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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The dark of night was something I was still getting used to here. I was a city-born kid and grew up in a city on Earth. Night on Boromour was pitch black, when there was no moon. Such was the case tonight—it was a new moon, meaning we weren’t getting light from it.

      The night sky here on Orac was pretty much the same as what we had seen on Prithgar, the landmass that Leeha, Sara, Tommy, Leo, and Bryan were from, and were waiting for us to return to. But our task on the continent of Orac had changed after meeting Pina Moltar—the Elemental Summoner from a thousand years ago—which took a bit of getting used to.

      We’d learned that all the changes and killings were not because of her, but because she had been entrapped by a Magical collar—a collar that made her do whatever the owner of that collar wished. It wasn’t until the controlling Mage died of old age and the collar disappeared, that she’d run away from Prithgar to Orac. Though, while she’d lived alone in hiding for over two hundred years after that, she ended up being yet again a pawn of another Mage.

      What I found odd, was that I’d created a similar collar—one that I had used a couple of times. But, Pina explained, her collar had been used mostly for sadistic control—causing severe pain to its wearer when controlled by a Mage. That was something to think about later, though. Right now, we had something else keeping us busy.

      We were looking at a human camp. The intel we had gotten reported that this camp was full of slaves—Monster race slaves.

      “Bridget,” I say through our connection. “All ready?”

      “Ready here,” she says, and I hear the grin in her voice.

      Turning to Leeha, I whisper in her ear, “Bridget says she’s ready.”

      “Sweet,” Leeha says and grins, showing me her pearly whites. “I’ll let our boys and girls know.”

      “Perfect. The sign will be the same. A single fireball sent straight up in the Air. Once they see the signal, they are only to attack if they have visual confirmation that it’s a human they are attacking. No monster race is to be hurt.”

      “I’ll make sure that they understand that.”

      “Thanks, love,” I tell her with a soft smile.

      It’s been a little over two months since Bridget and I got married, with the Gods witnessing it. In that time, I had gotten closer to Tia, our Dragon friend, but had also forged a relationship with Pina. Though, with Pina, our connection was not sexual—I had taken her into my care.

      When Pina had seen how powerful I was, she was adamant that I should collar her, so that she could not betray me. I’d told her—in no uncertain terms—that was never going to happen. Especially when I explained to her what the collar I had created did.

      She’d blanched and never asked again.

      Hearing the snap of a twig snapping behind me, my head whips around to see a human man standing there, gawking at me in shock. Shit! Without thinking, I call up Air. Air Arrow. Suddenly, next to me are six Air Arrows, and I send one of them off straight into the man’s open mouth, silencing him before he can call for help.

      You have used the spell Air Arrow. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have killed your target.

      The man’s body stays up for a couple of seconds before sliding down sideways.

      “Be on the lookout for a patrol!” I tell Bridget. “I just killed a guard.”

      “I was just about to tell you I felt someone walk into your sphere of influence.”

      One thing that Bridget can do as my Elemental, is to detect things around me within a hundred yards. Problem is that when she’s distracted by a job, her attention to my sphere of influence is reduced.

      Significantly reduced. I’m not surprised she missed this one. He had gotten within 50 feet of me—roughly 16 yards.

      “How’s it going with what I asked you?”

      “Almost there,” she says, and I can picture her devilish grin. “They won’t know what hit them!”

      “And you’re sure they didn’t hear you?”

      “Alex,” Bridget replies with a snort, “when have they ever heard me?”

      She has a point. This was the third camp we’d be attacking within as many weeks. We had been getting intel on these camps and taking them down one by one. This one, however, was by far the largest one.

      One thing Orac had, not present on the Prithgar continent, was slave markets. Though what was truly interesting, was that humans could be enslaved as well—such misery was not limited to just the monster races.

      The fundamental thinking on the two continents differed remarkably. While Prithgar humans kept all the other races below them by enslaving non-humans—believing these races nothing better than monsters—slavery on Orac was even more prominent. Here, it wasn’t just because they were monster races, that they were put in slavery—it was just the way things were.

