dug into the man’s chest.

“I yield…” he sputtered.

Bryce just drove the spear in deeper. He wasn’t accepting a yield. Not after what they had tried to do to Vex. He let go of the spear when blood oozed from the plate armor, and Brent no longer struggled.

He caught his breath and looked to see the stands had emptied. Then Bryce looked at the doors operated by the pulley system. He felt a hand resting on his side as if to help steady him and saw Vex standing beside him.
“Vex,” he said as his breathing calmed. “I’m going to lift the door they came through. When I do, I want you to slip in and find the pulley to open it.”

Vex nodded.

The iron door was as heavy as he thought it might be. Even with the Primal Troll Aspect, he strained to lift it. Once Vex slipped under it, he let the door drop. He heard her say something but couldn’t make out what. Instead he went to the mage’s corpse and retrieved his sword. It didn’t take the wolfkin long to find the pulley system and the door opened.

“Bryce! I knew you’d rescue me!” Janna called out from a cage as Bryce stepped into the back.

She was wearing cuffs that looked designed to prevent her from using her pyromancy, though a few charred spots around the cage told Bryce she had tried using fire projection.

He was thankful the fat bastard hadn’t tried to run off with Janna when he fled the building. Bryce looked around and found a set of keys. He used them to unlock Janna’s cage and the cuffs she wore. The room held little beyond cages and a place for the guards to sit and play cards. A stairway was present, and Bryce was sure it led to the balcony over the fighting pit.

“Janna, did you see a fat, bald man come this way?” Bryce asked.

Janna sneered.

“The owner of this shit hole? Yeah, he left through that door,” Janna said, pointing to a door on the back wall.

Bryce approached it and looked through to spot stairs that led to an alleyway. He cursed before closing the door. He had really wanted to catch the bastard and kill him. Instead, he went back in to the tables that looked like where the guards would play cards. A short search found a few bottles of whiskey and other bottles of potent alcohol. Bryce shattered the bottles against the side of the wall.

“Janna, do you care to fireball that?” he asked, pointing at the wall.

“With pleasure,” Janna said.

The building was burning before they left The Rim, and Bryce saw firefighters racing toward it. Janna and Vex stayed close to him, both holding one of his arms. Normally, he would have fought against them doing something like that, but the girls had been through a lot tonight. He dropped them off at the guildhall, then went back to the shop and retrieved the gear the shopkeeper had stolen from them. He also looted a decent gambeson for Janna that the shop had on display for way too much.

Bryce was tired after he returned the girls' gear and made his way to the guild's sleeping lodges. He moved through the hallway and came to the door to his room, opening it and slipping inside. The guild lodgings were as good as any inn: a decent bed, storage for his gear, and a wash basin. He had just taken his boots and shirt off when a knock came to the door.

“Vex? Everything alright?” Bryce asked as he saw the amber-eyed wolfgirl on the other side of the door.

She nodded her head. “Can I come in?”

Bryce swung the door open, and Vex entered with a small box in her hand. When Bryce closed the door, she turned around and lifted the box lid.

“I got this for you,” Vex said.

Bryce looked at the two necklaces joined by a split black stone.

“Callingstones,” he said.

Vex pulled one of the necklaces away, the stone trying to cling to its other half. Bryce took the necklace in his hand and watched as Vex slipped the other half over her neck. She looked back up at him with those amber eyes.

“This way, you can always find me, and I can always find you,” Vex said.

Bryce slipped the necklace over his head and took a step toward Vex. Everyone had been telling him there was no running from the wolfgirl. When he was worried something had happened to her, and when he saw her in the fighting pit cage, he knew he wouldn’t allow himself to leave her.

He lifted her chin, and his lips locked with hers. Her breathing quickened, and when he broke the kiss away, she looked up at him with a heated gaze.

“My Bryce,” Vex said, then she pulled her shirt over her head.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


HER BREASTS SPRUNG free of the shirt with their pink nipples already erect. Vex threw the shirt to the floor and walked up to Bryce taking his hand. He was stunned. His mind was still in a state trying to decide what to do. If he crossed this line with Vex there was no going back. The wolfkin already considered him her mate, according to Nicole. Sleeping with Vex would seal that.

“I don’t know how humans pick their mates,” Vex said as she rubbed his hand. “Nicole and Alice tried to explain it.”

Vex went silent as if considering her next words carefully. She had started to speak more Trade Common, but it wasn’t Vex’s native language, and Bryce had long figured out that was why the wolfgirl usually kept her sentences short.

“The wilds are different, life can be difficult. A pack is needed to survive. If you don’t have a pack, you find a strong mate and build a pack. You are strong, Bryce, but you are also kind. You saved me today, you saved Janna and you saved Alice from that town.” Vex kissed his hand. “I have decided I will be your mate. Even if you reject me tonight, I will still follow you and still wish to be your mate. I’m alive because of you, my Bryce.”

Vex moved his hand to cup her breast, her pink nipple pressing into his palm.

“Will you be my mate?” she asked him.

Bryce drew a deep breath as his hand moved to tease Vex’s nipple. The wolfgirl let out a low moan as she bit her lip and her tail swished behind her.

“Yes,” he said.

The word was like a spring for Vex and she quickly grabbed the hand groping her breast and dragged him to his bed. She stopped before it and undid the drawstring for her pants before dropping them on the floor. She spread her legs and showed herself to Bryce. Her hand traced down towards the bare skin of her pussy.

“Shaved bare,” Vex said as her fingers ran along her hairless pussy. “Alice told me what it meant. That men like it.”

Vex’s hand moved away from it and she looked up at him with a heated gaze.

“It’s yours. I’m yours, my Bryce,” Vex said.

He moved toward her and kissed her as his arms wrapped around her body. Vex kissed him back, which showed her inexperience, but she was eager. Her kisses grew more aggressive and Bryce shifted his hand to cup her toned ass. Her tail thumped his wrist as he squeezed it. He started to kiss along her neck as he leaned her back onto the bed.

Vex let out small whimpers as she laid down and he moved south along her body with his mouth. He sucked and teased her nipples before he moved farther down and spread her legs apart. Her pussy was smooth and his nose filled with the scent of the soap she used to shave it and the excitement of her sex. Bryce licked his lips and dove in.

“Bryce?” Vex asked in a confused tone.

Then she took a quick breath as he ran his tongue along her slit and teased her lips. His tongue explored Vex’s pussy, tasting her as it toyed with her clit. Vex gasped and her body twisted, allowing her tail to slip out from under her. The tail swept back and forth from her pleasure, becoming an obstacle as it occasionally hit him. Bryce grabbed a hold of it, then remembered what Janna had said about tails being sensitive. He massaged it as Vex’s breathing grew more erratic and Bryce smiled as he kept working at her sex.

“My Bryce!” Vex cried out as her legs locked around his head and started to shake.

She pushed him into her wet pussy as the waves of her orgasm ran through her body. He heard the sound of fabric ripping before her legs relaxed and he could escape.

He lifted his head from her sex to see Vex had torn deep tears into the mattress on his bed, straw poking out from where her claws dug in. Vex met his eyes with a feral gaze, and the wolfkin shot toward him.

She grabbed him and pushed him down on the bed, kissing along his neck, as she climbed on top of him. She moved down and grabbed the edge of his pants with her teeth, pulling them off until his dick sprung free. When it did, Vex released his pants and her mouth swallowed his cock. Her tongue ran along the bottom and sides of it as she tried to fit more of it in her mouth. She took as much as she could in and started to suck, working her head back and forth. Grunts of pleasure escaped Bryce as Vex worked on his shaft. She gave it a hard slurp before she broke free and looked at him. Her eyes were red from trying to take it as deep as she had.

“Good girl,” Bryce said to Vex as he rubbed one of her wolf ears.

She smiled as she rubbed her head against his hand before climbing back on top of him. She knelt above his cock as she straddled him, her sex dripping wet. She took his member in her hand and rubbed the head against the opening of her slit. Then she looked up at him.

“My Bryce,” Vex said as she slid him inside her.

Bryce groaned at her tightness and Vex had to pause twice to allow herself to adjust to his size. Once he was fully inside her she panted, then began to lift her hips. She started slowly at first, her tightness milking his cock with each rise and fall. Then her sex grew hotter and Vex started to move her hips quicker. Cries of pleasure escaped her, and she leaned down against his chest, as she continued to fuck him. Her face was bright red and she stared at him with her amber eyes glazed over.

“My Bryce!” Vex cried out as the sound of her wet slit on his cock echoed in the room. “My Bryce!”

She kissed deeply and when they broke apart, their callingstone necklaces had joined together, connecting them. Vex panted hard as she kept moving her hips and Bryce felt his dick start to throb. He knew he wouldn’t last much longer.

When Vex lifted her hips again, Bryce’s hands caught her and raised her enough for his cock to slip free. A second longer and he would have cum inside the feral wolfgirl. His cock twitched against Vex’s stomach as Bryce panted.

“No puppies?” Vex asked.

Bryce almost chuckled at Vex’s question.

“We are in no place for puppies right now,” he said.

Vex nodded and took his cock in her hand. Then she bent down and started to suck on his head as she pumped his shaft. It didn’t take much in his current state and Bryce groaned as he came. Vex greedily sucked down his seed, her hand squeezing him to get it all. She gave a final lick to his shaft when he was done before she moved off to cuddle beside him in the bed.

Bryce threw an arm around her and pulled her close to him. Both of them were sweaty and panting from their sex.

“Where did you learn that stuff?” Bryce asked. He didn’t think the feral wolfgirl would have known about a blowjob.

“Nicole told me things. Things men like,” Vex said as she snuggled up by him.

Bryce made a mental note to buy Nicole a thank-you drink tomorrow before he closed his eyes and started to drift off.

He awoke sometime later to something heavy on top of him and felt his cock being sucked. Opening his eyes he saw Vex’s rear end by his face as the wolfgirl gorged herself on his cock. He smiled at the sight of her wet slit in front of him and her tail happily swishing above. Reaching out he grabbed her tail and pulled her pussy to his face, eating out the wolfgirl as she worked him. An audible pop sounded followed by grunts of pleasure from Vex.

“My Bryce!” she called out before taking his cock back into her mouth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


BRYCE LAID ON his bed with Vex cuddled up beside him, her breathing telling him she was still asleep after their night of sex. Part of him thought he was a fool for giving in, but another part of him was relieved and optimistic. When he thought about the future, it was where good contracts would be or how he would spend his next payday. Now Vex was a part of that future. Even if their relationship had just started, something told him that beastkin from the wilds skipped the dating stage.

“Vex,” Bryce said.

Her ears twitched, and one amber eye opened up from where her head lay on his chest to look at him.

“We need to get up,” Bryce said as he ran his fingers along her back.

Vex started to get up, only to throw her leg over his waist and straddle him. He felt her sex pressed against his member.

“Vex. No,” Bryce huffed.

Vex pouted as she looked down at him.

“But, you said we need to get up. Vex is up,” her eyes darted to his waist, and she wiggled her hips until he slipped inside of her. “And my Bryce is up.”

Another hour passed before Bryce and Vex left his room and made their way to the first floor of the guildhall that was the tavern. Vex, as usual, was clinging to him as they entered. However, this time, it felt differently, given their activities last night.

Bryce spotted the twins sitting with Alice and waved at them before making his way to their table.

“Morning,” Bryce greeted as they took a seat.

“Good morning,” Alice replied as she sipped a cup of tea.

Olivia and Nicole just stared at Bryce and he saw their noses twitch and eyes widen.

“You two slept together!” Nicole declared as she stood up and leaned over the table.

Alice spewed her tea out at her words and Olivia turned a shade of red.

“Congrats, you two,” Olivia mumbled.

Bryce blinked before he stared in confusion at Nicole, whose mouth was hung open in disbelief.

“You spent yesterday trying to convince me to give in to Vex’s advances!” Bryce retorted.

“Well, I thought she would need to keep wearing you down! Not that you would cave after a little pep talk. If I knew that then…” Nicole’s eyes darted from his to look up and down his body.

Alice cleared her throat as she dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Same.”

Then her face turned red and she turned to Bryce.

“I mean about Vex taking longer to wear you down. Not…if I knew…that…” Alice’s face grew redder and she dropped the conversation, instead going back to sipping her tea.

Vex started to say something in beastkin to Nicole, the catkin’s face turning more crimson red with every word. Vex’s tail just brushed against Bryce.

“I…I need to get a drink,” Nicole said as she stood from the table.

Bryce watched her leave then looked at Vex. “What did you say?”
Vex just smiled at him and patted his leg. Figuring he wasn’t going to get the answer from the wolfkin, he turned to Olivia.

“Care to tell me what she said to your sister?”

Olivia was almost as red as Nicole was.

“I think Nicole would kill me if I did,” Olivia answered, shifting her focus to her breakfast.

Bryce looked around their table as an awkward silence hung in the air.

“Good morning,” Janna said with a yawn as she approached the table.

She pulled up a chair and sat down, then immediately laid her head down on the table.

“Rough night?” Bryce asked.

He was worried that what happened at the fighting pit might be affecting her. Janna lifted her head and scowled while looking at the wall. Her ears were flat, and her tails poofed out in agitation.

“I was sound asleep last night, and then someone started yelling about rice and woke me up,” Janna said.

“Rice?” Bryce asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, I don’t know what happened while they were cooking but all I kept hearing was ‘My rice!’ over and over again,” Janna rubbed her face.

Vex just chuckled as her tail continued to hit him.

Janna lay her head back down on the table and, a few seconds later, was sound asleep. Even Nicole's return to the table with a tankard of ale wasn’t enough to stir the sleeping kitsune.

“Beer for breakfast?” Bryce asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Shut it,” Nicole yowled before taking a deep swig of her beer while eyeing Vex.

A loud knock sounded on the guildhall door, breaking everyone's attention. Many members of the guild turned and looked at the door as the knocking continued. Eventually, someone walked over and opened it.

“Good morning!” a cheery female voice said to the merc that opened the door.

Seconds later a sea elf woman pushed her way past the merc into the guildhall. Behind her came several men, armed and armored, carrying a large crate that they set on the guildhall floor.

She had curly red hair pulled back in a ponytail that showed off the fin-like ears that sea elves were known for. She wore a long, elegant white fur jacket that clashed with the twin short swords hanging from her waist. She had a bright smile as she looked around the guildhall, though not many faces returned her smile.

“What’s Red Isabelle doing here?” Olivia asked with uncharacteristic venom in her words.

Bryce eyed the woman. The name was familiar, but he couldn’t place where he had heard it. As he tried to figure out where he had heard the name, one of her guards whispered in the woman’s ear. Her emerald eyes locked on Bryce, and her smile grew as she started to make her way toward their table.

“Why the hells are you in my guildhall, Isabelle?” Mark growled as he stormed out of his office, his battleaxe held firmly in his hand.

That surprised Bryce. There wasn’t a lot the old berserker couldn’t beat to death with his bare hands. The fact he had armed himself was very concerning.

It also surprised Janna as the kitsune’s head shot from the table with her ears straight up. A little drool ran down the corner of her mouth as she blinked away the sleepiness and looked around.

“Papa!” Isabelle called out excitedly and held her arms open as if to hug the old berserker.

Mark glared at her while holding his battleaxe, waiting for Isabelle to make a move. Instead, she just stood there holding her arms out with that smile. After a long moment, she lowered them and let out a small sigh.

“Worth a try,” Isabelle said with a shrug. “Mama was a whore, so I don’t know who my daddy is. As for why I’m here? It’s to apologize.”

Bryce gritted his teeth at her words. He now knew who this was. She was one of the crime bosses that controlled The Rim, though he normally heard her referred to as ‘The Whore’s Daughter’ and that she had a reputation for killing those who called her as such.

Isabelle’s eyes locked on his and she smiled as she snapped her fingers. The guards took a pry bar and opened the crate they had been carrying.

“Last night one of my underbosses forgot the rules of Witchbrook. You don’t fuck with the guildhalls. He thought the rules didn’t matter since they were copper rank members, but someone strong came and reminded him those rules still apply.” Isabelle said as she walked around the crate so she was still facing Bryce and reached inside of it.

She pulled up the fat man from the fighting pit with a large ribbon tied around his head. The man had been beaten to a bloody pulp. He trembled as Isabelle adjusted the ribbon as if to ensure it remained in a pristine state. Then she looked at Mark and then back to Bryce.

“I’m sorry,” Isabelle said while looking at Bryce. Then her hand slipped in her coat and pulled her short sword free.

“No!” the fat man cried out at the sight of it.

Isabelle slit the man’s throat and started to work the blade through his neck. His blood poured into the crate as Isabelle kept working until she cut his head loose and grabbed the ribbon in her free hand.

She walked away from the crate carrying the severed head like a present toward Bryce. Her eyes were still locked on him as Bryce suddenly heard growling beside him.

“Olivia! Grab her!” Nicole yelled.

Bryce broke his gaze from Isabelle to see the twins restraining a snarling Vex, her ears flat and tail bristling. When he turned back to Isabelle, she was standing at his table and set the bloody head of the fat man before him.

“I hope you like my ‘I’m sorry’ present. I’m Isabelle, by the way,” she said as her head tilted and looked at him. Her fingers played with the bow on the ribbon.

“He’s my Bryce!” Vex growled as the twins tried to keep her restrained. “Stay away, you—”

Janna shot from her chair and clamped a hand over Vex’s mouth. Her eyes nervously watching the sea elf crime boss. Isabelle never looked in their direction, her eyes staying on him. Bryce could already see Mark and a few more members of the guild armed and standing behind Isabelle, ready to strike if she made a move.

“Bryce,” Isabelle said his name. “Though a man like you, I bet you have other names with how they described you barging into the fighting pit.”

Isabelle shivered.

“Just Bryce,” he answered.

Her smile shifted to a smirk.

“Fine, keep your secrets ‘Just’ Bryce. Are you for hire?” Isabelle asked. A hopeful glint in her eyes. “I could use a man like you.”

“I’m on a job right now,” Bryce answered truthfully.

Isabelle pouted but then turned and left his table, leaving the head where she had placed it.

“I’m a patient girl. I can wait,” Isabelle said as she moved toward the door of the guildhall. “Take care, Bryce. I look forward to working together in the future.”

She gave him one last smile before she and her guards slipped out the door of the guildhall.

Mark looked at the door and then the severed head on Bryce’s table.

“What the hell did you do to get Isabelle’s attention?” the old berserker asked with a glare.

The twins were still holding Vex back, though she seemed to be calming down now that Isabelle had left.

“I burned down a fighting pit in The Rim,” Bryce answered with a huff. “They had kidnapped Vex and Janna.”

Mark frowned.

“So that’s what happened to the girls. I heard you left in a rush yesterday, but you didn’t say shit when you came back last night with them,” Mark said with a glare.

Bryce’s lips thinned. Telling Mark what had happened slipped his mind, especially after Vex came to his room.

“I was going to tell you this morning,” Bryce lied.

Mark sighed and scratched the back of his head.

“I would hurry up and get your ship. Probably best you stay away from Witchbrook for a few weeks. Maybe Isabelle will find something else that interests her and forget about you,” Mark said before grabbing the head off the table. “What the hell am I going to do with this?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


BRYCE WATCHED MARK walk away from their table with the decapitated head and throw it into the crate with the body. He recruited a few of the stronger guild members, and they sealed the crate before hauling it out of the guildhall. There was tension in the air after Isabelle had left, only to be broken by Janna.

“I don’t think I want to eat breakfast in the guildhall today,” she said as she looked at the bloody spot on their table. “Maybe I’ll take Omelet for a walk and get something.”

“I think I’ll go with you,” Alice said as she did her best not to look at anything other than her cup of tea.

“Oh,” Vex said, and Bryce turned to look at her.

The twins were still restraining her, but she was no longer growling. Instead, her ears were perked straight up, and her tail drooped. Bryce raised an eyebrow at her shift in body language, and she gave me a small smile.

“I left Omelet in my room last night,” Vex answered.

“Oh, shit,” Bryce replied as he stood from the table.

The twins released Vex and the two of them started to move toward the lodgings of the guild. Janna stood and joined them.

They had just entered the hallway to the rooms when Janna tilted her head and looked at Vex, confused.

“Wait, if you didn’t stay in your room last night then where did you stay?” she asked.

Bryce cleared his throat, and Vex had a slight smirk on her face. Janna looked between the two of them, and then Bryce caught her nose wiggling, and her eyes widened. Vex chuckled and leaned in toward Janna.

“My rice was tasty last night,” she said in a sultry voice.

Janna turned bright red as her fox ears stood up and three tails fluffed out. She looked at Vex and then Bryce. As his eyes met hers, she grew more red, and he saw her eyes dart down his body for a second. Then, all three of her tails wrapped around her body to hide her face.

“I need to get something from my room!” she declared, turning and rushing down the hallway, her tails still hiding her face.

Bryce gave a huff at Vex, but the wolfgirl just smiled at him. Vex said something in beastkin as they turned and made their way to her room, her hand reaching out to hold his.

When they opened the door to Vex’s room, Omelet was waiting for them on the other side. The griffin chick was sitting and looking up at them as his lion-like tail swished on the floor. The bits of straw poking out of his feathers were the first indication of the destruction he had caused in the rest of the room.

“Mark is going to kill me,” Bryce said with a grimace.

Straw littered the room from where the mattress had been ripped to shreds, and the remains dragged off the bed. The wash basin was shattered into pieces, and there were puncture marks on the walls where Omelet had climbed up.

An hour later, he was walking with the girls through the inner part of Witchbrook. He held a list of the damages caused by Omelet from Mark, which would burn through most of the money they made by looting William’s manor. Bryce’s lips thinned as he figured out how many coins they would have left to hire a boat to the Red Pine Kingdom. Not a lot, but enough for what he was planning to do.

He sighed as he slipped the paper back into his pocket and glared at Omelet. The little feathered bastard was as happy as could be while Janna walked him on his leash down the street. The kitsune with the griffin chick got a few stares from passersby, but Bryce glared down anyone who seemed too interested in them. Vex would even growl sometimes. Janna was oblivious to all this as she focused on the sandwich stuffed with meat and cheese she was eating and occasionally feeding Omelet when bits of the meat fell out.

“I know we’re going to the harbor, but you said you needed to get other stuff?” Janna asked before taking another ravenous bite out of her sandwich. Apparently, she had put the sight of the decapitation by Isabelle well out of her mind.

Bryce was about to answer truthfully that he wanted to pick up something to prevent pregnancy from an alchemist, given his and Vex’s new relationship. Then he thought better. While Janna hadn’t said anything else about it after the revelation of his night with Vex, he could pick up enough of the kitsune’s body language that it had been bothering her.

“We don’t have a lot of extra coins, but I want to get each of you girls something,” Bryce answered.

Janna had a sad look on her face.

“Is it because we’re going to part ways after the Red Pine Kingdom?” she asked as her tails drooped. “Well, Alice and I?”

There it was. Bryce cursed himself for how he had acted after learning Vex and Janna had become mercenaries. The twins and Alice had been right. Bellamy had been right.

“Janna. You still want to be my pupil, right?” Bryce asked.

Janna stopped and looked at him, her fox ears flat and tails drooped. Bryce smiled warmly as he approached her and put his hands on her shoulders.

“When you and Vex got kidnapped, it opened my eyes a bit. We’ve only traveled together for a short while, but I can’t picture my life without either of you girls in it. So, as long as you’ll have me as your master, I will be glad to have you as my pupil.”

Janna’s fox ears started to perk up as tears welled in her eyes. She rushed toward him and wrapped him in a hug as her tails rose and started to swish around happily.

“Thank you, Master!” Janna said as she buried her face into his chest. Bryce hugged her back.

Janna broke away and wiped the tears from her eyes. Before she could say anything, Vex wrapped her in a hug.

“We’re a pack,” Vex told Janna as she embraced her.

Bryce smiled at seeing the girls get along. Their tails swished happily behind them.

“Vex is right, we’re a team.”

Vex looked at him as she hugged Janna, smirked, and said something in beastkin.

Bryce raised an eyebrow. “Going to tell me what you said?”

“Nope,” Vex answered as she broke her hug from Janna.

He made a mental note to pick up a book on learning beastkin at the bookstore, figuring that would be where Janna would want to shop. He turned toward Alice when he heard her clear her throat.

“You don’t have to get me anything, Bryce,” Alice said with a slight blush.

Bryce shrugged and smiled at her.

“You might have hired me for this job, Alice, but I’ve come to see you as a friend during this journey. I hope you see me as the same,” he told her. “I would like to get you something to remember us by.”

A smile blossomed on Alice’s face. “Friends. I’ve never had many of them.”

“Well, you have three now!” Janna said as she made her way over to Alice and hugged her. “Actually, four if you count Omelet.”

The griffin chick stared at the half-eaten sandwich in Janna’s hand, though he broke his attention when Alice started petting him. He rubbed his head against her hand and made cooing sounds.

With everyone’s spirits lifted, Janna led them to the first stop on their shopping trip, which was, of course, a bookstore. She immediately went to the section with monster-hunting stories and dragged Vex along. Alice looked at cookbooks while carrying Omelet to keep the little monster out of trouble. Bryce just chuckled at the girls as he asked the store clerk about books on beastkin language and customs.

Only Bryce and Janna got anything from the bookstore. Thankfully, they had a book on beastkin language for just three coppers, and Janna found one of the books in Sword and Spear she was missing. They started to head to the alchemist, and Vex was the next one to find her gift at a roadside stall. Her tail wagged happily as Bryce handed the dozen coppers to the old woman.

“I purchased several from a kitsune clan ship last time one passed through. This is the last of them,” the old woman said as if to justify the price for the set of brushes.

Given how long Janna’s tails were, he had little doubt these brushes were used and designed for tails, which Janna confirmed not long after Vex had picked them out.

“My Bryce,” Vex said as she held the box of brushes in her hands and gave him a pleading look. He already knew what she wanted.

“Yes, Vex. I’ll brush your tail later,” he said, only to turn and see Janna’s face bright red.

She cleared her throat.

“Keep it in the bedroom, you two,” she said softly but loud enough for Alice to hear and start laughing.

Alice’s gift had surprised him. She had stopped by a small jewelry store and asked him to pick something out for her. When he stated she should probably do it since he was clueless about jewelry, she shook her head.

“I want it to be from you, something that makes you think of me,” Alice answered.

Bryce walked into the store, completely unsure what to get her. The store clerk gave him a friendly wave but kept his eye on Bryce as he looked around the shop.

“Makes me think of Alice,” he said to himself.

He walked through the rows of necklaces, rings, and other assortments of jewelry. All were crafted in various shapes and adorned with gemstones, though none precious. A shop that sold them was well outside Bryce’s price range and would be much more heavily guarded. He was about to ask the clerk for help when one caught his eye—a silver necklace with a snow-white gemstone cut into a flower.

Snowflower.

He thought of the name Alice had originally gone by before he knew her actual name. She had never told him why she had used that name, but his gut was telling him this was the gift to get her, which proved right when he gave it to her.

“It’s beautiful!” Alice said as she looked at the necklace and slipped it around her neck. “Thank you, Bryce.”

She gave him a much more subdued hug than Janna’s, but Bryce had seen her get teary-eyed when she put the necklace on.

“Alright, let’s head to the port,” Bryce said once Alice broke the hug off.

Bryce found the captain friend of the twins once they got there and begrudgingly agreed to his earlier price. Thankfully, once he handed over the small fortune to the captain, the man said they would set sail as soon as Bryce and his friends were ready. An hour later, they were on the boat while the crew prepared to set sail.

“What’s that?” Vex asked as Bryce flipped through the book he had purchased.

He was reading while leaning against the ship’s railing while they waited on the crew. Occasionally, he broke from the book to watch the other ships sailing from the port on the Winter River.

He flipped it around so Vex could see the title and was surprised to see her frown.

“Not happy I’m trying to learn your language?”

Vex crossed her arms, and her ears went flat. “No.”
Bryce smiled at her and then leaned in to kiss the pouting wolfgirl on the nose.

“Well, that’s too bad. I’m going to learn it, and then I’ll know exactly what you said to the twins and all those other times you spoke it around me and refused to tell me.”

Vex narrowed her eyes at him as she kept her arms crossed, but her tail betrayed her emotions at the kiss as it wagged behind her.

“Bryce,” Janna called out.

He looked past Vex and saw city guards boarding the ship with a sea elf man. Janna was beside one of the guards, waving for him to join them. He set the book down before heading that way.

“Is there a problem?” he asked the guard with a fake smile.

Please don’t let it be about setting the fighting pit on fire in The Rim.

“The master of the mercenary guild said you were the one with the journal that listed objects brought from Lich Tomb. Is that correct?” the old sea elf man asked.

Bryce turned to the man. He didn’t look like a city guard, instead wearing simple yet expensive clothing that spoke of wealth, but lacked the frills that nobility or the merchant class wore on their clothing.

“Yes, it belongs to Alice,” he said, gesturing to the snow elf. Alice responded to her name and started toward them. “I’m escorting her to the Red Pine Kingdom, and we came across it during our travels.”
The sea elf nodded quickly at his words. “The list the guild master gave the guards had a key with engravings of waves listed as one of the objects. Do you have it, or does the journal show an image of it?”

The elf’s voice was urgent, and as Alice pulled out the journal, his eyes locked on it.

“There was a drawing of a key,” Alice said as she flipped through it.

She handed the journal to the old man when she found the page. His face paled, and Bryce saw sweat form on the back of his neck.

“What’s going on?” Bryce asked.

The sea elf broke his gaze from the journal and looked at both of them.

“Forgive me. It’s very rude for one to start making requests without first an introduction. I’m Ken, an ambassador from the Saltland Kingdom.”

Ken held out his hand, and Bryce shook it. He wondered why a representative of the sea elf Kingdom was talking to him.

“The guards brought the list to me, hoping I could help provide insight into the items the sailors brought back with them. Once I saw the key on the list, I had to speak with you to see if it was the one I feared. The Key of the Sea is a lost relic among my people. A relic we all wish had stayed lost,” Ken said to Bryce before turning to Alice and lifting the journal. “I ask you, Daughter of Winter, may I take this journal as proof of the relics’ rediscovery to my Queen?”

Alice bowed toward Ken.

“Of course, Son of the Sea.”

Ken returned Alice’s bow.

Bryce had seen the traditional elvish greetings from afar but never this close. The greeting was something ancient that had stayed with them since before man came to the continent.

“Thank you, both,” Ken said before gesturing to the city guards.

Bryce watched them leave the ship with a knot in his gut at how Ken had reacted to the drawing of the key. Alice had a similar concerned look on her face.

“It’s out of our hands, Alice,” Bryce told her.

He turned to head back to the railing and resume reading his book on the beastkin language when he caught sight of Vex dropping it in the water.

“Vex!” Bryce growled.

Vex smiled at him as she took an innocent pose.

“Oops,” she said as her tail wagged. Then she said a few more things in beastkin while wearing a smirk.

Bryce swore he was going to get another book and learn what the hell Vex was saying.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


CALLIE WATCHED FROM the shadows of an alleyway near the inn they had been staying in. Her eyes locked on Erica’s bedroom window. The sun had already set long ago and only a few oil street lamps lit by the inn provided just enough light to see the street and inn. The window opened and a shadowy figure leapt from it before disappearing into the night.

Last night, she had followed Erica when she jumped out of her window and watched as she made her way to the Castle of Red Pine. Only to witness her sneak past the guards and climb the wall—a display of dexterity and subterfuge far beyond someone who was a simple courtier for Duchess Frozenveil. She didn’t dare try to follow Erica into the castle, stealth was never one of Callie’s strengths.

Knowing she was now gone, Callie moved back to the inn. Darren was in the parlor sipping a cup of wine more carefully than he had the first time. His eyes locked with Callie’s as she passed his table.

“Keep watch,” she said to him softly.

Darren nodded before turning back to his drink but shifted in his seat to have a better view of the door. Knowing the dwarf would act as a lookout, and try to stall Erica if she returned early, Callie made her way up to the forest elf’s room.

She grabbed the handle and waited to ensure no one was in the hallway, then she opened the door and slipped in. Once in she lit the lantern she had brought with her, casting light in the dark room. Erica’s room was in a well-kept but lived-in state. The wash basin had an assortment of oils and lotions for her skin, and the bed was made, but not pristine, with a nightshirt hanging off a bedpost. This would be how Callie imagined that the Erica she traveled with to the Red Pine Kingdom would keep her room, but that Erica was a lie.

She looked around the room for any sign that pointed to the real Erica, the Erica who was sneaking into a heavily guarded castle at night. Her gaze landed on scuff marks near the storage trunk at the foot of the bed. Kneeling down, she pushed the trunk away and pulled her dagger from her belt. She cast a wary look at the door before carefully prying the floorboard up.

As she lifted the floorboard, the light of the lantern reflected off several glass vials hidden under it, along with something wrapped in cloth and a cloth sack. She picked up one of the vials and examined it, a sickly green liquid filled it. She recognized the color and knew it was poison. A rather nasty one that killed quickly. She frowned before returning it and peered into the cloth sack. The glimmer of mana crystals greeted her. The concentrated crystals of mana were used to power certain objects, but it was unusual to see this many. Pulling the drawstring to close the sack, she then moved to the object-wrapped cloth, and carefully she started to unwrap it.

Brass caught the light as the cloth was removed, and soon, she held a large key in her hand. Her fingers lightly touched the metal, and she felt the runes carved into it and the decorative engravings of leaves along it. She had to hold back laughter when she realized what it was.

Was this Duchess Frozenveil’s reason for sending them here? The theft of The Key of the Forest, a useless relic? It was about as idiotic as her proposed plan of driving the humans off the continent.

Callie folded the cloth back up and returned the key, then she turned her attention back to the poisons. They were the real danger. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out an antidote and started adding a few drops to each vial of poison.

The antidote was a powerful one that she had purchased from a master alchemist in preparation for the day she met Bryce again. Regardless of what the poison in the vials was, this antidote would weaken, if not neutralize it. She didn’t know what the Duchess had instructed Erica to use it for, but she was more than happy to piss on any nefarious plans the vile woman made. Callie made sure the room was the way it had been originally and left.

She moved back to the tavern and joined Darren at the table. Much to her surprise, he was still nursing the same cup of wine.

“Did you find what you needed upstairs?” Darren asked in a chipper tone, but his eyes were steel-cold.

“All I found were old legends and poisons,” Callie answered.

The response was vague enough for anyone eavesdropping to not know what she meant except Erica. Darren’s eyes widened, and his smile dropped for a moment. “Should I expect extra work?”

He’s asking if I want him to kill Erica.

“Maybe, once we finish up with everything in the Kingdom. I would hate to miss something,” Callie responded.

She needed to figure out Erica’s plan first. Then they could deal with her.

Darren nodded and focused back on his wine, finally finishing the cup.

Erica joined them for breakfast the next morning, playing the role she had been since their journey started. Hopefully, she hadn’t noticed that Callie had been snooping around her room last night. If she had, she didn’t show it.

Their day continued as it had for the last few, waiting on the meeting with the King. Callie and Darren had already come to the conclusion it would never come. The Red Pine Kingdom had little interest in what Duchess Frozenveil had to offer, but today Callie learned why that was.

“Riders flying the Volpin banner are coming up the main road!” a man cried into the tavern after he flung the doors open.

Murmurs went up from those in the tavern, and many rose from their seats to make their way out to witness the scene—Callie, Darren, and Erica among them. Once they reached the main road, Callie saw large crowds gathering and soldiers making their way along the edge to keep those watching from spilling onto the road.

The banners displaying the Kingdom of Volpin’s seal, a blue seahawk on gray, grew closer until Callie could make out the riders. Most of the group were soldiers on horseback, but they flanked two women riding side by side. One was a young blond woman who carried herself the same way Callie saw the daughters of nobles in the north. The other was a woman with tanned skin and dark hair, her demeanor like a taut bowstring ready to strike at anything that should get in their way.

“Who are they?” Darren asked, the dwarf unable to see over the crowd.

“Lady Thea Volson and her guards,” Erica answered.

It was just a moment, but Callie saw Erica’s mask slip. A twisted smile that reminded her of a serpent that had just cornered the mouse it was hunting.

Thea

“There’s so many people,” Thea said as she rode beside Bellamy.

The crowd was even larger than the one that saw them off from Castle Haven. Thea felt uncomfortable with all the eyes on her. She was used to crowds back in Volpin, but that was her homeland, her Kingdom. This was a strange land, even if it was her new home.

“The Red Pine Kingdom is larger than Volpin, Lady Volson,” Bellamy answered. “And Sentinel is its capital as well as a vital trade port along the Winter River.”