      While the Order of the Elements sought to bring down all other races, other than humans, that didn’t mean humans on Orac were safe from slavery. Still, it was predominantly monster races who were enslaved. Humans made up probably one out of every five slaves.

      This camp was different. Our intel was that the leader of this camp, a Mage, was fond of monster races. He only took on slaves, shall we say, with certain physical characteristics: female, young, and not human. Those slaves were then sold to sex houses, or to someone who wanted a monster sex slave.

      Sex with the monster races wasn’t as frowned upon here as it had been on Prithgar.

      “What do you want me to do?” Tia asks from beside me.

      I smile at her and say, “Just try not to kill the Mage. We need more intel.”

      At the last camp, Tia got so upset at how people had been treated, that she’d killed the leader of the slavers, in a rather gruesome manner. She is quite powerful, in her own right—as she should be, being a Dragon.

      That’s also when I’d learned that she can cast spells. Her Element was Fire. Shocker there. She says all Dragons are Fire. She had sent a large Fire Sword through the man’s heart.

      “You just stay here and look beautiful,” I tell her with a grin.

      She rolls her eyes at me.

      “At least try not to kill the leader this time.”

      “That was just the once!” she grouses with a scowl. “I promise to leave this one alone. I’m still sorry about that.”

      “I know,” I tell her with a smile to take the sting out of my teasing. She had been in the wrong, though.

      “Ok,” Bridget says through our connection. “I’m ready.”

      I raise my arm overhead, knowing that Bridget can see me. Tia, Leeha, and our small group all look up at me and nod, knowing what that means. It was our signal that meant: ‘get your asses ready, folks; we are about to go into combat!’

      The group of soldiers with me were some of the best I’d had the pleasure of working with—and they all had a good reason to fight. Each of them had been freed from slavers. Some were soldiers who had combat experience, but each group included some who were Mages. I’d kept one of these Mages in our group. He was a Felinis, a race of catkin, with a scar on his cheek that was still fresh. Marto had been a slave for years—until we freed him.

      Technically, Tia freed him. She had killed the Mage who owned and controlled him. Marto had one of those collars, like Prina’s, that inflicted pain. When Tia had killed the slaver’s leader, that collar had disappeared.

      To say that Marto went nuts after that would be an understatement. He’d killed all the other slavers in that camp in horrible ways, and had tried to do the same to me when I’d tried to stop him. I’d had to subdue him and cast a sleep spell on him to finally bring him down without killing him. If it wasn’t for my own Elementals and my enhanced body, I am sure he would have caused extensive damage to even this new form.

      Seeing my sign, Marto nods and looks upwards. Suddenly, a fireball shoots up into the air from the tips of his fingers. Then, pandemonium ensues.

      The groups that had surrounded the camp burst out of the bushes and attack. The primary task for the Mages in each group, is to take down other mages and guards with ranged weapons. This had to be done quickly, as we didn’t want what happened when we’d hit our first camp to happen again.

      The slavers there had turned their arrows on their captives, killing many slaves. We’d learned the hard way that we shouldn’t expect the guards all to focus on us. Since then, we’ve concentrated first on the most dangerous guards without hesitation. At the same time as the attack starts, there is a loud rumbling noise that can be felt under our feet.

      That would be Bridget and our trick up our sleeve. She’d turned the ground inside the camp soft, like sand, making it harder for the guards or slavers to move quickly. It also made it harder for the slaves to run away, which would defeat our primary purpose—to protect them.

      As I rush forward, I bring my hand up, pointing at a guard who is trying to catch his balance. I shoot off a Fire Bullet, mentally calling out Fire, Fire Bullet.

      You have used the spell Fire Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have caused your target 70 points of damage.

      My spell hits him in the shoulder. Shit! He’d stumbled to the side, moving his head to the right, just as I shot at him. But I need not have worried.

      Leeha, next to me, shoots a Water Arrow into the man’s throat, taking him out.

      “Thanks,” I tell my gorgeous elven wife with a grin.

      She grins back. “Someone has to cover your ass,” she says in English.

      She has gotten much better at English. We had not stopped our lessons in my native tongue—which seems to be peculiarly adapted to casting spells. Tia had even started taking them, and was already nearly as proficient as my first wife.

      “Bridget did amazing job here!” Tia says from my other side. Lifting her hand, another Fire Arrow shoots out and hits a guard who sprang out from behind a tent, about to slash her with a sword. The man goes down—the yard long Fire Arrow piercing easily through his leather armor and blasting him back a good ten feet, before he tumbles to a stop.

      “That was a good idea to do have Bridget do this,” I say out loud. “Makes it so that they have no stable base, decreasing their combat effectiveness.”

      Leeha snorts at that. “Hard to fight when you can’t even stand up straight and keep your feet.”

      “That’s the point,” I tell her, with a laugh. Switching back to Prithgarian, one of the languages understood on this continent, I say, “But it was a good idea you came up with.”

      “Thanks!” she says with a happy grin, switching as well.

      “Got him!” Bridget suddenly shouts in my head.

      “Bridget says she got the lead slaver!” I shout out so others can hear.

      I hear cheering from all sides, but we still head deeper into the camp. Most of the slaves haven’t moved from where they’d been when the attack started, huddling fearfully on the ground—which is still shaking.

      Fortunately, we, the rescuers, are not affected by it. That was, again, thanks to Bridget, though I’d used a Complex Spell command for the spell. I’d dispatched Earth Elements under each of my fighter’s feet, ensuring that they would not be affected.

      Well, that’s not quite accurate. The Elemental under each person’s feet stabilized the ground they stood on. I still didn’t understand exactly how it all worked, but that’s magic for you. I didn’t care, as long as it kept our steps firm and steady. A sting in the arm draws my attention.

      You have taken thirty points of damage.

      Looking down at my left arm, I see an arrow sticking through the meaty part of my forearm. There’s a real arrow—not Magical one—stuck in my arm. With a grunt of annoyance, I snap it in two and pull the shaft out.

      I’m surprised it went through my enhanced skin. Looking closely at the arrow, I sense a small bit of magic from it. Ah… was it enchanted? I didn’t know you can do that. Something to look into—later.

      “Archer!” I shout.

      “On it,” Tia says.

      Before I can react, she changes into her Dragon form. Taking to the air, her large shadow falls over the cowering slaves and those slavers still alive. That does it. Suddenly, all the slavers still alive throw down their weapons—including the poor bastard who’d shot me.

      But, Tia is on a mission. The archer screams in terror as her large Dragon head darts forward, her vicious jaws snapping together while still in flight. Then she’s past him and smacking her lips, having gobbled him up.

      I know that if I had not been injured, he would have lived. One of the things that Tia hates most, though, is when I get hurt. She takes such incidents personally. That archer was dead the moment he’d shot me with his arrow.

      Tia turns quickly in the air. The way her large form can change direction like that is a feat I still find amazing to watch. She lands in front of me, changing into her Dragonis form as she touches down. Well, not so much her Dragonis form—as we’d learned that the Dragonis were not descended from Dragons, like they claimed, but from crocodiles.

      Not that I’m about to tell them that.

      She grins at me. “Got him.”

      “I see that,” I tell her with a laugh, pulling her in for a hug.

      Leeha, next to me, snorts. “That just encourages her.”

      “I know,” I reply with a laugh. “Come on, let’s find Bridget and our prisoner.”
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      “This way, Master,” says one of my soldiers.

      I sigh and ignore the honorific. Evidently, I could not get away from it here on Orac. I still asked folks to stop calling me Master, but always got the same response: ‘Yes, Master. I will stop calling you Master, Master.’

      I follow the man and, eventually, he leads me to a large tent. I see it’s not quite as large as the tent I got on the beach, when we’d taken out the Portal for the Demon Horde. Thinking about our palatial tent, I pat the bag that dangles from my belt.

      I’m glad we had the big tent, and the large bed it came with. Sleeping at night is so much better on a bed. Though, I needed to look into getting a bigger bed, it’s gotten crowded of late—with Tia, Leeha, Bridget, and myself in it each night.