Thea pushed down the knot of emotions brought up by her thoughts and nodded to Bellamy. The Red Pine Kingdom would be a powerful ally to Volpin. She was doing this for her father, and her homeland.

As they climbed the hill upon which the city was built, the castle grew closer, and Thea could see a regiment of knights waiting outside of it for them. A knight in an emerald green suit of armor stood before the regiment and started to make his way toward them. As her group came to a stop before the emerald knight, he removed his helmet. A forest elf with black hair cut short and piercing green eyes looked at her and smiled.

“Lady Thea,” he said, bowing slightly to her. “I hope your journey to Sentinel was a pleasant one. I am Vance Redpine, heir to the Red Pine Kingdom and a very fortunate man.”

Thea smiled as Vance said the last part with a grin.

“Why are you a fortunate man, Prince Redpine?” she asked.

His smile grew more.

“I just learned I am betrothed to one of the most beautiful women to ever grace this Kingdom.”

Thea blushed. Though the line was corny, she did find the Prince charming. He was her betrothed, so it was best to make a good first impression.

“Please, Lady Thea, allow me to welcome you into my home,” Vance said as he gestured toward the castle. The regiment of knights parted to allow them to enter.

Thea rode forward, and soon, the Prince was riding alongside her and Bellamy. His armor was immaculate, and Thea doubted it had seen any combat. Most likely, it was a ceremonial set he wore. Unless the stories she heard were true, and the Prince was a very skilled swordsman who had never been touched by his opponent's blade. A feat that had earned him the nickname, the Sword of Sentinel.

“I have a gift for you,” the Prince said as he rode beside her. “It’s in the courtyard up ahead. The envoys your father sent have told me much about you, so I sought a gift based on what they said.”
Thea gave a polite smile.
“I have brought a gift for you as well. A sword crafted by the finest smiths in Volpin.”

He gave her a fake smile. In hindsight, the Prince must receive swords as gifts frequently given his reputation. Her thoughts about the sword left her once they entered the courtyard.

Three dozen soldiers held spears aimed at a large bull with flaming horns in the courtyard. The beast was restrained by several chains, with one wrapped around its muzzle to keep it closed. The soldiers eyed the beast nervously as the bull fought against the chains.

“Firebull,” Bellamy said. “A young one. You’ve been dousing it with water to keep it manageable.”

Thea saw the Prince’s lips thin at Bellamy’s words but quickly shifted to a fake smile.

“Very astute observation, Miss?” the Prince asked, looking at Bellamy.

Bellamy wore a disapproving glare. “Bellamy. Lady Volson’s my pupil in being an Aspect Mage.”

The Prince nodded his head at her words.

“Then you would understand how difficult it was to restrain such a beast. Yes, we kept it in a smaller courtyard after I captured it. There, a rotation of guards kept its flames doused with water.”

Bellamy’s eyes stayed on the bull. “How many men died to capture it?”

The Prince shifted uncomfortably in his saddle, then smiled at Thea.

“Regrettably, a few of my men did perish, but they did so knowing they would make their future Queen stronger,” Prince Vance said with a smile.

While his smile was warm, his eyes were cold. They were uncaring that the men had died. The Prince drew his sword and held the handle out to her.

“The firebull is my gift to you. May its powers help keep my future Queen safe,” Vance said.

Thea looked at Bellamy, but her teacher wore a deep scowl.

“Kill it. Before the beast dries enough that it can build up its fires to melt the chains and run amok in the city.”
The Prince frowned. “I would stop it before that happened.”
Bellamy said nothing, but Thea felt her eyes watch her as she took the blade and walked to the bull. She could feel the disappointment in them.


CHAPTER THIRTY


BRYCE STEPPED OUT on the deck of the ship and shielded his eyes as he adjusted to the sunlight. They had been sailing for two days and would arrive at the Red Pine Kingdom today. His vision adapted to the morning light, and he turned to see Alice staring out toward the Red Pine Kingdom’s capital, Sentinel. The city built on a hill was coming into view, as was the small port town built not far from it.

“Well we’re officially in elven lands,” Bryce said as he walked up to stand by the railing with her.

Alice’s fingers had been toying with the white flower necklace he had given her but quickly slipped to the railing when he spoke. She said nothing for a moment, just stared out at the city on the hill.

“Its been over twenty years since I’ve been to elven land,” Alice said. “I barely remember it. My father, the house we lived in. All I recall of my mother was she rarely visited and would promise to try and see me more. I do remember the books she would bring me though.”

Bryce could see the sorrow in her eyes as she stared out at the Kingdom.

“Alice, I hope your future is filled with many happy memories,” Bryce said.

Alice wiped her eye with her hand and turned to him.

“Thank you, Bryce. For everything.”

“Not a problem, Alice,” he said as he looked toward the Kingdom. “I plan to stay in the Red Pine Kingdom for a few days. Heed Mark’s advice about staying away from Witchbrook for a bit until Isabelle finds something new. If you need anything let me know.”

“I’ll book us all rooms at the same inn, my treat for the safe journey here,” Alice offered. “It would be nice to have at least one last meal together.”

“Good morning,” Janna said with a yawn.

Bryce and Alice turned from the railing to see the sleepy kitsune and Vex, carrying Omelet, emerge from the ship’s lower deck where the passenger cabins were.

“Oh, wow! Is that the Forest Elf Kingdom?” Janna asked as she ran to the railing, her tiredness vanishing in the face of her curiosity.

Vex was less excited about their approach to the Kingdom and more focused on him. She set Omelet down and immediately wrapped her arms around him and buried her face into his chest. Bryce put an arm around his wolfkin lover and gave her an affectionate kiss on the head.

Vex kept her face buried in his chest and mumbled some stuff in beastkin. For once he had a fairly good idea what she was talking about. She had not been thrilled to learn that due to the close quarters of the ship, they wouldn’t be having sex on the trip.

Janna’s tails swished around as she watched the city grow closer.

“What are we going to do first?” Janna excitedly asked.

Vex’s head shifted from Bryce’s chest to look toward Janna with a smirk.

“Make rice,” she said.

Janna rolled her eyes at Vex.

“Horny mutt,” she growled, though with a faint blush.

The ship docked at the small port town outside the city allowing Bryce and his friends to disembark. They looked around the port town, but there was little of interest in it, and it seemed to mostly have businesses catering to sailors and trade. So they instead made their way to the capital of the Red Pine Kingdom, Sentinel.

“The city walls are made from trees?!” Janna exclaimed as they got closer.

“It’s the ancient forest elves’ method of building. Grafting and shaping the trees over years to build what they need,” Alice said as they approached the gate.

Bryce said nothing, but it looked like someone had torn the bottom out of a wicker basket and set it around the city as a wall.

“There must be a lot of squirrels here,” Vex said.

Bryce was still chuckling at that when they walked under the gate, and a harsh sound greeted his ears. Above the gate, a giant bell tolled, but it had been enchanted to not sound like any bell Bryce had ever heard before. It sounded like glass breaking.

Vex and Janna both let out yelps as they held their ears. Bryce grabbed both of them and rush away from the sound with Alice following, though it seemed to echo through the whole Kingdom. They kept moving until Janna and Vex finally stopped covering their ears.

“What was that?” Alice asked as she glared at the gate.

Bryce looked toward it and frowned. Three massive bells hung over the gate they had entered through. One of them was slowing down from its swinging.

“No idea. Thankfully it was just one of the bells,” he said. “We’d have ringing in our ears for days if it was all three.”

“Let’s find an inn. The guards looked at us weirdly when we walked through the gate,” Alice said with a worried look.

Bryce could already see some guards rushing toward the gate in the distance. He frowned at the sight.

“I think that’s a good idea. Maybe that bell was a warning or something,” Bryce said.

They turned off the main road and eventually came to an inn called The Drunken Dog. The place was fairly rough by city standards, but it was probably no worse than many frontier inns. The Drunken Dog was barren of decorations but was clean. It was still early morning, and only a few of the patrons were in the parlor, though all of them were in deep conversation.

“Two rooms, please,” Alice said to the innkeeper.

The forest elf woman behind the counter gawked at Alice for a moment, then turned to grab two keys and pass them to her. Alice frowned.

“How much?” she asked the woman.

“What? Oh, a copper a night each,” the woman said after a second.

Alice placed six coppers on the table and took the keys. She moved quickly with Bryce and the girls right behind her. They had just arrived at the Kingdom and already things were off to a strange start.

“I think I’m going to stay in the room for a bit,” Alice stated. “Hopefully, things will be more normal later.”

Janna followed behind her.

“Yeah, I think I’ll take a catnap and see if my ears will stop ringing.”

Alice and Janna’s room door had just closed when Vex grabbed his hand and started dragging him toward their room. Her wolf tail was in full swing.

Thea

Earlier that same morning, Thea joined Prince Vance and his family for breakfast in the castle's dining hall. Large stained-glass windows showed several of the famous kings who had ruled over the Red Pine Kingdom and Sentinel. Prince Vance had told her the story of each of them, as a child might recite the story of their favorite knight. Thea couldn’t help but smile at it, and it helped ease her nerves since Bellamy was unable to join her for the meal.

Since Thea had killed and devoured the firebull, Bellamy had been more and more distant from her. She knew her teacher had disapproved of Prince Vance’s actions, but what was Thea supposed to do? Refuse the Prince? Did she expect them to release the bull?

“How do you find your meal?” the Queen of Red Pine asked Thea.

She smiled at the beautiful elven woman.

“It is delicious,” Thea said shyly.

“It’s because I hunted the quail,” Prince Aaron said, the younger brother to Prince Vance. “I sought out the best game for our meal.”

“He means he asked the gamekeeper to lead him to the quail, and then the elf shot them with the arrow for him,” Lillian, the younger sister to Prince Vance, laughed.

Thea stifled her own laughter. She had some concerns about marrying Vance, but his family had been nothing but charming and pleasant toward her. His siblings made her miss her brother, and the Queen made her wonder what it would have been like had her mother not passed from fever while she was a small child.

“Children, only I’m allowed to tell jokes at the table,” the King of Red Pine said with a merry laugh and Thea didn’t try to stifle her laugh in response.

She liked the King. He was an old man with a long beard, but his sense of humor reminded her of her Uncle Harold.

The pleasant meal was interrupted by the sound of shattering glass in the distance. Thea, Vance, and his siblings looked toward the stained-glass windows, as if expecting one of them to be cracked.

“What was that?” Prince Aaron asked.

The Queen gasped and everyone turned toward her and the King. Both sat there with shocked expressions on their faces.

“I never thought I would hear it ring again,” the King said, his eyes wide. “The Bell of Winter. Someone with the blood of the Ice Queens has walked through the gates of the Red Pine Kingdom.”

Callie

“Duchess Frozenveil will be disappointed to learn of the planned union between the Redpine family and the Volson family,” Erica said with a frown as she sipped her tea. “I doubt it’s very popular among the common folk of the Kingdom.”

Callie sat across from her, as did Darren, in the parlor of the inn they were staying in. Both of them kept their expressions neutral, but they had long established everything from Erica’s mouth was a lie. Callie was just waiting to figure out what the forest elf’s game was before she and Darren acted. Once she did, there would be no returning to the north, not while Duchess Frozenveil lived.

“It would seem our diplomatic mission has failed before it ever began,” Callie replied.

Erica shook her head.

“They’re not married yet, perhaps we can still get an audience with the King and tell him of Duchess Frozenveil’s plan.”

“Joy,” Darren said sarcastically. “More waiting and elven wine.”

Callie lifted her tea and took a sip. Then she heard the sound of glass breaking.

“Damn,” Darren said. “Sounds like it was a big bottle.”

Erica across from them had gone pale, and her eyes widened. Callie narrowed her eyes, wondering why. Then it dawned on her: It wasn’t glass breaking. It was the sound of ice breaking. The Winter Bell had tolled, and the blood of the Ice Queens still lived.

Erica’s face no longer wore the mask, and Callie saw the look of a predator. Murderous intent flowed from her eyes. Whoever had the blood of the Ice Queen, Erica planned to kill them.

“Darren! Now!” Callie yelled as she drew her sword.

The dwarf had his hand axe drawn and both blades were arcing through the air toward Erica. Gasps and screams filled the inn as they tried to cut down the forest elf sitting at their table, only for the sound of steel clashing to echo.

Erica blocked her sword and Darren’s axe with twin daggers she pulled from the sleeves of her dress. Her foot lifted to the edge of the table and she kicked off it, pushing herself away from them at the same time the table shoved into her and Darren.

Callie pushed the table out of the way and stood with her sword ready to strike, Darren did the same beside her with his hand axes. Erica just smiled at them.

“Damn, I guess my acting wasn’t as good as I hoped. I thought I had you with the tears I shed for Cade,” Erica said with a smirk.

Callie rushed toward her with the intent to plunge the blade through the bitch’s chest. Erica pulled out a small black ball and threw it on the ground. Black smoke filled the parlor of the inn. She saw movement in the smoke and lifted her blade to block what was coming toward her. She heard the cling of steel as whatever hit her blade fell to the ground.

The smoke cleared and Erica was gone, though she had left her mark on the place. Every patron in the parlor had a knife embedded in them. Most were already dead, while others were in their last moments of life. Each blade had been thrown into a fatal area.

“Darren?” Callie called as she turned toward the dwarf mercenary.

“I’m okay. Right arm will be shot for a while, damn it,” Darren said as he looked at the knife embedded in his shoulder. “Saw it coming through the smoke, just didn’t have much time except to turn. It would have pierced my damn heart. Fucking assassin.”

“We need to move, now!” Callie said as she looked at the mass of dead bodies one more time and started toward the door. Darren followed, grabbing a bottle of wine with his left hand as they went. “We’ll take care of your shoulder, then we need to start searching the city. The last of the Ice Queen’s blood is somewhere in Red Pine, and we need to find them before Erica does.”

Callie’s heart raced in her chest. Fuck Duchess Frozenveil. The Ice Queen’s blood still lived and she would live up to her name of Queenshield.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


“THIS WAS NOT what I thought we’d be doing,” Bryce said.

He was sitting on the bed with Vex lying across his lap. The wolfkin was in utter bliss as he dragged the brush through the fur of her tail.

Vex didn’t answer, if she had even been listening to him. She just kept making the soft little growls of pleasure as she snuggled up against him. Bryce just shook his head at being ignored and ran another stroke through Vex’s fur, while keeping hold of her tail with his free hand so it didn’t beat him to death wagging. He did another dozen passes on her tail before Vex stirred from his lap.

Vex stood from the bed and faced him, dropping her pants. She watched him with a sly smile as she intentionally bent over and gave him a view of her ass and tail, her hairless pussy peeking at him from between her thighs. Bryce felt himself stir at the sight but let out a sigh.

“I just spent an hour brushing your tail, Vex,” he complained.

Vex turned and pulled her tunic off, freeing her pale breasts, pink nipples at attention. She smiled when she caught him staring at them.

“Now we mate,” Vex said as she pushed him down on the bed and climbed on top of him. “You can brush my tail again after.”

Bryce was tempted to push the wolfkin off him at that declaration. But, he would have been a fool to do that and ignore the beautiful naked woman on top of him.

Vex wasted no time and was already undressing him, pulling his tunic over his head, and then immediately started to unbuckle his belt.

Bryce reached into their pack, pulled out a small vial, and downed it. Vex stopped undoing his belt and looked at the vial in his hands, tilting her head to the side as she did. He couldn’t help but chuckle at how cute the wolfgirl looked with her ears perked up.

“No puppies,” Bryce explained as he shook the empty vial and slipped it back into the pack.

Vex caught his meaning, and a sultry smile appeared on her face as she went back to taking his belt off with renewed determination.

She was about to finish her task when Bryce sat up, grabbed her, and rolled her onto the bed so he was on top of her. Vex looked up at him with wide eyes as he pinned her to the bed, then her face shifted to a lustful expression and he felt her legs lock around his waist as she ground against him. He leaned down and kissed her, her tongue clumsily chasing his as she made little groans of pleasure. His hand went and cupped her breast, squeezing and teasing it. When he broke away from her he stepped off the bed and finished undoing his belt, pulling his pants off.

Vex sat up on her knees in the bed, staring at his cock. Her tail swished back and forth behind her as she licked her lips.

“Mine,” she said as she bent and licked the tip. While looking up at him she took it in her mouth and sucked.

Bryce groaned as Vex explored every inch of his cock with her tongue. His hand went to her head and rubbed one of her wolf ears. Vex moaned and tilted her head toward his hand, all while happily sucking on him.

Bryce pulled back from her, and a string of saliva connected her mouth to his cock. Vex looked up at him with those beautiful eyes of hers, and Bryce reached out and lifted her chin until she rose up on her knees.

“Come here, Vex,” Bryce said to her as both his hands reached behind her and cupped her ass.

He lifted her easily and with a small gasp, she wrapped her legs around his waist. He turned around and sat on the edge of the bed while he kept ahold of her ass. As she settled on to her knees, straddling his hips, he reached between them and guided his cock into her slick entrance. She moaned as he entered her and started moving her hips. Her sex grew hotter, and he felt her milking his cock every time she lifted her hips.

Vex wrapped her arms around him and pulled herself against his body, her erect nipples poking into his chest. She started thrusting her hips against him, and Bryce stopped moving his arms beyond just supporting Vex. He could feel the juices of her pussy running down his member, and the air became heavy with her scent.

Her moans of pleasure combined with feral growls. Vex’s body trembled as her sex squeezed tightly around his cock. He felt her nails dig into his back as her legs tried to pull her even farther on his dick. Vex held herself like that for a moment, her sex quivering as she panted with a glazed look. After a moment, she looked up at Bryce and kissed him.

“My mate,” she said, rubbing her head against his chest.

Bryce smiled at her as he tilted her backward back onto the bed. She let out a surprised squeak as he pinned her again, his cock still inside of her. He kissed her as he started to pump in and out of her. She would twitch every few thrusts, her orgasm not fully receding yet.

Vex moaned and whispered into his ear.

“Is Vex a good girl?” she asked in a sultry tone.

He felt her pussy start to squeeze around his cock as she worked her muscles.

“Vex is a very good girl,” Bryce answered as he started to kiss the wolfkin’s neck.

Her hips started to move with his, and she let out a moan.

“Then reward Vex for being a good girl,” she said.

Bryce picked up his speed, his hips slamming into her as she panted and moaned in his ear. He felt the build-up of his climax and slammed his dick deep into Vex, her legs locked behind him and keeping him hilt deep in her pussy as he filled her up.