      The man holds the flap open for me, and I walk into the tent, with Tia and Leeha in tow. Inside, the tent is lavish, with a host of rugs on top of a large carpet to make a comfortable floor and cushions all over the place. No bed, though, I notice.

      Bridget is holding up a man with her hand behind his neck, and I see that her hand, in the funky way she can only do as an Elemental, was wrapped around his neck. He was struggling to get out of her grip, his feet kicking back and forth.

      The man is human, short, and fat. He was in rich robes but not a Mage’s robe. His face is already turning purple. But I know Bridget, and I knew it isn’t so much from her choking him, as it is from his struggles.

      “Might as well give up,” I tell the man in Oracian. “She isn’t about to let you go.”

      At my voice, the man’s struggles stop, and his gaze turns to me. “Unhand me!” he croaks. “Do you know who I am?”

      “Scum?” I tell him.

      Leeha turns to one of the soldiers who had followed me into the tent. “Go out and make sure everyone is safe. Any slavers who yet live and have surrendered are to be tied up,” she orders him in Prithgarian.

      “Yes, Mistress!” The guard replies in Oracian, but Leeha doesn’t speak it. Fortunately, most people here understand Prithgarian. She nods at his salute, though, and he moves off smartly.

      The man in Bridget’s grip suddenly starts to struggle again, but it is useless.

      “Put him down,” I tell Bridget.

      She nods and places the man down, none too gently. She essentially lets the man fall from the height she had him up.

      The man gets up slowly, brushing off his expensive robe. “You will pay for this!” he growls at me.

      I look around, as if looking for someone, before I finally look down at him. “I’m sorry. Were you talking to me?”

      “Yes, I was talking to you. Are you deaf too?”

      “You do understand that we just took over your entire camp?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “You will pay for this dearly,” he growls, his gaze pulsing with hatred.

      “He can’t be that stupid, can he?” Leeha asks, next to me.

      “It seems he can,” I say with a sigh. I turn back to the slaver. “What’s your name?”

      “As if I would give that,” he replies with a snort.

      Faster than he can react, I think Fire, Fire Bullet, and send a single Fire Bullet into his left shoulder. The man screams in pain, curling up into a ball on the ground, clutching his shoulder. I point down at the man, and Bridget reaches down, grabbing him by the scruff of the neck.

      Without any effort, she lifts him up until his feet dangle six inches above the rugs. The man gasps in pain, grunting out number of choice curses, his hand pressed to his shoulder. The advantage of using Fire Bullet, is that I don’t have to worry about my target accidentally bleeding out, as any wound that isn’t fatal is immediately cauterized.

      “I will ask one more time, nicely.” I frown at the still cursing fool. “The next shot goes through that big forehead of yours, if you still want to be difficult.”

      He freezes.

      “Now, what’s your name?” I ask the man in a soft voice.

      He glares at me, before finally grinding out, “Lord Poli Marttra.”

      “Well, first off, I’m not about to call you ‘Lord’,” I tell him with a snort. “Secondly… Was that really so hard?”

      “What do you want?” he growls at me.

      “Oh, I don’t want anything,” I tell him with a smile. “I’ve already done what I came for—I freed your slaves. They are all now free. My people will be talking to them—the slaves, I mean—and the answers we get, will dictate if your guards live or die.”

      “As for you, Poli Marttra,” I continue, “I have some questions for you.”

      “And what?” he says with a sneer, “whether I live, or die, will be based on my answering them?”

      “No,” I tell him. Snapping my fingers, I point to the entrance, telling the soldiers with me to leave the tent. They nod and, without a word, all depart. They know what will happen next; they know what Tia can do.

      Poli watches the soldiers leave, a frown on his face the entire time.

      Once everyone is gone, and the flap of the tent is down, I turn back to face the man. “Now then. We can get this over and done with. Tia?” I ask her. “If you would, please.”

      “Of course, babe,” she says with a grin. She moves until she is in front of me and facing Poli. Suddenly the man’s features go slack. I know—without looking—that Tia’s eyes have gone completely black.

      That’s a unique ability she has as a Dragon—being able to enter a person’s mind and make them answer her questions. There is, unfortunately, one side effect—they’ll die if you ask too many questions. It seems that as she asks more and more questions, their resistance is more, so she needs to fight them, but having to fight them to get them to answer her takes a toll.

      It kills them.

      “Are there other slave camps?” she asks him.

      We’ve already been through this a couple of times, so she knows what questions to ask without my help.

      “No. This was my only camp,” Poli answers in a mumble, almost slurring voice.

      “At least there’s that,” Leeha says next to me with a growl.

      “Where did you get your slaves?” Tia asks him next.

      “We got them from near the Mountain of the Gods,” he replies.

      I frown at his response. The Mountain of the Gods, from my knowledge of this continent, is very much like the Mountains of the Elements on Prithgar. It was named after the gods—the five gods of Fire, Earth, Water, Air, and Mind… which are technically angels.

      Angels who God had running this world on his behalf, who acted as gods.

      I was an angel, myself—level two so far. Which meant I was a pretty powerful being… unless you looked at the other angels. I was the newest angel, at level two. Before me, the title of ‘youngest’ was held by another angel, who was level 46.

      Peter had said she was thrilled to know she wasn’t the youngest angel anymore.

      “What’s so special about Mountain of the Gods?” Leeha asks with a frown.

      Tia nods to her and repeats the question to our prisoner.

      “They are closer to the race we are trying to get,” he mumbles, his head now starting to tilt sideways, indicating we won’t be able to get much more from him.

      “What race?” Tia asks him with a puzzled frown.

      “The Dwarves,” he slurs out.

      “Dwarves?” I ask, now my turn to be puzzled. “I didn’t know they were part of the races. I thought they had died out or something?”

      I know at one point I had gotten a message saying I now knew the Dwarven language, but when I asked Leeha, she said they had died off a long time ago.

      “That’s what they want you to think,” he mumbles after Tia asks him that question. “They are sneaky fucks, but I hear they make good miners.” Then, without warning, his head slumps forward, and he falls twitching to the ground, dead.

      I look around at those present, startled by what we just found out. Dwarves. Dwarves who we thought were dead… are alive?

      “Leeha,” I say, turning to her, “I thought you said that the Dwarves all died off?”

      She looks just as puzzled as I’m feeling. “They did! That was what we have believed for thousands of years. That makes no sense!”

      “Bridget, anything in that wiki head of yours about this?”

      Bridget frowns, thinking about it, and finally shakes her head. “Nothing.”

      “All right. So, we know where he got the slaves from, the Mountains of the Gods. But it seems that the slaves were secondary to what he was really after. We never did find out if he got hold of any Dwarven slaves.”

      “I haven’t seen any,” Bridget indicates. “The only slaves I saw were Dragonis, Felinis, a couple of Rabinis, and two humans. All young females under the age of twenty.”

      “No Dwarves?”

      “No Dwarves,” she confirms with a nod my way.

      I bite my fingernail, thinking about it. What the hell? So… Dwarves are alive? But if they are alive, why is it that everyone thinks they’re dead?

      I go to the door, open the flap, and beckon to the soldier there. “Come in,” I tell him.

      He nods and follows me inside, and once inside, he stands up straight and salutes. “You have a question, Master?”

      “Yes. He…” I point down at the dead body of the lead slaver, “said that Dwarves are real. What can you tell me?”

      The soldier looks down at the dead body of Poli and nods after swallowing hard. “Yes. Master. I mean… no, Master. Dwarves are a race that died off eons ago. I only know about them from stories.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, waving for him to go back outside.

      He nods, salutes again, and ducks through the tent’s flap.

      I turn back to Tia, Leeha, and Bridget. “What the hell is going on here?” I ask. “He’s,” I nod at the tent flap, indicating the soldier who had just left, “from Orac, but he doesn’t know about these Dwarves… except in stories. Do you think Poli was lying?”

      “He couldn’t lie to me,” Tia says, shaking her head vigorously.

      “He can’t lie,” Leeha points out. “But he is only telling you what he perceives as true.”

      “You think they’re fake, and someone is using the Dwarves’ name?” Tia asks.