“Hmmm,” Vex moaned as her fluffy tail thumped his legs. “So full.”

Bryce panted and kissed Vex, but when he went to move away from her, she refused to unlock her legs. 
“No!” Vex said defiantly with a smile. “My Bryce.”

He chuckled and gave into the wolfkin’s demand, laying back down on top of her, to which Vex just snuggled closer. They cuddled like that for a while until Vex fell asleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


A SOFT KNOCK at the door woke Bryce. Vex mumbled about the noise and tried to cuddle in closer to him, but he kissed the wolfkin’s head and slipped his pillow into her grasp instead. Vex snuggled up to the pillow as her wolf tail draped over it.

Bryce couldn’t help but smile at her before standing and quickly getting dressed. He made sure the blanket covered Vex’s body before he opened the door.

Janna stood on the other side of the door, her face crimson red as she bit her bottom lip. Her gaze slipped past him into the room at Vex for a moment before returning to his, and her tails swished behind her.

“Sorry, Bryce. I didn’t want to disturb you two, but there are guards downstairs asking about a snow elf. Alice is worried,” Janna explained as her fox ears twitched.

Bryce frowned and grabbed his sword.

“Vex, get up and get dressed,” Bryce said into the room.

One of the wolfkin’s ears twitched, and immediately, she threw the covers off her naked body and stood up. Janna’s eyes widened, and her hands moved up to cover her eyes while her tails fanned out behind her.

“I’m going to take a look. Janna, bring Alice to my room and grab what you can. Vex, pack our things quickly,” Bryce ordered as he slipped out the door and made his way to the top of the stairs.

He pulled on his Manticore Aspect, and his senses grew sharper. The sound of the tavern had become more lively as midday approached and more patrons were arriving. He focused on hearing the variety of conversations taking place downstairs. Eventually, he found the one Janna had told him about.

“Have any snow elves arrived in your establishment today? She might be with a beastkin, kitsune, and a human,” a gruff voice asked.

Bryce gritted his teeth. Why were they looking for them?

He moved before the innkeeper ever spoke. He doubted she would lie to the guards about them, at least not without some incentive. Once he got to his room, he saw Janna had brought Alice and Vex had their bags packed. He locked the door behind him.
“What’s going on, Bryce?” Alice asked.

Bryce moved to the window of the room and looked out. They were on the second floor of the inn and their room’s window faced an alleyway that was packed with rubbish, like many others in the slums of cities, but it was devoid of people.

“They’re looking for us,” he said as he opened the window. “No idea why, and until we do, we’re not letting them find us.”

He grabbed a travel cloak from his pack with a hood and handed it to Alice. “Put this on.”

As soon as Alice donned the cloak, he swept her off her feet into his arms. She let out a small squeak of surprise, and her hands clung to his shirt.

“I’ll go first with Alice. Once I’m down there, throw Omelet to me, then the packs. After that, you girls jump down,” Bryce directed. He caught Janna looking at him with wide eyes. “Don’t worry! I’ll catch you.”

With that, he turned and jumped from the window to the alleyway below, the Manticore Aspect making the jump effortless. Once they landed, he noticed Alice had her eyes closed and was still clinging tightly to his shirt.

“Alice, you can open your eyes,” Bryce said.

Alice opened them, looked up at him with her crystal blue eyes, blushed slightly, and then released his shirt and stood.

Omelet was next, and Bryce caught him without any issues. However, once he noticed the rubbish in the alley, Alice had to wrangle the little bastard to keep him from jumping in it. The packs were even less trouble, then Vex jumped. Bryce was surprised that the wolfgirl had forgone him catching her altogether, and landed on her own feet not far from him, a prideful smile on her face.

“Good landing, Vex,” Bryce praised her.

Vex said something in beastkin and moved to stand behind him. He immediately felt her smack his butt. He turned and raised an eyebrow at the wolfgirl, who just smiled as her tail swished, apparently still in a playful mood from their lovemaking a few hours earlier.

He turned back to the window and saw Janna hesitating to jump, her ears were flat as she looked down at them.

“Janna, I got you,” Bryce said as he held out his arms to catch her.

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and jumped. Bryce had to move to catch her since she hadn’t aimed for him. His arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her close to him. Janna’s face was slightly red as she stared into his eyes, and her tails batted around him.

“Janna, you can let go now,” Bryce told her after a moment.

“Oh,” Janna said, then blushed deeper. “Sorry, Master.”

She released her hold and stood before moving away. Bryce took one of the packs and slung it over his shoulder.

“We need to get moving,” he said.

With the increased hearing the Manticore Aspect gave him, he could already hear someone trying to open the door to their room. He also heard what Vex said quietly to Janna.

“Horny fox,” Vex whispered.

Bryce looked back at the girls and saw Janna trying to hide her face with her three tails while Vex smirked beside her. He knew instantly the wolfgirl hadn’t intended for him to hear what she had said.

As long as they’re not fighting.

They moved through the back alleyway and kept to the less populated side roads while keeping an eye out for groups of Red Pine soldiers, which they spotted more than a few of, much to Bryce’s alarm. He had no idea what they could have done to warrant this much attention.

Eventually, they found a building that looked to have been vacant for some time. Bryce used brute force to bust the lock, and they slipped in. The place smelled of mildew and had rotten floorboards in several places, but otherwise seemed secure. He did a quick sweep of the building just to be safe as the girls found a place to settle in, though none of them were happy about the new location.

“How long are we going to stay here?” Janna asked as her tails coiled around herself. “Not to complain, but my tails are frizzing out from the dampness in here.”

“Not long,” Bryce answered. “I’m going to scout and see if I can figure out what’s happening. A human would stand out less than a beastkin and kitsune. You two stay here and protect Alice.”

Both Janna and Vex nodded at him in understanding. Alice gave him a worried look.

“Be careful, Bryce,” Alice said, her hand holding the snowflower necklace.

He gave her a smile before slipping out the door. He began to move through the city of Sentinel, looking for a tavern that would be the best place for information. He eventually found what he was looking for, though he had to walk a bit of a way from where the girls were hiding.

He entered the tavern, ordered a beer, and sat down at the bar. He kept a relaxed appearance as he nonchalantly scouted the room for someone he might know. Once the barkeep handed him a tankard he took a deep swig of his beer as he continued to scan the room. When he found his target he stood with his drink and moved on them.

“Hey, friend. Do you care if I join you? I’ll buy you a pint,” Bryce said to the soldier sitting at a table by himself.

The elf frowned at first, but when Bryce mentioned buying drinks, his frown shifted to a smile, and he gestured to the chair across from him.

“Barkeep, a pint for my friend!” Bryce called out before looking back at the soldier. “You’ve been working hard today. It seems I can barely go ten paces without running into a group of soldiers.”

He gave the man a good-natured smile.

The soldier nodded.

“Bought me a beer to slate your curiosity, huh?” the soldier inquired with his own smile, but one that held suspicion underneath.

“That I did. I came in on a ship two days ago, and today is a lot more exciting than yesterday was,” Bryce said, then leaned closer to the man. “I’ll be honest, friend. I just want to know if I need to catch a ship back home or if it’s safe.”
The soldier relaxed and his smile became more genuine.

“You’re safe, friend. It’s no secret everyone heard the Bell of Winter toll this morning. It only does that if someone with the blood of the Ice Queen steps under it. That’s why other soldiers and I are out. We have been ordered to find the one who set off the Bell of Winter.”

Bryce’s mouth dried at the elf’s words.

Alice is royalty!

“What are you going to do when you find them? As I understand it, Duchess Frozenveil rules the roost up north,” Bryce stated.

He tasted bile in his mouth at the mention of the Duchess. If Alice really did have the blood of the Ice Queen in her veins, then that woman would stop at nothing to kill her.

The soldier shrugged.

“I’m just a grunt. I’m told to find them and bring them to the King. If I had to guess his Highness’ plan, well, the King has a daughter and son not betrothed. That would give the Red Pine Kingdom a claim on the Winter Kingdom.”

The soldier looked at his cup and sighed.

“Speaking of, I should get back on patrol. Thank you for the beer, friend,” he said as he downed the rest of it.

Bryce gave him a warm smile as the elf left the table. He sat there with his beer and thoughts for a few minutes. He kept asking himself the same question. Did Alice know? He thought about the girl he had come to know during their travels. Nothing betrayed her having a connection to royalty.

No, she didn’t know. Had the Mayor of Sawtown known, he would have sold her to Duchess Frozenveil for a small fortune in a heartbeat. She was just a girl who had been kidnapped, enslaved by debt and now just wanted to go home.

His mind raced with what to do, but he kept coming back to the same conclusion. He had to get Alice out of Sentinel.

Bryce stood from the table and turned to leave the tavern. He was so focused on what he had just learned that he almost ran into someone who had just entered the tavern.

“Sorry,” he apologized, then froze.

Alice?
Snow white hair and crystal blue eyes looked at him from under a hooded cloak. Then he noticed below those crystal blue eyes was a small scar on the woman’s cheek and his blood turned cold in his veins.

“I’m so happy to see you again, Bryce!” Callie said with a twisted smile.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


BRYCE PULLED ON his Manticore Aspect instantly. The sound of Callie’s steel sliding from its scabbard rang in his ears as the black poisonous claws took shape on his hands.

The blade passed by his head as he leaned back to dodge it, feeling the wind from the slash. One of Bryce’s hands went to draw his own sword while the other gripped the back of a chair by him. The hand gripping the chair swung it at Callie. The piece of wooden furniture shattered as it crashed into her cloak. His other hand finished drawing his sword.

The blow from the chair barely staggered Callie, who came at him with a feral grin, the armor under her cloak taking the brunt of the hit. He met her blade with his own. By now, the patrons of the tavern had realized what was happening around them and were fleeing, abandoning their drinks and meals as they tried to escape. Bryce and Callie kept trading blows, demolishing the tavern in the process.

“I really don’t have time to play with you, Callie,” Bryce growled as they circled each other.

“Same. So be a good boy and stay still so I can incapacitate you!” Callie yelled as she lunged at his legs with a slash of her sword.

“Incapacitate me!” Bryce exclaimed.

He jumped on top of one of the few unbroken tables and kicked a bottle of wine at Callie. It shattered against her sword as she blocked it.

“That way, I can come back and get you once I’m done with what I need to do,” Callie chuckled darkly. “I’ve thought long and hard about what I want to do to you, Bryce.”

She kicked the table’s leg, breaking it. Bryce jumped from the table as it collapsed to the floor, and Callie charged him. He had barely found his footing when he had to counter her charge with a parry and raked his poisonous claws across her face.

“Sounds kinky,” Bryce smiled, knowing he had poisoned her with that blow. “But it’s over, Callie.”

She glared at him and put some distance between them. Bryce was about to start haggling with her for the antidote when he saw her pull a vial from her cloak and down it. He frowned.

“You’ve been carrying antidotes since our last fight?” Bryce asked with a raised eyebrow.

Callie glared as she threw the empty vial at him, though it harmlessly bounced off his shoulder.

“I know that you’re a Feral Mage. Manticore Aspect, right?” she asked as she readied herself for another bout. “I’ve learned a lot about you, Bryce. All the little nicknames you’ve gained from years as a steel-rank mercenary. You’re quite the monster.”

Bryce’s frown deepened. This wasn’t good. Some mercs wore their nicknames like badges of honor, but never Bryce. Not just because he thought nicknames were a good way to get one’s throat slit in the night but because the only nicknames he had earned were for monsters.

He had completed similar contracts as he had during the Second Northern Border War. Harassing supply lines, ambushing soldiers, or just causing chaos for the enemy. Usually, the soldiers would conclude that some monster was causing it and give it a name: the Carrion-maker, Wraith of the Crooked Path, Demon of the North, and others. The only people who would know that Bryce was all those monsters were the Mercenary Guild members, which meant someone had talked to Callie.

“I’m going to need a name from you, Callie,” Bryce said grimly.

She closed the gap and swung her sword at his head. Their blades met in a clash of steel.

“Going to have to beat me first,” Callie grinned.

They glared at each other, both waiting for what would be the blow to finish their duel. He needed to end this and get back to the girls, but he also needed to know who in the guild had sold him out. That meant he wasn’t leaving until he defeated Callie, and he saw the same determination in her eyes.

They didn’t even break their gaze from each other when the tavern door slammed open, and heavy boots started walking in. The sound of steel rubbing against steel told Bryce they were armored, and he knew that, without looking, the tavern now had a dozen soldiers in it.

“Well, if it isn’t the Frozen Rose herself,” a male voice said.

Callie let out an exasperated sigh and shifted from her sword stance. Once Bryce did the same, she finally broke her gaze from him. Turning, Bryce saw a dozen Red Pine soldiers in the tavern with an elven man wearing emerald green armor. Beside the elven man stood a human woman with blond hair, but the person that Bryce’s gaze shifted to leaned against the back wall staring at him.

Bellamy.

It seemed that today was going to be a day full of reunions. He gulped as he locked eyes with his old master. Her gaze was cold and disappointed, a far cry from when it was filled with tears and sorrow the last time he had looked into them. He felt his heart start to beat faster, and he wished he was still in the duel to the death with Callie than staring into those eyes.

“Prince Vance. This is a private matter that doesn’t require the Sword of Sentinel intervening,” Callie said with a growl that would have rivaled an angry Vex.

The elf in the emerald armor, who Callie addressed as Prince Vance, laughed.

“I see two unsavory individuals engaged in a bar fight, which gives me the right to arrest both of you,” the Prince said.

Bryce broke his gaze from Bellamy to look at the Prince and put on his best charming smile.

“She attacked me, Your Highness,” Bryce said with a bow toward the Prince. “I was just having a drink.”

The Prince gave him a dismissive look before turning back to Callie, and Bryce’s smile turned genuine. The Prince was using this to bust Callie for whatever reason, which meant Bryce might be able to talk or buy his way out of this.

“If there’s a fine I could pay to cover the damages, I will,” Bryce offered. The nobility had more gold than they could spend but always wanted more.

“Don’t underestimate him,” Bellamy said as she left the wall she was leaning on.

Bryce frowned.

“Thea. Prince Vance. Meet my first pupil, Bryce. A hired killer,” Bellamy said with her cold eyes.

The Prince’s eyes widened at that. “Guards! Arrest them!”

Bryce gave one last look at Bellamy and shook his head before dropping his blade on the ground. Callie did the same. The guards brought steel cuffs out and approached them. Cold metal clasped around Bryce’s wrist, but they only did one arm.

“No!” Callie fumed as they clasped the other end on her arm.

She glared up at him as if this was all his fault, which Bryce returned with his own glare since it was all hers. She had started the fight, not him!

“You two want to fight so bad. Let’s see how you do in a cell together,” the Prince laughed.

With that, the guards escorted them out of the tavern. Bellamy refused to make eye contact with Bryce as he walked past her, though the blond named Thea gazed at him curiously.

The Prince paraded them through the city until they arrived at a heavily guarded building that looked like a small fort. Bryce took in the structure. It had a decent garrison of soldiers, but the walls weren’t very high, and he noted several blind spots from the ramparts that someone could hide in. They led him and Callie through an oak door with iron bands that housed the cells and locked them in the same one together. Callie remained silent since they put the cuff on them, although she still glared at him. She finally spoke when the soldier shut the oak door.

“Look away,” Callie said.

Bryce did the exact opposite and looked directly at the elven woman, who now had a small folding knife in her hand, the blade barely two inches. His eyes darted from the blade to Callie’s eyes and hardened.

“Please look away. I promise I won’t try to stab you,” Callie said, rolling her eyes.

Bryce’s jaw hung open.

“You just tried to kill me,” Bryce reminded her.

Callie let out a frustrated sigh. “Fine.”

Her free hand moved to her armor and started undoing the clasps. As soon as the breastplate had fallen to the cell’s floor, Callie grabbed her tunic underneath and pulled it over her head, sliding down her arm and onto the chain. Bryce’s eyes widened as he saw snow white skin underneath and the two mounds of flesh that slipped free. Her rose colored nipples were hard and Bryce didn’t miss when one had momentarily clung to Callie’s tunic as she removed it. Her body was toned from years of swords training, though unlike Olivia, she had retained a decent size bust.

She’s bigger than Vex.

Bryce broke himself from that thought and looked back to Callie.

“What are you doing?” he exclaimed.

Callie ignored him and began looking her body over. She stopped when she found a strange red mark on her body that looked like a thorny vine. She cut along the strange marking with the knife, and blood flowed from the area. After a moment, the thorny vine vanished from her skin.

“That’s your bloodline, isn’t it?” Bryce asked.

Callie frowned but nodded. She was silent for a moment as if contemplating something. Bryce did his best to keep his eyes off her pink and perky nipples.

“The Bloodline of Thorns, both a blessing and a curse. It’s what allows me to keep up with your Manticore Aspect,” Callie said, then let out a heavy sigh. “But there’s a drawback. The bloodline is designed to corrupt the user’s body after it’s used. If I don’t find the corruption marks and remove them, they will start to poison my body.”

Bryce’s brow scrunched together at her words.

“It’s designed to do that? Why make a bloodline that could kill you?”

Callie pulled her tunic back on, covering her breasts.

“I am part of House Queenshield. We have acted as the personal guards of the Ice Queens for over five hundred years. The Bloodline was designed this way to ensure we could protect the family of the Ice Queens, House Winter, but never be a threat to their dynasty and rule.”

Bryce understood, and it left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“So your family was a guard dog kept on a short leash.”

A fury burned in Callie’s eyes as she turned and glared at him.

“I wouldn’t expect a peasant like you to understand virtues and honor of nobility,” she said through gritted teeth.

Bryce laughed in her face.

“You mean like hoarding crops during a drought and living it up in their castles while the peasants starve?” Bryce scoffed. “Besides, I’ve heard House Queenshield is a fallen House. Doesn’t that put you close to me in the nobility’s eyes?”

Callie’s eyes widened as she leaned back. Bryce grinned, believing he had struck the truth. Then she slammed her head forward and head-butted him in the face. Bryce fell from the bench in their cell to the floor, and the chain dragged Callie with him.

There, the two of them started their fight again. Callie didn’t use her knife or her Bloodline, and Bryce didn’t take any Aspects. They just traded punches and kicks while cursing each other.

They fought until exhausted and lay on the floor of their cell. Both drawing panted breaths into their bruised and battered bodies.

“Why didn’t you fight?” Callie asked after a moment. “I thought it was odd you gave up so easily to Prince Vance.”

Bryce turned his head on the cold stone floor of the cell and looked at her. She was staring up at the ceiling, her chest rising and falling as she steadied her breathing.

“Bellamy,” Bryce explained. “I couldn’t win against her. Also, if I fought, there’s a chance I could have killed the Prince unless the Sword of Sentinel is more than just show.”

Callie chuckled.

“It’s for show. A crafted legend for the future ruler of the Red Pine Kingdom. His opponents are carefully selected and paid handsomely to lose,” Callie answered. “It’s a well-known lie by the nobility, but I’ve heard that the Prince has started to believe it himself.”

Bryce had thought so. The Prince’s armor and sword seemed a little too pristine.

“Good thing I didn’t fight then. They would have put me in a cell I couldn’t escape from,” Bryce answered.

Callie turned and looked at him with narrow eyes.

“You’re not joking,” she said after a moment.

Bryce shook his head and sat up. He looked at the bars of their cell, his mind working on a plan. Callie sat up and scooted beside him. She was silent for a moment, then cursed before she let out a dejected sigh.

“I can’t believe I’m about to say this,” Callie said as she turned toward him. “I would like to hire you to help me find and protect the last blood of the Ice Queen and heir to the Winter Kingdom.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


JANNA WATCHED AS Vex stood near the door, holding her callingstone necklace in her hand. The small black stone had a slight lean in the direction Bryce was. The wolfkin’s ears were perked, and her tail bristled as she anxiously waited for his return.

“He hasn’t moved in a while,” Janna said. She had been keeping an eye on the stone as well.

Vex gave her a solemn nod before turning her gaze back to the door.

“I’m worried,” she said.

Janna was worried as well. The way Bryce made it sound, he was just going to find information and come back, but this was far too long for him to be gone. She frowned at the stone, then felt Omelet rubbing against her leg.

Even Omelet wasn’t acting himself without Bryce here. He kept coming to her or Alice for pets or sat beside Vex, watching the door. Janna heard something click and turned toward the noise.

“We’re going to go find him,” Alice said as she finished loading the crossbow she had taken from the vampire.

“But they’re looking for you,” Janna said to her.

Alice nodded but frowned.

“Bryce would come for us. If he’s in trouble, I want to help him,” Alice said as her hand touched the snowflower necklace.

“We get my Bryce,” Vex agreed as she moved toward the pack, quickly putting on her leather armor and quiver.

Janna started putting on her gear, which Bryce gave her before they left Witchbrook. It was a thick gray gambeson with a high collar, one of the swords they had looted from the vampire’s manor, and the bandoleer of throwing knives that was part of her original set-up.

Once they were ready, Alice slung a pack over her shoulder and handed one to Janna. Then tossed the other to Vex, who caught it with one hand.

“I have my cloak, and I’ll keep the hood up,” she said before nodding to Vex.

Vex slipped the leash onto Omelet and opened the door of the abandoned building they had been hiding in. Her ears shifted on her head as she listened for signs of trouble, and then she stepped out. Alice followed behind Vex, doing her best to hide the loaded crossbow under her cloak.

“We’re coming, Master,” Janna said as she followed them.

Vex led them with the necklace, directing them toward Bryce. They tried to keep to the back alleys to avoid the soldiers, who seemed to be coming from the place the necklace was leading them to. They wove through several side streets and alleyways before they saw the large keep in the distance that the black stone of the necklace was directing them to.

“A guard’s house,” Alice said grimly as she peered out of the alleyway they were in.

Janna frowned. That meant Bryce was in a cell, didn’t it? She had trouble picturing Bryce letting guards arrest him. She bit her lip as she worried something worse might have happened to him. Her thoughts started racing with ideas until a voice broke her from it.

“The one wearing the cloak has white hair. I’m sure she’s a snow elf,” a male voice said from behind them.

Janna turned and saw a weaselly-looking forest elf pointing at Alice. A dozen rough-looking forest elves, many of them wearing daggers or clubs on their belts, stood behind him. They weren’t soldiers, and judging by how their clothing had matching colors, she figured they might be a gang.

“Your Highness.” A tall elf with a scarred face mockingly bowed toward them. “We are your gallant knights here to take you to your Prince.”
Chuckles echoed from his friends.

“With how Prince Vance has been searching, I bet there's a decent-sized reward,” one of the gang members said to another. “How do we know she’s the right one?”

“Who cares. The Prince will pay, or the brothel will,” the scarred-faced elf replied.

Janna started reaching for one of her throwing knives and saw Alice and Vex preparing to arm themselves as well.

“I wouldn’t do that. We don’t want to hurt you,” the scarred elf replied as he pulled a dagger from his belt. “The Prince might pay us less if we ruin that lovely face.”

That was when the worst singing Janna had ever heard filled the alleyway. Even the gang members turned to look at the drunken dwarf walking toward them, oblivious to the tense moment. Or so Janna thought, until she saw the mercenary dog tag around the dwarf’s neck.

“Get out of here, drunkard, or we’ll find a ditch for your corpse,” one of the gang members said as he pointed a knife at the dwarf.

The dwarf looked at Janna and the girls, his eyes staying on Alice for a moment before turning back to the knife. He took a deep swig from the bottle in his hand and then set it on the ground.

“Ah,” the dwarf said. “That’s good whiskey. Beats the hells out of that damn wine they served in the tavern.”

“Didn’t you hear me? Go dig a hole somewhere else, you bearded rat.”
The dwarf laughed.

“Oh, I’m going to enjoy this. Tell me, lads, have you ever heard of the Art of the Drunken Axe?” The dwarf pulled two hand axes from his belt. “Harvesting timber in the Dwarven Mountain is dangerous work, so the loggers developed the style to defend themselves. It’s a unique fighting style since, to learn it, users must take a potion to change how alcohol reacts to their bodies. They become stronger the more they drink.”

Laughter erupted from the gang. The dwarf started laughing alongside them. When the first elf lost both of his legs to the hand axes, the screaming started. Janna watched, amazed, as the dwarf tore through the dozen elves as if they were nothing.

Alice and Vex both had their weapons out, and arrows and bolts were trained on the dwarf. The dwarf just gave them a look, cleaned his hand axes on the scarred-faced elf’s shirt, then went back to his bottle of whiskey and took a swig.

“Ah!” the dwarf said after taking his drink, then looked back at them. “Sorry, I overheard those idiots talking about you and decided to follow them. My name is Darren, and I must ask Miss Snow Elf, did the bell toll when you entered this city?”

Janna pulled a throwing knife at his words, joining Alice and Vex. Darren just gave a nod and took another drink.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Miss, someone dangerous is after you, and I’ve been hired to help keep you safe,” Darren said, then grimaced. “Though the person that hired me had since got their ass arrested for starting a bar fight. Still, Darren is a man of his word. I’ll finish the job I was paid for.”

Janna’s eyes widened, and she exchanged a look with the girls. Did Bryce hire Darren to help them? He was a mercenary after all and probably knew Bryce from the guild.

“Okay, Darren,” Alice said as she lowered her crossbow. “Help us break our friend out of there.”

Darren looked where Alice pointed her finger and let out a groan.

“They better pay me extra for this,” Darren grumbled, then sighed. “Fine, I’ll help.”

Bryce

Bryce stared at Callie, his eyes wide in disbelief.

“You tried to cut my head off, and now you want to hire me?”

Callie took a deep breath and exhaled.

“I got a little excited when I ran into you again,” she acknowledged. “I’ve had some time to think, though, and while I don’t like you…” she glared at him. “I really don’t like you…I must admit you are a skilled fighter, and I need help. The blood of the Ice Queen is in Sentinel, and an assassin is after them. Name your price.”

An assassin?! Bryce’s heart started racing. The girls were in danger. He looked back at their cell and focused on where the bars connected to the wall. The stone and mortar were cracked with age. He pulled on the Primal Troll Aspect and felt his muscles expand. He grabbed his shirt, tore it from his chest, and started wrapping it around his knuckles.

“Um, you didn’t tell me a price,” Callie said.

Bryce stood and looked at her. Callie wasn’t looking at him though. Instead, her eyes were fixated on his stomach. Looking down he saw the toned abs this Aspect gave him.

Bryce cleared his throat.

“You saw my tits, so I’m looking at this,” Callie responded, not moving her eyes.

Bryce shook his head and moved to where the bars met the wall of their cell. Callie stood and followed instead of letting him drag her by the chain.

“The price is for you to stop trying to kill me,” he said as he pulled back a punch and then threw it at the wall. The stone cracked from his blow, as did the bones in his hand.

He saw Callie wince in the corner of his eye.

“Are you insane?” Callie asked, then looked him over again. “Wait, this is another Aspect, isn’t it? What monster?”

Bryce turned and glared at her before resuming his hands-on demolition of their cell. The shirt wrapped around his hand was blood-soaked, as was the stone wall where the bars connected, but more of the stone and mortar broke away with each punch. Soon, the cell bars broke free from the corner of the wall.

Bryce smiled as he unwrapped the blood-soaked shirt from his hand. He now had a point of leverage. He grabbed where the cell bars had broken free. Callie moved closer, giving him the slack from their cuff chains to do so.

“Your hand is healed,” Callie exclaimed as Bryce started to pull on the bars.

Bryce gritted his teeth as the metal of the bars groaned and stone broke free from their cell walls. The metal began to bend with the strength of the Primal Troll Aspect and the leverage he now had. He kept pulling until there was a gap large enough for him and Callie to slip through.

“Ready?” Bryce asked, panting.

Callie had donned her armor and gave him a nod before moving to the gap. She crawled through first, and Bryce had to follow right behind her due to the length of the chain connecting them. Which gave him a view of her toned ass as she crawled through, along with the glare she cast him when he got caught.

When they both made it through the gap, Bryce saw Callie frowning.

“Guards are yelling,” she said to him as she stared down the hallway to the large oak door.

“Well, me bending the cell wasn’t exactly quiet,” Bryce replied.

Callie looked at him as if he was an idiot.

“Yes, it was loud, but none were rushing through the door to stop us. Which means they’re yelling about something else,” Callie said before she tugged on the chain. “Also, can’t you do something about this so I’m not chained to an idiot?”

Bryce smiled at her.

“Of course! I can tear your hand off and slip the cuff free anytime you want,” Bryce said before tugging on the chain back, forcing Callie to take two steps toward him. “I could barely do the cell bars because I had leverage. These are decent steel cuffs. I’m not going to be able to snap the chains.”

Callie huffed.

“Fine.”

Bryce turned and moved ahead of Callie, walking in front of her. He could feel the snow elf staring daggers in the back of his head. He sighed.

“This Aspect has rapid healing, and it’s best if I lead in case there’s any surprise,” Bryce tried to reason. “Trust me, I’ve been set on fire twice with this Aspect and was fine seconds—”

Bryce felt a small prick in his back and turned to see Callie looking up at him, her hand holding the small folding knife, which was now stabbed into his back. She pulled the blade free and looked amused as the wound healed.

“You do heal fast,” she said before stabbing him three more times. “This is rather therapeutic.”

Bryce glared at her.

“It might be easier to escape with you unconscious,” he growled.

Callie just rolled her eyes and folded her knife before putting it away.

They made it to the oak door without anyone trying to stop them. As they got closer, Bryce could better hear the shouts and yells of the soldiers in the fort. He cracked the door and peered out to see a fire roaring against the fort's wall. Somehow, a wagon of supplies had caught fire, and the soldiers were trying to quell it before the flames could spread.

“Let’s go,” Bryce said as he pushed the door open more and started to slip out. Movement caught his eye.

“My Bryce!” a voice said as hands wrapped around his neck, and he felt a fluffy tail start to hit his hand.

This was followed by the soldiers shouting that someone was escaping the prison.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


THEA FOLLOWED PRINCE Vance as they walked through his family’s castle. He was excitedly talking about dueling the woman he called ‘The Frozen Rose’ publicly and how the legend of the Sword of Sentinel would grow from defeating her. Thea smiled and nodded along, but her mind was on Bellamy. Her teacher had not been doing well after running into her former pupil.

Bryce.

She wondered why Bellamy had looked at him so coldly, but the moment they had placed Bryce in the cell with the Frozen Rose, her eyes became sorrowful. She hadn’t even accompanied them back to the castle, instead saying she wanted to clear her head and walk the city.

“We would need the perfect setting for the duel. Perhaps I can talk Father into allowing it to take place in his throne room with his vassals watching. I would need to ensure that Queenshield followed the proper procedures of our duel, though,” Prince Vance said as he tapped his chin in thought.

They entered a lounging room, and Thea gave Prince Aaron and Princess Lillian a warm smile and waved. Both were relaxing in chairs by a fireplace and reading. Princess Lillian gave a warm smile and waved in return.

“I like your outfit, Lady Thea!” Princess Lillian said.

Thea bowed to her.

“Thank you, Princess Lillian.”

The Princess gestured to a vacant chair by the fire.

“Please come join us, feel free to take any of the books from the bookshelf that interest you.”

Thea was about to take a step and accept the offer when Prince Vance spoke.

“Thea and I have planning to do for my grand duel with The Frozen Rose,” he said proudly. “After all, she will be my Queen. She has to plan what she’ll wear for the duel to make a good impression upon Father’s vassals.”

Thea would have rather joined Prince Vance’s siblings in quietly reading by the fire instead of hearing any more about his future duel and how great it would make the Sword of the Sentinel.

She was about to thank Princess Lillian for the offer when something caught her eye. Curiously, she moved toward the fireplace, staring at the faint glow she saw.

“Is something wrong?” Prince Aaron asked, finally looking up from his book.

Thea pulled a red mana crystal from a crack in the stone of the fireplace. They were crystallized magic used to power various magical items without needing a mage. She stared at the small crystal as it continued to glow brighter and brighter.

“Red mana crystal. That’s fire magic, isn’t it?” she asked as she lifted her gaze from the hand that held it. Her eyes widened as she took in the room.

Red dots glowed in dozens of places throughout the room. Thea frowned as Prince Vance, Princess Lillian, and Prince Aaron looked around the room in confusion.

“Why would anyone scatter mana crystals everywhere?” Prince Aaron asked with his brows furrowed.

Then Thea felt the heat rise in the crystal she was holding until it burned her skin, and she dropped it. A wave of dread hit her as she looked at the burn marks on her fingers. Immediately, she pulled on her Firebull Aspect. She felt the bull horns form on her head just as the crystals all exploded, turning the room into an inferno.

The force of the explosion threw her back to the ground as flames tried to consume her body, only to be resisted by the Firebull Aspect. The others were not as fortunate and she heard their screams as she stood up. The entire room was burning, flames even clung to the stone walls of the castle and were spreading.

When Thea saw Princess Lillian screaming as her arms were encased in fire, she rushed to her and patted the flames out with her bare hands. Bellamy had suggested that she consume the Firebull’s hide due to its toughness and resistance to fire. She had been disgusted at the time as she forced herself to eat the tough skin and fur, but now she was glad she had.

“I’ve got you, Princess Lillian,” Thea said as she supported her.

The flames were out, and she had stopped screaming but was now shaking in her arms. Thea wondered if she was in shock, but she was neither a physician nor had the time to pretend to be one. She started moving toward the window, only to hear something snap and crumble as a flaming beam fell, blocking her path.

“Damn it!” Thea said as she looked around the burning room. The ceiling had started to collapse, and she looked away where Prince Aaron’s body lay crushed under rubble. The twisted angle his body was bent told her the young Prince was no longer among the living. She looked at Prince Vance not far from the gruesome sight. He was whole, and the flames had gone out on his body, though half his face was burned. He lay on the ground whimpering like a small child. She had to get him and Princess Lillian somewhere safe. She looked around once more but saw no escape until she looked up. She bit her lip, recalling Bellamy’s warning.

“It will just be for a bit,” she said to herself as she pulled on the Sea Drake Aspect.

Bat-like wings sprouted from her back, and her hands shifted into sharp claws, joining the bull horns and fire resistance of her Firebull Aspect. She felt a surge of power in her body and quickly launched herself into the air.

She flew straight up and saw the entire castle was an inferno, dozens of people worked hopelessly to try and extinguish what they could, as more and more came rushing toward the fire. The inferno was too great, though, and Thea knew, at best, they could keep it from spreading to the rest of Sentinel. She landed in a clearing not far from those fighting the fires and set Princess Lillian down. The princess was unconscious and convulsed as she lay there. Thea gave her a pitiful look before taking to the air again and flying back to save Prince Vance.

She had just made it back into the castle when she felt a deep dread and her vision went dark. She felt as if she was falling in on herself, and her breathing stopped. The world turned quiet. Thea looked around only to see darkness, but when she looked at her hands, she clearly saw them, her human hands. Did the fire or smoke finally get to her? Was she dead?

She looked around again and, this time, saw a claw burst from the black ground. She watched as a sea drake dug itself free from the blackness and started to approach her. Thea took several steps back and turned to run, only to see a firebull standing behind her, its horns ablaze and the beast ready to charge. She tried to pull on her Aspects, but nothing happened. Thea screamed as the monsters attacked her.

Bellamy

“Another one,” Bellamy said to the bartender.

The man gave her a look that asked if that was a good idea, only for Bellamy to give him one of her own that said she would break his arm if he didn’t serve her another. The man’s eyes widened, and he poured her another ale. After that, he made himself scarce.

Bellamy downed a quarter of the ale. Why did that boy have to be in this city? The way he had looked at her in that tavern. As if he hadn’t been fighting a duel to the death not moments before.

“Stupid boy,” Bellamy said as she downed another quarter of the ale.

She decided she would leave in the morning. With Bryce here, she didn’t want to stay. Not like she was truly needed. Thea wouldn’t be hunting the wilds for monsters to take as Aspects. She hadn’t even hunted and defeated the monsters whose Aspects she had. No, she would live a cushy life in the Red Pine Kingdom with Prince Vance, the power of an Aspect Mage nothing more than a passing interest for her or a parlor trick for noble parties.

Another failed apprentice, or perhaps I’m just a failure of a teacher.

She finished the beer on that thought. Then she heard something that sounded like thunder and peered out the tavern windows at the sky. Not a cloud to be seen. She shrugged and was about to yell at the bartender for another one when someone entered the tavern in a panic.

“The castle has erupted into fire! Come quick. Grab anything that will hold water! We must save the King!” an elven man yelled before racing out of the tavern.

Worried conversations started to echo in the room as people stood and started to move toward the door. Bellamy stood but said nothing as she pushed her way through and pulled on her Griffin Aspect. Wings sprouted from her back and her hands gained retractable claws like a lion. The crowd of people let out gasps of surprise and fear at her body changing, but she ignored them and took to the air with a gust from her wings.