      “But to what end?” I ask.

      “I guess we will need to check it out,” Leeha says thoughtfully, a finger to her lips tapping away. “We know that they are getting slaves from there. Want me to get one of the released prisoners and ask?”

      I think about it for a couple of seconds, before I nod. I hate to ask this of them, as I’m sure they are scared out of their minds, but we need information.

      Leeha goes to the door, talks to the soldier there and, within minutes, we have a female Rabinis trailing the guard into the tent. She is quaking in fear.

      Seeing that fear, Leeha goes up to her and hugs her slightly. “Don’t be afraid. We only want to ask you some questions. Would that be all right?”

      The Rabini’s gaze flits between Tia, Leeha, Bridget, myself, and then back to our soldier before she gives a nod with a jerky motion. “You’re truly here to save us?”

      I nod and point down at the dead body of Poli. “That should prove our intentions.”

      Looking down at the body, her face flushes red in anger. She walks up to the body and spits on it. “I will answer any questions you have,” she growls, her gaze still on the dead body of Poli.
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      “Let’s start with something simple. What is your name?” I ask her.

      “They call me Nila.”

      I nod at her name. It’s actually a beautiful name—as beautiful as she is. She’s short, about five feet four, with blond hair, and floppy ears that are almost a lighter shade of blond. But looking closer, I see it’s her fur on the ears that is blond, not her skin.

      She’s still shaking like a leaf—though with rage.

      I smile down at her in what I hope is a compassionate way. “Well, Nila, I want to ask you some questions about what this man told us,” I say, pointing down at the body of Poli. “He mentioned that he captured your group near the Mountains of the Gods?”

      “That is correct,” she nods vigorously. “I lived in a small village that was an hour’s walk to the mountain itself. Most of the girls in my group are from that area. I think two of the girls, a human and a Dragonis, were captured closer to here as we travelled.”

      “What can you tell me about Dwarves?”

      At that question, Nila looks at me oddly. “Dwarves, sir? They’re just a myth, aren’t they?”

      “I’m not sure. He said he was getting you slaves out there, since what he was truly after was around or on… or even in, I guess, the mountains near your home where he got you.”

      “Well, I know there are stories,” she says, almost hesitantly.

      “Stories?” Leeha asks her.

      Nila nods and turns to Leeha, who had stepped away from her earlier to give the petite woman her personal space back. “Yes. We have stories—going back for years—of hunters out in the mountains seeing what they called the short people. But it’s just that… well, we never believed them. Mostly because they were usually drunk when they opened up about it. Even my pap…” She stops and starts to tear up.

      Leeha, without being asked, goes up to her and enfolds Nila into her arms again, rubbing her back.

      “I’m sorry. I just miss my parents,” she says, wiping her tears away and smiling up at Leeha in appreciation of the contact.

      “Did they kill your parents?” I ask her quickly.

      “No,” she says. “I was caught outside my village gathering berries.”

      “Well, we will make sure to get you back home.”

      “You aren’t keeping us as slaves?” she asks, surprised.

      “No,” I tell her, shaking my head emphatically. “We came here to save you. I will have some of my men,” which still felt odd to say, “get you all home safely.”

      “Thank you, Sir,” she says, bowing low at the waist.

      Leeha goes with her to the door and talks to the guard there—most likely to start coordinating with the troops to get these slaves back home. Well, they are released slaves now. Once Leeha is back, we all look at each other with varying degrees of confusion.

      “So… Dwarves,” I say out loud.

      “Yeah. Dwarves,” Leeha repeats. “What do you think it means? Do you think some group is pretending to be these extinct Dwarves?”

      “Not a clue,” I say with a sigh. Turning to Tia, I ask, “You’re from Orac. Have you heard of these Dwarves?”

      She frowns but slowly nods. “Yes. They were a race that was killed off eons ago. They were, as that pile of shit noted, good miners. Actually, they were excellent miners. No one was better at mining, or at crafting weapons or armor made from any type of metal. I’m not old enough to remember them, but I know my grandfather used to tell stories about them and how he had gotten some of their weapons in his loot. He was proud of that. They make weapons unlike any other—their weapons were a mixture of crafting and magic.”