“Thea,” she grimaced as she saw the burning castle in the distance.

This wasn’t the result of a wayward fire burning out of control. This was the result of magic. Someone had wanted to take out the entire Redpine family in one swoop. She had heard stories of a similar magical attack that wiped out the Ice Queen and Winter Dynasty twenty years ago. She doubted it was a coincidence.

As she flew over, she saw the citizens of Sentinel desperately trying to contain the fires in the castle. A futile effort since the magic that created it seemed to even cling to the stones of the building. She took in the scent of the air, trying to pick up Thea’s among the smoke and ash. She flew over the castle, picking up the smell of burned bodies, and she feared the worst when she caught Thea’s scent in a courtyard isolated by the fires. Bellamy flew toward it and landed.

“Thea…” she said at the sight that greeted her.

She gave the girl a pitiful look. Any doubt Bellamy wasn’t a failure of a teacher was crushed by the sight of Thea’s chimera body.

Black bull horns jetted from her head, while bat-like wings folded up on her back, and she tore at Prince Vance’s half-eaten corpse with claw-like hands. Thea looked up at her with feral eyes as she chewed on the Prince’s liver. Blood covered her mouth and hands. She locked eyes with Bellamy and set out a growl as flames ignited on the bull horns on her head.

“Don’t worry, Thea,” Bellamy said to her former pupil as her claws extended on her hands. “I’ll put you to rest and return your body to your family.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


“VEX!” JANNA GROWLED. “We’re supposed to be stealthy!”

She quickly rushed from one of the shadowy areas Bryce had first spotted when they were taken to the fort. The guards were shouting and started moving toward them, drawing their weapons. Vex though just wrapped her body around him and buried her face into his neck. Bryce put his arm around her to hold her and looked at Janna.

“Run!” he said and they all started moving.

“The far wall on the left!” Janna said, pointing.

A guard drew his sword and started running toward them, cutting off their path to the wall. Before Bryce could set Vex down to fight, Callie pulled the sword from the wolfkin’s belt and stepped forward. Their blades crossed once before Callie disarmed and then disabled the soldier with a strike to his leg. An arrow flew by her that she dodged at the last second.

“Archers on the central wall!” she shouted.

Bryce saw the glow of fire form in Janna’s hands as the kitsune’s tails spread out behind her.

“On it!” she said before launching fireballs from both hands at the central wall. The soldiers took shelter as the flames exploded against the bulwark. Janna kept it up as they moved to the stairs of the left wall and started climbing.

“Get to the top and jump,” Janna yelled as she threw her final two fireballs.

Bryce peered over the ramparts and saw a wagon waiting below, the bed filled with straw. He recognized the cloaked figure as Alice but had no idea who the dwarf next to her was.

“Hold on, Vex,” Bryce said as he tightly squeezed the wolfkin. Then he looked at Callie. “Ready?”

The snow elf had a look of apprehension on her face but gave a dejected nod. Bryce threw his other arm around her and pulled the horrible woman close to him. He jumped for the wagon, rotating himself to land on his back and hopefully cushion the blow for the girls. The hay helped make the fall softer, but not soft enough, Bryce felt his ribs break upon the impact.

“Vex, Callie. You two okay?” Bryce asked as his Aspect healed the broken bones.

Vex’s tail just swished happily and she mumbled something in beastkin as her face was buried in his chest. Callie just gave him a red faced glare before rolling off of him, well as far as the chains on their hands allowed her to.

Bryce rolled a reluctant Vex off him and sat up looking at the wall. Janna stood there casting a stream of fire at the soldiers who had managed to climb up. The constant stream kept them at bay, but Bryce had never seen her use this much of her magic at once. A stream of fire required a lot more magic than just a fireball. Her flames started to sputter and Bryce grew worried.

“Janna, jump!” Bryce yelled.

The flames cut out, and the guards started to rush her, only for the lead one to get struck by an arrow in the arm. Bryce turned and saw Vex standing with her bow, another arrow drawn and aimed at the next soldier. The moment she released it and it struck, Janna jumped for the wagon with a scream.

Bryce brought his arms up to catch the kitsune and pulled Callie into him. The end result was him, Callie, and Janna lying in a pile in the back of the wagon, the kitsune’s ass in his face as four fluffy tails struck him. Four?!
Bryce reached out and grabbed her tails causing a squeak to escape her. Janna now had four tails. A new one, silver in color, had appeared among the other three black tails.

“You can play with her tails later!” Callie yelled. “Darren, get the wagon moving!”

Bryce heard the reins lash as the wagon started moving. Shouts came up from the fort, but the dwarf that Bryce guessed was named Darren got their speed up quickly.

Bryce saw the cloaked Alice smiling at him through the mess of fox tails by his head, Omelet in her arms.

“You have a knack for finding trouble, Bryce,” Alice said with a smile.

He was about to respond with his own smart-ass comment when he heard the sound of thunder or something similar echo around them.

“That wasn’t thunder,” Janna stated as she finally got off him.

Bryce turned and looked toward where he heard the sound. His eyes widened at the sight. The castle at the top of Sentinel was ablaze as if someone had drenched it in oil and set it alight.

“By the gods,” Callie gasped, and for the first time, Bryce saw genuine fear and terror on her face. “It’s the same as what happened in the Winter Kingdom.”

He recalled what Mark had told him, how a magical explosion wiped out the Ice Queen and her family, causing the downfall of the Winter Kingdom. Bryce looked back at Alice.

Well, most of the Ice Queen’s family.

“We need to get out of this city, now!” the dwarf said as he lashed the reins again.

The burning castle grew smaller and smaller as they fled Sentinel, all of them silent as they watched the destruction. They passed by soldiers and citizens alike, but none paid them any heed. They were too busy grabbing buckets of water to rush toward the castle or were packing valuables into wagons to flee as well, either their own or someone else's. A sense of panic was taking hold of the Kingdom, and Bryce was sure things would continue to spiral out of control for some time.

No one tried to stop them as their wagon left through a side gate that was less guarded. Bryce was thankful for that since leaving by the main gate would have tolled the Bell of Winter again. They kept going until they arrived at a small clearing among the pine trees. The area was hidden enough by the pine trees that they wouldn’t be easily spotted, but they could see anyone approaching from Sentinel. As the wagon finally came to a stop, Bryce climbed out of it and dragged Callie along with him. Once he had his feet on solid ground, he knocked the straw off his clothing.

Vex immediately ran up to him and wrapped him in a hug, her tail wagging.

“I’m alright, Vex,” he said as he tousled her hair.

Vex smiled up at him, then looked at Callie standing beside him and frowned.

“My Bryce!” Vex said as she tried to push Callie away from him, only to notice the chain connecting them.

Vex’s eyes locked on the chain as if it were her first time noticing it, which, given how she had clung to him during their escape, it probably was. She looked at Callie, then Bryce, and finally back to the chain, visible frustration on her face.

“Take it off!” Vex growled as she looked at Callie. Her ears were flat, and her tail bristled.

Callie gave the wolfkin a deadpan look before facing the dwarf.

“Darren, can you get these off me before Bryce’s puppy tries to gnaw my arm off?” Callie asked as she rattled the chains.

The dwarf waved and started to rummage through his pack. Janna was out of the wagon now, but the kitsune was busy examining her new fourth tail, her eyes wide as her hands stroked the silver fur as if in disbelief. Alice was taking their packs out of the wagon and setting them on the ground. She realized the hood of her cloak was still up and pulled it down.

“I’ll get a small fire going if that’s alright?” Alice asked with a smile.

Bryce returned her smile.

“A small one should be fine. Also, thank you girls for the rescue,” Bryce said, giving a warm smile to all the girls.

“It was not much of a rescue. You already broke out by the time we got to the prison door,” Janna said, still holding her silver tail.

Vex was still staring at the chain as if she could melt the iron with her vision alone.

“You girls had the plan and the wagon,” he said, then pointed at Callie. “This is Callie. She and I have met previously.”

When Callie didn’t respond with a barbed remark, Bryce turned and looked at her. She was staring wide-eyed at Alice. Her attention only broke when Darren approached with a small box.

“You’ll want to take a seat. This could take a while,” Darren said as he opened the box and pulled out a lock pick set.

“Darren, is she…?” Callie asked, never taking her eyes off Alice.

“She is,” Darren answered. “But I don’t think she knows.”

“Know what?” Alice asked as she tried to light the fire.

Bryce sat on a stone between Callie and Vex as Darren worked on the locks of the cuff. Vex had taken a length of rope from the wagon and tied one end to Bryce’s free arm and the other to hers to mimic his situation with Callie. Though, while Callie repeatedly tested the lengths of the chain, Vex was as close as possible to him. She repeatedly patted his leg and said things in beastkin, only breaking from it when she decided to glare daggers at Callie.

Alice had the fire going, and Janna sat beside her with Omelet, the kitsune no longer looking at her fourth tail. Bryce was going to ask her about its sudden appearance, but Callie cleared her throat.

“You look very much like your mother,” Callie said warmly.

Alice froze from where she sat at the campfire and looked at the snow elf swordswoman.

“You knew my mother?” she asked.

Callie nodded but paused a moment before she said anything else.

“What do you know about her?” she asked.

Alice bit her lip as she tapped her fingers on the blanket she was sitting on.

“I don’t remember much. I had only seen her a few times. I always met her in the back of my father’s shop. We would spend a few hours together and she would gift me a book before leaving.”

Callie licked her lips then looked from Alice to the fire. After a moment of the crackling embers being the only sound, she spoke.

“There had been rumors and speculations. Even as a child, I heard them, that the last Ice Queen, April Winter, had a child out of wedlock with a peasant. Some act of rebellion before she was wed in a political marriage.”

There was a click as the cuff unlocked from Callie’s hand, and she rubbed her wrist.

“I’m glad the rumors were true,” Callie said before kneeling to Alice. “Alice Winter, last of House Winter and last Ice Queen, heir to the Winter Kingdom. I, Callie Queenshield, do swear my blade to you. May your enemies fall to it, and long may your reign be, my Queen.”

“What?!” Alice said, shaking her head. “You got the wrong person. I’m just a barmaid. I’m not a Queen.”

“But you are. The Bell of Winter tolled for you when you entered Sentinel, didn’t it? Those bells only toll when one of noble blood passes under them. I know it’s a lot to take in, but I’m here to help guide you,” Callie responded. “Together we will rebuild the Winter Kingdom.”

Alice paled as she clutched the blanket she was sitting on. She shook her head again and looked at him. “Bryce.”

Finally, he stood, free from the cuff, though he still wore the rope Vex had made, causing the wolfkin to follow behind him. He walked over to Alice and placed a hand on her shoulder. Alice reached up and wrapped her hand around his.

“She’s right about you being the daughter of the Ice Queen, but the choice to pursue that title and the Kingdom is yours and yours alone, Alice.”

Callie frowned as her eyes rested on their joined hands.

“Bryce, we had a deal,” she growled.

“We do,” Bryce answered. “I agreed to help you protect Alice from the assassin after her, not play Queen-Maker. The assassin is what we should be discussing instead of this.”

Callie stood and sneered at him.

“I should have figured you wouldn’t understand the magnitude of Lady Alice Winter’s existence and what it means for the Winter Kingdom.
Bryce shrugged.

“I don’t give two shits about the Winter Kingdom, or any Kingdom for that matter. I care about Alice, so the choice is hers.”
The two of them stared daggers at each other, and Bryce was sure that if they still had their swords, steel would have been drawn. Vex was growling and Bryce knew Alice would be holding the wolfgirl back.

“Oh, will you two just fuck already!” Darren said with a laugh as he put away the lock pick set.

Bryce and Callie both turned toward the dwarf.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


THEA’S WINGS FLAPPED and she tried to carry the Prince’s corpse into the air with her as she attempted to flee Bellamy. The weight of the body and bits of armor made her elevation slow and Bellamy was upon her with one burst from her griffin wings. The lion claws of her hand raked across Thea’s face and she dropped the corpse with a hiss before putting distance between them.

Bellamy tried to pursue, but the Sea Drake Aspect was more agile than her Griffin Aspect. When Thea had created enough distance between them, she opened her mouth, and flames erupted from it. Bellamy folded her wings and dove for the ground to avoid the fire breath called by the Firebull Aspect. She leveled out before hitting the ground and swooped back up. Her arms wrapped around Thea and she felt her former pupil try to bite through the leather pauldrons she wore with feral growls as her claws dug into the rest of Bellamy’s leather armor. Her griffin wings folded again, and she dove for the ground. At the last second, she released Thea, who hit the earth in a roll. An animistic cry of pain escaped the girl.

“Bellamy…” Thea said as she sat up, tears running down her blood-soaked cheeks.

Bellamy’s heart cried as she landed not far from Thea and approached the girl. She had wished the monster side had stayed in control of her, that would have made this easier.

“Bellamy…what happened?” Thea asked in a sobbing voice.

“You pulled on two Aspects at once, Thea,” she said as she got closer. “The fragments of the monster’s souls overwhelmed your own and are fusing with it to turn you into a chimera.”

“No, no, no! I did it to save Princess Lillian and Prince Vance.”

Thea looked at her clawed hands and started shaking

“Why are my hands bloody!” Thea cried out as she lifted the blood-soaked claws. “Why are they bloody! Why do I taste blood in my mouth!”

The girl looked around the destruction of the castle and saw the Prince’s mangled corpse. Her sobs grew deeper and she started to gag at the realization of what she had done. Soon she was spilling the contents of her stomach on the ground, staring at her bile in horror.

“You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?” Thea asked as she looked up from the vomit.

“Yes,” Bellamy answered. She drew back her wings and readied to launch herself at Thea in what would be a quick killing blow. She didn’t want to cause the poor girl more pain than necessary.

“I don’t want to die!” Thea yelled.

Bellamy’s wings flapped, and she shot backward, barely avoiding the spear that was thrown at her. Her eyes turned to the burning castle that it came from.

“Impossible,” she said as she saw two individuals emerge from the burning building.

Their bodies were burned beyond recognition, but Bellamy knew the armor they wore. The armor was that of the Volpin soldiers that had accompanied them on the journey to the Red Pine Kingdom.

“You will not harm the Princess,” one of the walking corpses said.

Both drew swords from their scabbards, the metal tarnished by the heat of the fire. She heard the flapping of wings and turned to see Thea taking flight. She frowned and started to try and do the same to pursue the girl, but the charred soldiers rushed toward her, faster than any normal human should be able to move.

She dodged the strike and tried to put some distance between herself and the soldiers, but they closed it almost instantly, slashing with their swords. She dodged their strike and her clawed hand grabbed the throat of one of the soldiers. The claws tore into it and the air took the scent of cooked meat. Bellamy slipped past the soldier as his head fell back, only remaining connected to his body by the back of his neck. Still, he moved toward her with his partner.

She grimaced at the sight. This was some kind of vile magic, but what kind? Necromancy? Perhaps. She knew the soldiers weren’t alive, not after being burned so badly and one being nearly decapitated. She moved toward the corpse of Prince Vance and drew his sword from its scabbard.

She took a fighting stance and waited for the charred soldiers to attack. When they charged at her, she used her wings to shift her body sideways out of the soldier's path. The sudden change had thrown them off and she swung her sword at the leg of the nearly decapitated one. The blade hacked into the soldier’s knee, cutting through the joint and separating his leg from his body. He wordlessly fell to the ground as she moved past him and readied herself to deal with the remaining soldier.

He paid no mind to his crippled comrade as he slashed at her. Bellamy met the blade with her own and traded blows of steel against steel. She could see the crippled one dragging himself across the ground toward her, his blade in hand. They felt no pain, no fear.

She used her wings to shoot her back twice from the soldier before she took off into the air. She hovered for a moment high above the burning castle, but couldn’t see Thea with the smoke in the air. She didn’t doubt the girl had long since flown from the area and depending on if she remained in control or the monsters, she would either fly to Volpin or the woods to find prey. Bellamy would need to find her, but she needed to end this with the soldiers.

She dove back down, angling the blade as her fall built up speed. Her wings adjusted her fall into a flight and she drove the blade into the chest of the charred soldier still standing. The speed gave her enough power to pierce through his armor and run him through. His body rolled along the ground as she landed and she watched him, waiting for him to stand once again. When he didn’t after a few moments, she approached, casting a weary glance at the crippled one still dragging himself toward her along the ground. She pulled the sword free from the corpse's chest and then knelt down beside it and started removing its armor.

She wanted to figure out what the soldier had been. She didn’t recall any strange behavior from the soldiers during the trip, each performed their duties as they should have and she had several conversations with them.

The skin was blackened by the fire, but she saw the faint ridge of a scar on the soldier’s chest, just below his heart. Pulling a knife from her belt she started cutting into the scar. Her blade dug through until it hit something hard. She removed the blade and plunged her hand into the chest, she felt something unnatural with strange markings where the heart should be.

“What in the hells?” she asked as she pulled out a wooden heart covered in runes that glowed a faint green color.

She stared at the strange contraption, wondering what kind of magic would need such a object. She thought back to when they first appeared. The soldiers only responded once Thea called for help. They had allowed their bodies to be burned by the fire when they could have walked out of it at any time. What kind of being would ignore the basic instinct to survive?

“Just a puppet dancing on strings when commanded,” Bellamy said as she examined the heart.

Thea


Thea flew above the Winter River, staring down at her reflection. Black horns sprouted from her head, and her hands were claws. She tried several times to drop the Firebull Aspect, but all her attempts failed. Even the Sea Drake Aspect wasn’t responding to her.

“I’m a monster,” Thea said as she broke her gaze from the water’s surface.

She was starting to recall what she did when she was her other self, when the monsters had control of her body. Her claws ripped into Prince Vance, who had still been alive when she started feasting on him. Too weak to fight her off, he just stared at her with those eyes.

She flew higher in the air as she passed over the Winter River. Part of her wanted to go back to Bellamy and allow her old teacher to kill her before anyone else was harmed. That would have been the noble thing to do, but Thea didn’t want to die.

Her wings carried her over the forests of pine trees and she flew in the direction of the Volpin Kingdom. Would her father call her a monster and try to kill her like Bellamy did? Could they help her? Would she try to attack and eat them?

Questions raced through her mind as she flew. She didn’t know what to do and was terrified of losing herself again. After she flew several miles, the fear proved to be true as she felt the darkness consume her and the monsters take hold.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


DARREN SAT HOG-TIED on the ground not far from the wagon, a piece of rope keeping the dwarf silent. His comment had actually compelled Bryce and Callie to work together on something, though that something was punishing the dwarf for making that comment.

Bryce had noticed the iron dog tags around Darren’s neck once he started working on the cuffs and was sure this was where Callie had learned about Bryce’s magic and old nicknames. He would be having some private words with the dwarf later when Alice was safe. They still needed to discuss the assassin, but Alice suggested he and Callie cool off first. For now, he busied himself around the temporary camp, with Vex hot on his heels. The wolfgirl hadn’t handled him being away from her well.

“Janna, how are you doing?” Bryce asked as he moved to join the Kitsune by the fire.

Her four tails were wrapped around her, almost protectively, as she gave him a smile.

“I’m well, Master. A little shocked to get my fourth tail,” she answered as the silver tail broke away from the three black ones.

“I noticed. Sorry, I don’t know much about kitsunes,” Bryce said with a shrug.

He took a seat on the ground next to her, and Vex sat beside him. Thankfully, he had talked the wolfkin into removing the rope cuff she had put on him, though she still followed just as closely.

“Our tails are complicated. They represent both your age and power. You’ll only be able to gain a tail after a certain age, but they will only manifest if you are powerful enough,” Janna responded.

Bryce nodded.

“That sounds like a good thing,” he said, leaving the unasked question in the air.

Janna’s silver tail shifted back among the black tails, and they tried to cover it.

“It is,” she said before huffing. “But I have mixed feelings about it. The new tail means I’m stronger, and in the Horo-kitsune society, I would have greater status aboard a clan ship…just…it doesn’t match my other tails.” Janna bit her lip and looked at him. “Do you think it’s ugly?”

“Janna, it’s a beautiful tail attached to a beautiful woman,” Bryce said with a smile.

Janna blushed, and her black tails moved to reveal the silver one.

“Silver tail is pretty,” Vex stated from beside him.

He had honestly been surprised the wolfkin wasn’t growling at him for calling Janna beautiful. Maybe Vex understood he was trying to cheer her up.

“Thank you both,” Janna said, wiping her eyes. “I know it’s a stupid thing to be worried about when there’s bigger issues.”

“You can always talk to us about what’s worrying you, Janna. We’re a team—”

“Pack,” Vex quickly interrupted.

“We’re a pack after all,” Bryce said with the correction Vex wanted him to add.

The tails shifted from wrapping around Janna protectively and soon Bryce was being batted by five tails between the girls.

“Today has been a very shocking day for all of us,” Bryce said as he looked at Alice and Callie talking by the wagon. Omelet was sleeping in Alice’s lap as she pet him.

Janna nodded, and her fox ears twitched.

“Alice is telling her how we all met,” Janna answered. “Hard to believe she’s royalty.”

“I think she’s struggling to believe it herself,” Bryce answered.

He thought back to the scared girl he had met in Sawtown, who went by an alias. All she wanted was to decide how to live her own life. Now, she was being told that she would rebuild and rule an ancient elven Kingdom.

“I’m going to see if Callie has cooled off enough for us to actually have a talk,” Bryce said.

Janna’s lips thinned.

“I don’t think she likes you very much.”

Bryce shrugged.

“We tried to kill each other a few times, and I poisoned her twice. She’ll get over it,” he said before leaving the fire to move toward the wagon.

“Bryce,” Callie said in a surprisingly civil tone. “Come join us.”

She gestured to a spot next to her and he took the seat, only for Vex to squeeze herself between Callie and him an instant later. The wolfkin glared at the snow elf swordswoman.

“Vex is a little possessive of Bryce,” Alice said. “He’s her mate.”

Callie gave Alice an odd look.

“I thought you said the wolfkin joined his party not long after you did, just a few weeks ago?” Callie asked.

Alice nodded her head yes.

Callie arched an eyebrow and looked at Bryce, well tried to. Vex was doing her best to block the snow elf’s gaze from landing on him.

“You’re not a very patient man, are you, Bryce?” Callie asked with a smirk.

Bryce rolled his eyes before grabbing the glaring Vex and pulling her against him. Her tail started to swish as he held her, and she made content little growls as she snuggled closer to him.

“So, since we’re being civil to each other for once, care to tell me about the assassin?” Bryce asked.

Callie’s lips thinned, but she nodded.

“First, let me thank you for keeping Alice safe. She told me about the journey to the Red Pine Kingdom. You have performed admirably in your service to her as a mercenary.”

It almost seemed like it pained Callie to say that to him, but he didn’t make any remarks. If she were trying to be civil and not start a fight with him, then he would try to be civil as well.

“As for the assassin. She was an envoy Duchess Frozenveil had sent to try and negotiate an alliance with the Red Pine Kingdom, or at least that’s what she told me. We never met with the King, and the Red Pine Kingdom was already in talks with Volpin about forming an alliance, but that never bothered Erica, the envoy.

“I investigated her room and only found poison and a large number of mana crystals, along with a useless relic she stole from the castle,” Callie said. “I disabled the poison with an antidote and planned to watch her in hopes of figuring out what she was up to, then the bell tolled, and Erica dropped her mask.”

Bryce frowned.

“How dangerous of a fighter is she?” he asked.

Callie gave a grim look.

“She escaped when we tried to attack her but also killed everyone in the inn except Darren and me. She’s well trained.”

Bryce didn’t like the sound of that. He and Callie might be barely able to stand each other in the same room, but he respected her as a fighter. If she said someone was well trained, that told Bryce they were a very dangerous person.

“What was the useless artifact?” Alice asked. She looked worried, and Bryce thought she had asked more to shift the topic of conversation away from her would-be-assassin.

Callie must have picked up on the same reason for the shift as Bryce because she gave Alice a warm smile.

“The Key of the Forest. It’s a old relic made around the same era as the Bells of Red Pine. The thing is useless though without the Key of the Sea and the Key of the Snow, both of which have now been lost for years.”

Bryce and Alice shared a look, and Callie scrunched her brow at them.

“The Key of the Sea was found by the leviathan crew I was telling you about. They sold it in Witchbrook,” Alice informed Callie.

“What do the keys open?” Bryce asked.

Callie shook her head.

“I’ve just heard the legends. Supposedly, there is a lich or some kind of immortal that the three Kingdoms couldn’t kill. So they sealed it in a tomb. It’s just stories, but I put nothing past Duchess Frozenveil.” Callie looked at Alice. “Especially once she knows you exist.”

Alice’s eyes widened at Callie’s words, and her hand reached up to the necklace Bryce got her. He had seen her do the gesture a few times, though he wasn’t sure why. He decided it was best to shift the conversation again.

“So, are we camping here?” Bryce asked.

Callie shook her head.

“I think it would be best to head to the port town on the river and stay at an inn. We can rest there for the night and try to find a ship in the morning. Lady Alice will need allies if we are to reclaim the Winter Kingdom. Given what happened with the castle in Sentinel, I don’t think the Redpine family is an option. We’ll have to travel upriver and try some of the larger Duchies in the Red Pine Kingdom or North, perhaps even head toward Saltland and see if the Queen of Salt has any sons of marriageable age.”

“Marriage!” Alice gasped.

“Of course,” Callie answered. “Marriage is the quickest way to secure an alliance. The Winter Kingdom is matriarchal, so your children will inherit your name and lands.”

Bryce was about to say something, but Vex snuggled up against him a little too hard and threw him off balance. When he landed on the ground, the wolfkin crawled on top of him and lay down. Her tail curled around both of them.

“An inn sounds like a great idea,” Bryce said as he saw Vex had already fallen asleep.

Bryce took the reins of the horses, and he and Callie sat in the driver's box, with Vex separating them. Janna, Alice, Omelet, and Darren rode in the back of the wagon.

“Are we going to untie Darren before we go?” Janna asked as she looked at the hogtied dwarf in the back of the wagon.

“No,” Callie and Bryce said together.

With that, he lashed the reins, and they took off toward the riverside town. Originally, he had argued about moving to another river town farther away from Sentinel and taking a boat there. Unfortunately, Callie informed him that the Red Pine Kings had prevented any other riverport towns from being built within several days’ ride from Sentinel. Some ancient decree made to keep trade centered in the capital city of the Kingdom. So, this was their only option.
As they approached the riverside town, they saw the castle of Sentinel was still burning, but at least the fires hadn’t spread to the rest of the city. Curious onlookers watched from the docks of the river as the castle burned, but no one paid them any mind as they made their way to the inn near the dock. Though they regretfully had to untie Darren first. The dwarf was still cursing at Bryce and Callie as they opened the door to the inn.

The smell of food greeted Bryce as soon as they entered. The aroma seemed to remind his gut that he had used the Primal Troll Aspect to escape the prison, and now was the time to pay the price. Callie didn’t object when he mentioned getting some food. Even Darren abandoned his grumpy attitude about being tied up to back up Bryce’s suggestion. The snow elf swordswoman told them to do what they wanted as long as they stayed in the tavern and that she was going to ask some of the locals questions.

The food smelled heavenly as Bryce tore into it. They sat at a long table in the inn's tavern, which gave him a clear view of the door. Vex sat beside him, talking in beastkin as she patted his leg or put more meat on his plate. She always did the task with mirth in her eyes as she spoke the language Bryce didn’t understand.

The mirth shifted to surprise as her chair groaned against the floor while being dragged away. Not a second later, Callie placed a chair where Vex’s had been and sat down. The wolfkin gasped in horror at the snow elf, who ignored her.

“I found a ship leaving tomorrow. It’s sailing up the Winter River and then heading to the Saltland Kingdom,” Callie said, facing him.

Bryce looked past her to see Alice and Janna doing their best to restrain an angry Vex with a fork in her hand. He looked back to Callie and gave her a nod.

“I like the idea of getting out of the Red Pine Kingdom as fast as possible. Things will not be pretty here with what happened to the Royal Family.”

“Princess Lillian is alive, though badly burned. Healers are doing what they can for the girl. Sadly, the rest of her family didn’t survive,” Callie said. “There were also sightings of a winged person flying to the castle that matched the Bellamy woman. I thought you would like to know that.”

Bryce picked up his ale and took a deep drink.

“Thank you for letting me know.”

Bellamy was tough. Bryce didn’t doubt she had some Aspect in her arsenal that would allow her to withstand the fires of the castle, but it was still good to know she was okay. Even if she hated him now. He took another deep drink of ale as he thought about those cold eyes.

“Bryce. Maybe you should take Vex to your room,” Alice called out. “We can’t hold her much longer!”

Vex dropped the fork and stopped fighting Alice and Janna. The wolfkin beamed at him as her tail swished happily behind her. Bryce finished his ale and stood up.

“Come on, Vex,” Bryce said. “Let’s go unpack.”

“Keep things tame. You’re on a contract,” Callie called out.

Vex turned and stuck her tongue out at the swordswoman before following Bryce.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


BRYCE AWOKE TO Vex shaking him, a grim look on the wolfkin’s face. They were still lying in bed together, and the morning light was barely coming through the window as the sun rose.

“I smell blood,” Vex said with a snarl. “Lots of blood.”

He got dressed instantly, and Vex handed him a sword as she donned her leather armor and bow. Omelet rose from his spot on the floor and stretched, oblivious to the tension in the room.

Bryce opened the door and slipped out of their room. The inn was quiet—far too quiet for any inn to be, even in the early hours. He moved down the hall until he came to the room that Alice, Callie, and Janna were staying in. Bryce gave a light tap to the girls' door, and a few seconds later, Callie opened it. The snow elf was in her armor and was carrying Janna’s sword.

“The fox smelled blood,” she whispered.

“Vex as well,” Bryce replied.

He looked at the wolfkin, Omelet beside her, and silently gestured to the girl's room. Vex moved to the door, quietly opening it and slipping in with Omelet. Next, they moved to Darren’s room and lightly tapped his door. The dwarf opened with an axe in hand. He looked around, and his eyes narrowed.

“It’s too quiet,” he said softly.

“Go to Lady Alice’s room and protect her. If Bryce or I call out that the situation is dire, get her to a ship and launch it,” Callie told the dwarf. “Don’t wait for us.”

Callie looked at him, her eyes hard, but for once without the hatred directed at him.

“Ready?” she asked.

Bryce pulled on his Manticore Aspect, the smell of blood hitting him as he did. Vex was right. There was a lot.

“Ready,” he said.

They moved down the stairs of the inn to the tavern. A dozen bodies lay on the floor in pools of blood. Bryce was surprised someone had managed to kill them all without making a sound or alerting the others. Even with his Manticore Aspect, he couldn’t accomplish something like this.

A forest elf woman in black leather armor sat at a table in the center of the room. She had a plate of food before her and was slicing a breakfast sausage with a knife.

“I’m rather disappointed, Callie. You’ve made me get my hands dirty twice,” the forest elf woman said as she took a bite of sausage.

“Erica,” Callie growled as she raised her sword.

“The theatrics can wait until I’m finished eating,” Erica said as she cut another slice of sausage and pointed the fork at Callie. “You know I poisoned this inn yesterday? I saw you come here with your new friends and a snow elf that I’m assuming is the royal bastard. So I slipped into the kitchen and gave everything a drop of poison. Behold my surprise when morning came, and the expensive poison I had used failed to kill anyone.”

Erica took a bite of the sausage.

“How odd, I thought. This was made by a master alchemist who belongs to the organization. It shouldn’t fail. Then I recalled how quickly you turned on me. At first, I assumed you just figured me out or that you truly were a bloodthirsty bitch. No, it turns out you found my stash of supplies and ruined my poison,” Erica laughed. “Shame for the royal family you didn’t steal the mana crystals or replace them with regular ones.”

Bryce saw Erica grin as Callie gritted her teeth.

“Those mana crystals, that’s what was used to assassinate the Ice Queen?” Callie growled. “Was it Duchess Frozenveil?”

Erica nodded as she took a drink from her tankard.

“A trade trick of the organization. I don’t know the exact details since I’m not a mage, but someone found out how to implant spells onto a mana crystal. Scatter a few hundred around a place with a release timer built into the spell, and boom! Several hundred fireballs going off at once. As for Frozenveil, no clue, that was before my time.”

Bryce had a bad feeling.

“What’s the organization?” he asked.

Erica’s eyes finally shifted from Callie to him. She lifted her napkin and wiped her mouth.

“Nothing for you to worry yourself about,” she said as a small black ball fell from her hand to the floor.

When it struck the ground, an explosion of black smoke filled the room. Bryce tried to rely on his sense of smell, but the smoke had something in it that overwhelmed every other scent. He heard movement, though, but it was very faint.

His sword came up toward the sound and struck steel. He pushed the blade back and followed up with a strike before jumping back.

The black smoke faded from the room, and Bryce saw Erica looking at him curiously. Blood was seeping from a cut on her shoulder. She now held two long daggers in her hands and pointed one at Bryce.

“Well, I guess that steel dog tag around your neck isn’t just for show,” Erica said.

“Darren, now!” Callie yelled as she readied her sword.

She rushed forward, swinging her blade at Erica’s head. The forest elf dodged the attack, grabbed Callie, and swept her leg out from under her. The snow elf tumbled to the ground as Erica followed behind with her dagger aimed at Callie’s throat.

Bryce had already started moving when he saw Erica grab Callie. His sword cut through the air to try and strike the forest elf before she could deliver the blow. Erica’s eyes shifted from Callie to him, and a twisted smile formed on her face as another black ball dropped from her hand. Black smoke once again filled the room, and Bryce carried through with his strike at Erica. The sword only cut air, but he felt something punch into his chest before tearing itself out.

The smoke faded again, and Erica stood away from them with a smile, her dagger bloodied. Bryce saw Callie staring up at him as he held a hand over his wound to stifle the bleeding. He was having difficulty breathing and was sure Erica had punctured one of his lungs.

“Get back, Bryce. Let me handle her,” Callie said as she stood from the floor.

Bryce staggered back and leaned against the stairs as Callie took a fighting pose. The wound was a nasty one, and he struggled to catch his breath as he watched Callie and Erica clash. Steel rang out as Bryce dropped the Manticore Aspect and started counting to thirty.

One. Callie threw a chair at Erica, which she dodged effortlessly and followed up with a throwing dagger at Callie. The swordswoman deflected the blade.

Twelve. The room filled with the black smoke again, and he could hear Erica’s laughter and Callie’s curses as the two of them fought in it.

Seventeen. The black smoke had faded, and Erica flicked a glowing red mana crystal at Callie. It struck her armor and erupted into a fireball that clung to it. Callie dropped and rolled on the ground before the flames consumed her. Erica rushed toward her with her daggers to take advantage of the situation.

Damn it. There’s not enough time.

He thought of Vex, Janna, and Alice. The girls would die if they did not stop the assassin. He needed to end this however he could.

Erica shifted and brought her daggers up to block the attack. His sword and one of the daggers broke from the strike, and Erica’s knees buckled as she dropped to the ground. The smile faded from her face to a look of shock.

His hand, tipped with black claws, dropped the sword handle as he reached out and grabbed the forest elf. She stabbed the dagger into him, only to grow more desperate as the wounds healed and closed as soon as the blade was removed. Panic replaced the shock on Erica’s face right before Bryce flung her across the room. Her body shattered a table and chairs as she crashed into a corner of the tavern.

Bryce felt powerful. He had the speed and reflexes of the Manticore Aspect while also having the strength and regeneration of the Primal Troll Aspect. He also felt something tearing at the edges of his very being.

“Callie,” he said and saw the swordswoman standing. She had some burns, and her armor was scorched, but otherwise was fine. “Help Darren get the girls out of here!”

Then he rushed Erica. The forest elf was standing and no longer had a mirthful expression on her face. She threw a throwing knife aimed at Bryce’s heart. He didn’t try to dodge it and barreled into Erica, slamming her through the window of the tavern. He pulled the throwing knife out and felt the wound heal close.

The forest elf stood once more and glared at him. Her body was covered in cuts from broken wood and glass, and her leather armor was torn and ragged in areas. She turned her head slightly and looked past the inn. Bryce saw Darren and the girls heading for a ship. Vex stared back at him, and for a moment, he thought the wolfgirl would race toward him. She probably would have if Janna hadn’t grabbed her hand and pulled her along.

The kitsune looked worried at him as she dragged the wolfkin to the ship. He saw Alice standing beside Callie, looking at him with a similar expression, her hand clutching the necklace he had given her. Even Callie had a concerned look, to his surprise.