      “Really? They made magical weapons. Like the Mana stone’s weapons?” I ask.

      Tia snorts at my question. “Not even in the same league. Think of weapons or armor with Mana stones as the kiddie version. The Dwarves were the best smiths in this world.”

      “How did they die off?” I ask, curious.

      “From the last fight against the Demons is my understanding. They were a proud people and fought on the front lines—even their women. My grandfather was adamant, that if it wasn’t for them sacrificing themselves, that many other races would have been killed off,” she says with a shrug. “Not that any of the other races care to know that, nowadays.”

      “Damn, I would have loved to have met a Dwarf,” I say with a sigh.

      “Why can’t we just go and check it out?” Bridget interjects.

      I turn to her and smile. “Because we have a mission to release as many slaves as we can.”

      “According to our intel, though, this was the last large group of slavers. I’m surprised there were so few of them.” Bridget frowns. “I expected a much larger group.”

      “Same here,” I tell her, nodding. “I expected us to be freeing a camp like the last one. We ended up rescuing how many there? Just over thirty0?”

      “Something like that,” Leeha says. “But I have to agree with Bridget. Why can’t we go investigate? While I love these steelwood weapons, legend has it that the Dwarves weapons and armor were a thousand times better.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, surprised. I thought steelwood was stronger than anything. I know they are stronger than any weapon I have had to cross blades with. I’m about to ask another question, but the door flap of the tent opens, and the soldier who had just left comes back in with someone else. Another female slave; this time, it’s a Dragonis.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Master. When I brought the last slave,” at my glare, he swallows and nods quickly. “The… ahh, the last rescue… sorry, Master. When the rest of the group asked her what happened, she mentioned that you’d asked about Dwarves. This one here,” he points to the Dragonis who had followed him in, “she says she has information.”

      We all turn to the newcomer. She’s tall, and slim. She’s taller than any of the races I have seen on this world. I would say she’s over six feet tall. She has dark, short-cropped hair, which lets me see the small horns on her head. Compared to Tia, though, her horns look like nubs—almost as if they were an afterthought.

      She bows low and says, “My name is Kopa, Master. I heard from Nila that you were asking about stories of the Dwarves?”

      “I was,” I tell her. “You have information?”

      “I do, Master,” she nods vigorously. “I was from a village that was right up against the mountains. We’ve heard stories about them for ages—even when I was a little girl. The stories tell that in the mountains the Dwarves dwell, and that if you want to die, the best way to do that is go find them.”

      “But are they real?” Leeha asks her with raised brows.

      Kopa turns to her and shrugs. “I’m not sure. They are, to us, just stories. But Nila had said you had asked about them, though she had no information to give. I thought I would let you know what we in our village believe.”

      Leeha looks at her intensely and asks, “Which is?”

      “That they are real. We have had many people say, over the ages, that they have seen short people in the mountains.”

      “In the mountains, or in the mountain itself?” I ask her.

      “Yes. Not in the forest, but in the mountains, or on it… or in it. We have some caves that even we would never venture into anymore, after some accidents.”

      Tia utters in horror, “They killed people off?”

      She turns to her and shakes her head after bowing to her. “No, Mistress. Usually, they end up waking up far away from the cave they know they had intended to go into. The last time that happened was about twenty years ago. It happened to one of my dad’s cousins. The story I heard isn’t some second-hand tale, but from him directly.”

      I raise an eyebrow at the honorific that she used with Tia. I noted she had not used it with Leeha. Did she know that Tia is truly a Dragon?

      “Twenty years is a long time,” I tell her.

      “Yes. But there have been other sightings since then. But I heard of those tales second-hand.”

      “Hmm,” I say, thinking about it.

      “We need to verify this,” Leeha says.

      Nodding in agreement, I tell her, “Yes. We do. Thank you for bringing this to me, Kopa.”

      “You’re welcome, Master. Is it true you are going to be sending us back home?” she asks nervously.

      “Yes. If that is what you want?”

      “Please. I know many of the girls want to go back to their homes. Can I let them know that you will be sending us home?”