Yeah, they are worth losing myself for.

Not for the prospect of restoring the Winter Kingdom, Bryce didn’t care about nobility and their titles. He cared about his girls. Vex, his feral lover, Janna with her head in the clouds, and Alice, a kind girl who just wanted to live her life.

He pushed back against the souls of the monster tearing at his being, stalling them just a little longer. Giving the girls more time to get away from him before he lost himself.

Erica looked back at him, then gripped her dagger and threw a black ball at the ground. He thought she was coming for him, but the slight rustle of a leaf on the ground told him her true target. Bryce moved in front of Erica’s path to the ship, his fist collided with her. He felt bones break from his punch and the forest elf hit the ground and rolled.

“Die…monster…” Erica said as blood dripped from her mouth.

Bryce looked at the ground where he stood and saw dozens of blue crystals scattered from a bag. They glowed bright blue, and then lightning burst from them, enveloping his body in pain. Bryce screamed as the world turned black.

Alice

Alice watched as Erica stood and staggered toward Bryce’s body on the ground. The lightning attack from the mana crystals seemed to have knocked him unconscious and Erica intended to finish him off before he woke. She was so focused on Bryce that she never noticed that they hadn’t boarded the ship.

Alice pulled the trigger of the crossbow, and a bolt slammed into the assassin’s chest. Erica staggered and turned toward them just as Vex’s arrow and Janna’s fireball slammed into her. Alice’s would-be-assassin left the world with a gurgled whimper as she fell to the ground and cooked in the flames of the fireball.

Alice, Janna, and Vex started to move toward Bryce. She could already see the burn marks from the lightning attack healing to new skin. She was sure he would awake soon.

“Stop,” Callie called out.

The girls paused and looked at the swordswoman, who had a grim face. Alice frowned. Why did she look grim? They had won against the assassin.

“He’s not Bryce anymore,” Callie said with a heavy sigh. “That’s a chimera.”

Alice grew more concerned when Callie drew her sword and gave them a somber look.

“Head to the ship. I’ll take care of it, you girls don’t need to see this,” Callie said.

“See what?” Janna asked her tone fearful.

Vex was already growling and Alice was sure the wolfkin would have her bow drawn any second.

“You’re not going near him!” Alice shouted at Callie.


CHAPTER FORTY


BRYCE STOOD IN total darkness, except he could see his hands and the rest of his body. It was like he was standing in the center of a room painted entirely black. He looked around and even called out, but there was nothing. He didn’t even hear his voice echo. Curious, he tried to pull on his Aspect, but none of them would work. He was starting to think Erica had managed to kill him with that lightning attack when he heard something.

Turning, Bryce saw the primal troll from outside Sawtown lumbering toward him. Then he heard a growl and glanced behind him to see a lion with a scorpion tail stalking closer—the manticore. Bryce chuckled and shook his head.

“So this is it. Merc hears a sob story and runs headlong into his death,” Bryce said to the troll and manticore.

He took a deep breath and reflected on how he had ended up here.

He remembered meeting Alice in Sawtown, Vex playing with Omelet, Janna bugging him to be her Master and even his fight and truce with Callie. He couldn’t help but smile.

“Whatever, it was worth it.”

As long as the girls were safe, this was worth it. He resigned himself to his fate. Though he had always figured his death would be on a battlefield somewhere, taking an unseen bolt or sword, or by a monster he was hunting for an Aspect. Not being turned into a monster himself.

“Bryce!” Alice’s voice called out to him in the darkness.

His heart skipped a beat.

“Bryce! We’re here!” Janna shouted.

He looked at the troll, still lumbering toward him with its green skin and yellow tusks.

“My Bryce!” Vex cried.

Then he turned to see the manticore getting closer, the stinger on its tail twitching.

“No, no, no!” Bryce screamed.

He felt fear fill his body. The girls were still here. If the monsters took him over and he became a chimera they would be in danger. Bryce tried to figure out what to do, how to keep the girls safe.

The manticore leaped at him, its claws extended and scorpion tail lashing forward. Bryce’s fear turned to anger. He had no weapon, no Aspects, but he turned and met the monster head-on. His fist slammed into the manticore’s nose as his other hand grappled the tail. The poisonous stinger flicked toward him, but couldn’t hit him.

There should be no way for him to overpower the monster, but he was. His punch had shattered the bones in the manticore’s snout, and the beast let out a cry of pain as it tried to pull its tail back, only for it to fail to escape Bryce’s grip. The room was no longer dark either. Instead, it was now a murky gray.

“Is this my soul?” Bryce wondered.

He pulled on the manticore’s tail and swung the beast at the troll that was now upon him. The two beasts crashed into each other and the troll was knocked back, rolling on the ground. The room turned a light gray.

It seemed like in here he was stronger than when he had the Primal Troll Aspect active. He pulled on the manticore’s tail again, bringing the large cat closer to him. It yowled and tried to escape his grip. He stomped down on its neck and heard a snap as it stopped moving. When he released the tail, the manticore sunk into the floor as if it were water and disappeared. The room was white now and Bryce grinned at the troll.

“Hello beautiful,” Bryce said to it before he charged.

The troll staggered back, now fearful of him. Bryce launched himself on top of the troll and grabbed its head. The monster tried to pull him off, but Bryce clung to him and pushed against its shoulders as he pulled on the head. There was a sickening pop as the troll's head tore free from its body and crumpled to the floor of the white room. Just as with the manticore, it sunk into the floor.

Bryce opened his eyes and saw the ground outside the inn. He could hear Callie and Alice arguing. He pushed himself up and looked at his hand to see the black claws of his Manticore Aspect. Bryce canceled the Aspect, and the claws receded. Then he canceled the Primal Troll Aspect and felt his muscles relax, and hunger hit him.

“Get back!” Callie said as she shifted herself in front of Alice.

“My Bryce!” Vex yelled as she raced toward him.

Bryce threw his arms around Vex and hugged the wolfgirl.

“I’m alright, Vex,” Bryce said before looking to Callie and lifting his hand to show the black claws were gone. “It’s me. I’m not a chimera.”

Callie eyed him for a moment, then lowered her sword and sheathed it. Once she did, Alice and Janna raced toward him. Soon, both girls joined Vex in hugging him.

They made their way back to the inn as Darren and the crew of the ship worked to properly get the vessel ready to launch now that the assassin was dead. Alice’s eyes lingered on the dead bodies in the tavern, the same way she looked at William as he stepped into the sun with his wife’s corpse. Eyes full of sorrow. He took her hand and led the girls back to their old rooms, partly so they could pack and partly to give Callie space as she talked the guards from Sentinel out of arresting them.

Alice was crying by the time she reached the room and sat down on the bed. Bryce watched as she wiped away tears from her eyes.

“I just wanted to live a normal life,” she sobbed. “I want to work a simple job, fall in love, and have a family. I don’t want people dying because of me! Wars fought because of me! I didn’t leave the cage of debt in Sawtown just for a gilded cage in the north!”

Bryce wrapped Alice in a hug and patted her back. He turned and saw Janna tapping Vex on the shoulder. The two of them left the room, closing the door behind them. Alice sobbed in his chest for a while as he held her. When she broke away from him, her hand went into her pocket, and she pulled out a dozen silver coins.

“It’s all I have left, Bryce. I’ll give you all of it, just please take me away from here. Please, just take me someplace I can feel safe and live my life!” Alice begged as she held the dozen silver coins, tears streaming down her face.

“He can’t,” Callie said as she entered the room. “I understand this is a lot Lady Alice, but you have responsibilities bestowed upon you by your birth. The Kingdom of Winter needs you and as long as you draw breath, those responsibilities rest on you.”

Alice didn’t look away from him, her eyes still filled with tears, and she mouthed a word to him. Please

Callie


Callie looked out at the small port town the ship was approaching. Two days had passed since their fight with the assassin and Bryce and his party parted ways with them. She had thanked the mercenary for his service and even promised to buy him a drink should he ever come to the Winter Kingdom when it was reforged. Lady Alice had taken his departure rather hard, but Callie had told her young Queen that was the way of mercenaries. They vanished after the job was done.

The port town rested on the border of the Red Pine Kingdom and the remnants of the Winter Kingdom. They would stay here a while to see if she could rally the Lords and Ladies of those bordering remnants to Lady Alice’s cause.

“We’ll be making landfall soon,” Darren said.

Callie turned and looked at the dwarf. His black eye was still looking rough from where Bryce punched him for revealing information about him to her. She had felt bad enough about the dwarf getting hit because of her that she had offered to extend his contract and help her see Alice sitting on the throne.

“Good, it will be nice to sleep somewhere that isn’t constantly rocking,” she said as she spotted an inn near the port. “I’ll go inform Lady Alice."

Callie left Darren on the deck with the crew to prepare for landing as she made her way to the lower deck of the ship and her Queen’s room. She knocked, then opened the door and entered.

Alice’s eyes were still red as she lay on her bed. Callie approached and did her best to give her young Queen a kind smile. She did feel for the girl, but this was for the best. For the good of the Winter Kingdom.

“We’ll reach the shore soon. Is there anything you wish to do?” Callie asked.
Alice shook her head as her fingers played with the necklace that Bryce had given her. Callie bit her lip, perhaps she should have offered Bryce the same deal she did Darren. She might have mixed with the mercenary as well as oil and water, but Alice was fond of him. However, that could lead to another line of trouble.

“Darren and I will secure a place at the inn and supplies. It will only take us a little bit. Lock your door and keep the crossbow handy. Yell if there’s trouble, and we will be here,” Callie said.

“I will,” Alice said, still staring at the ceiling of the room.

Callie bowed to her and made her way upon the deck. The deck hands moved, with Darren helping where he could. She might have paid the Captain well to take them, but this was still a cargo vessel and the crew had inventory to unload at the town. When the ship finally docked, she gave a worried glance at the stairs to the lower deck.

“She’ll be fine. You saw the girl use the crossbow, anyone who enters her room unannounced will get a bolt in the heart,” Darren said as he joined her by the gangway.

“Let’s be quick. I’ll head to the inn and book our rooms and you start to gather supplies,” Callie replied.

The dwarf mercenary gave her a salute and stepped off the ship. Callie gave one last look to the stairway before she did the same.

She kept an eye on the ship from the window of the inn as she booked two rooms. They had only been in the port an hour, yet she and Darren had accomplished most of their tasks. Her heart sank when she spotted the black smoke coming from the ship.

“Fire!” Callie screamed as she rushed out of the inn and ran toward the ship.

She climbed on board and followed the crew as they rushed down to the lower deck of the ship where the smoke was coming from, pails of river water in their hands.

“No! Alice!” Callie screamed as she saw the smoke seeping out from under her locked door.

The crew were trying to unlock it, but Callie kicked the door and the lock splintered the wood. Alice’s bed was an inferno as the crew rushed in and started throwing pails of water to extinguish the flames. Callie just leaned against the wall and slid down to the floor, her heart breaking as she stared at the charred remains of her Queen in that bed. She had failed, just as her family had failed twenty years ago.

Once the fire was out, Callie moved to her Queen and wrapped her in her arms and sobbed. She stayed in the charred room with her for some time, shouting curses and apologies to the corpse. She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Darren standing beside her, a mournful expression on the dwarf’s face.

“The poor lass,” Darren said. “The young Queen was taken from this world too soon. I’ll pen a letter to the guild for Bryce. Him and the girls will be heartbroken.”

Bryce.

Something clicked at Darren’s words and Callie looked at the body for the necklace that Bryce had given Alice. It wasn’t there, and her heart skipped a beat as she remembered what Alice had requested of him before they had departed the port town outside Sentinel.

“This isn’t Alice,” Callie said as she stared at the corpse.

The more she looked at it the more she noticed differences. The corpse was slightly taller than Alice, and had puncture marks on the chest. Realization dawned on her, this was Erica’s body. Callie cursed as she started to piece together what happened. Bryce could have easily kept up with the ship on horseback and Callie would have never noticed the burned body wasn’t Alice if not for the necklace. He took her contract!

Callie gritted her teeth in anger and saw Darren slowly back away from her.
“BRYCE!” Callie screamed.


EPILOGUE


“I’M WARNING YOU. I’m horrible at this,” Bryce said as he worked the scissors.

Alice chuckled.

“As long as you don’t cut it as short as yours I’ll be happy.”

He ran the comb through the black hair. He was glad the dye Janna had purchased was a decent one. It had a nice shine to it in the sunlight of the small clearing they had stopped in. The place made for a rather unique barber shop with the chirping of birds and the gentle breeze he would have to contend with. Their horse grazed nearby, taking a well-deserved break from them riding double.

“Hey, this hairstyle keeps you cool in the summer, and I don’t have to do any brushing, well, other than Vex,” Bryce answered as he gave his work a final glance.

Alice bit her lip.

“I never told you why I went by Snowflower back in Sawtown, did I?” Alice asked.

“No, I don’t think you ever did,” Bryce answered.

“It was what my father used to call me—his little snowflower. It made me feel safe,” Alice revealed, her blue eyes looking up at him. Thank you, Bryce, for everything.”

“You’re my friend, Alice.”

Bryce moved to the horse and pulled a bronze mirror from the saddle bag. He gave it a quick polish with the sleeve of his shirt and then brought it to Alice. She looked at her trimmed black hair. If not for her blue eyes, one would easily mistake her for a forest elf, which was what Bryce had hoped.

“We can remove the dye once we’re back in Witchbrook,” he said as he put the scissors back in the riding satchel.

“Aren’t you worried about Isabelle?” Alice asked.

Bryce sighed.

“A little. I don’t like a crime boss being interested in me, but that’s something to deal with when we get back to Witchbrook.”

He turned and looked at Alice, his thoughts on what to do when they got there.

“If you want, I can call in a favor with Mark and get you a job working the tavern at the guild. Though from Queen to barmaid is a big step down.”

Alice smiled at her reflection, her snow-white hair now midnight black, and handed the mirror back to him as she stood from the boulder that had acted as her barber chair.

“I like being a barmaid,” Alice teased. “You meet the most interesting people being one.”

Bryce climbed onto the back of the horse and held out a hand to help Alice.

“Come on, let’s get back to Vex and Janna before the two of them cause some trouble.”

Alice’s fingers played with the necklace he had given her for a moment before she reached out and took his hand.

Harold

Harold stood on the balcony of his room and stared out at the night sky. The last few days had been troubling for him ever since the puppets he had sent to protect Thea broke. They would only do that if the soldiers had their puppet hearts destroyed. He had already sent an envoy to the Red Pine Kingdom to see what he could learn.

“Uncle,” a voice said from the dark corner of his balcony.

Harold turned at the voice, and the worry rolled off of him.

“Thea? Is that you, dear?” he asked to the shadow.

He heard a sob.

“Yes, Uncle, at least right now,” Thea said to him. “Though I fear I will lose myself again soon.”
He picked up his lantern and approached the shadows. “What’s wrong, dear?”

The light cascaded over a malformed body with bullhorns, claws, and bat-like wings, but Harold instantly recognized the form as Thea, his niece.

Thea tried to hide from the light, curling up into a ball on the ground and sobbing.

“My poor dear. Something went wrong?” Harold asked as he knelt down by her.

“I’m a monster,” Thea sobbed.

“My niece is no monster. Come inside. I’ll brew you some tea over the fireplace.”

He took her clawed hand and gently coaxed her into following him inside. He could already sense the souls of the monsters inside her trying to take hold. He pushed against them with his own magic and subdued them for a time. He couldn’t force them into submission, he was no Aspect Mage. But he could lull them away for a time.

He wrapped a blanket around Thea, whose clothing was ragged and burned, and led her to a chair. Once his niece was comfortable, he moved to the fireplace and started to work on preparing tea for them.

By the time he brought her a cup, Thea had calmed down significantly, and his niece was looking over his shelves, which contained his puppets.

“You’ve expanded your collection while I was away, Uncle,” Thea said warmly.

She pointed at two new puppets set on the wall beside the puppet of his brother, King Jackson.

“You’ve even made one for the King of Deathride and the King of Graystone. Are you going to start to work on the Southern human Kingdoms now that you have one for each of the rulers in the Northern human Kingdoms?”

Harold smiled at his niece, happy that she was no longer panicked and fearful.

“Perhaps, Thea,” he said as he looked at the puppets. “Perhaps.”

Duchess Frozenveil

Duchess Frozenveil sat in her office going over reports from her vassals. She was thankful to be back home in her Duchy finally. The war campaign hadn’t been long, but she felt drained from living in a tent for the past few months. She had not slept well even when they took the county of Brax and its castle.

She was looking through a list of candidates to grant the county to when she saw movement in the corner of her eye. Turning, she saw a human woman in black leather armor stepping from the shadows of her room. The woman smiled as she approached Frozenveil’s desk without the slightest bow or recognition of her noble status. Anyone else who would dare do such a thing, Frozenveil would have skinned alive, but not this woman. She was from the organization.

“I take it you have a report for me?” she asked the assassin.

The assassin tossed a small cloth sack onto her desk as if it were an inconvenience to her.

“Most of the Redpine family is dead, though the daughter survived.” The assassin picked up an apple from her desk and took a bite of it. “While the agent going by Erica was working on her assignment, the Winter Bell tolled. Upon learning that someone with the blood of the Ice Queen lived, she tried to hunt them down. Unfortunately, she was killed while doing so.”

Duchess Frozenveil’s blood turned cold as she looked at the assassin in shock.

“Did she kill her?” Her voice quivered as she said the words.

The assassin shook her head.

“Died trying. She was taken out by someone else.” The assassin frowned as she rolled the apple in her hand. “We haven’t found who did it yet. The organization doesn’t like those muscling in on our trade.”

Duchess Frozenveil frowned as the assassin placed the apple’s core back on her desk.

“Since the agent only performed half the job, we can send another to take out the dear Princess at a discount.” The smile on the assassin’s face told her the discount would still be a fortune.

She shook her head as she grabbed the cloth sack, feeling the cold metal in it.

“I have what I wanted,” Duchess Frozenveil said. “I—”

She was about to tell the assassin she no longer needed her services, but the woman had vanished. She scanned the room to see if she could spot her hiding in the room’s shadows. When Duchess Frozenveil felt she was finally alone, she opened the cloth sack and pulled out a key.

“The Key of the Forest,” she said as her fingers traced its engravings.

She pushed a hidden lever on her desk, opening a secret compartment. Duchess Frozenveil smiled as she set the Key of the Forest beside the Key of the Sea.

“Just one to go,” she said.

The End.
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