      “You can. But tell them that you shall not be making the trip on your own. I’ll be sending some of my men with you all to make sure you get there safely.”

      Nervously, with an undertone of fear in her shaky voice, she asks. “But… they are human, Master. Will that be safe?”

      “You can trust these men. They are part of my army.” Which still felt odd to say, but Bryan had told me to expect it. It seems many on this continent also wanted change.

      “My men are looking to change the views of other humans. They believe that all races should live together. But you should know that the soldiers I have with me all have partners that aren’t human.”

      At that, Kopa turns to the soldier who had been standing there in surprise. “You do?!”

      The guard blushes but answers her. “Yes. I have a Rabinis partner back home. Thanks to the Elemental Summoner here, I can now show my love for her openly.”

      Kopa keeps looking at him, her mouth open in shock. She finally shakes herself as if coming out of a dream and turns to me and bows. “Thank you, Master. I will let the girls know. I know that this information will make it easier for them to trust your men.”

      “Thank you, Kopa. That is all I ask.”

      With a smile, she turns to leave.

      “Now, Julien, was it?” I ask the soldier.

      “Yes, Master.”

      “Tell your captain that he is to get things ready to take these girls home. Get the supplies you need from the camp and, if there is not enough, let me know, and I will get you more supplies.”

      “Yes, Master,” Julien nods. “I know Captain Mirto said we should be good for supplies, but he wanted me to ask you if he should plan to take all the men with him? Are none to accompany you?”

      I turn to Bridget, Leeha, and Tia, who each nod.

      “Yes. We can make better time without them,” Leeha tells me.

      “Guess I know our next plan,” I say with a chuckle. “Tell Captain Mirto that he can leave when he feels it good. Do any of the prisoners need healing?”

      “No, Master. We looked them all over, and they are all good. There are a couple who are weak because they’d been starving themselves. But now that we rescued them, they accepted some food.”

      “Good. Make sure Captain Mirto has what he needs, and they can depart. I want you to return to the city of Maltar, to let Pina know what has happened here, and that I will be going to the Mountains of the Gods.”

      Once the directions were given, Julien nods and exits. Looking through the gap in the flap, I watch as he places a hand softly on Kopa’s arm to let her know it was time to go. She turns to him nervously and nods, but she goes with him.

      Once they are out of sight, I turn back to the girls. “Jesus. Dwarves? Really?” I know I keep saying it, but I have a silly grin on my face.

      “You just want to see how sexy their females are,” Leeha snorts, but she too has a big grin on her face.

      “Road trip!” Bridget cries in English.

      Leeha and Tia look at her oddly, unfamiliar with the phrase she’d used in English. They would know what each word means, but not the meaning of a ‘Road Trip’.

      “One issue with that,” I tell her with a laugh at her. “We have no car to take.”

      “Semantics,” Bridget says, waving away my objection with a dismissive gesture. “It’s the thought that counts.”

      I can’t help but laugh at her. “Sometimes your context is… lacking. Which is hilarious.”

      “That’s why I need to experience it!”

      Shaking my head at her, I turn back to Tia and Leeha. “I guess we should get ready and head out ourselves, now that I know those we rescued will get home safely.”

      Leeha asks me thoughtfully, “You think these Dwarves might be strong allies in your battles, don’t you?”

      “I do,” I tell her. “But admittedly, I would not mind finding out if these Dwarves are truly alive, but also what kind of wonders they can do with metals.”

      “Well, I guess we should head out,” Tia says excitedly.

      I look at her keenly at her excitement. “Do Dragons have piles of treasures?”

      She answers me, but I notice it’s rather reluctantly. “Maybe.”

      I walk up to her and bring her in a hug and look down at her. “We aren’t taking their stuff.”

      “I know,” she says with a snort, frowning at me. “But I can look, right?”

      “Yes. With your eyes.”

      “Fine, with my eyes,” she says, rolling said eyes at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fucking hell, does this stuff never stop?” I ask, wiping the water from my face as I enter the tent.

      I had been out trying to get some firewood, which was all soggy. At least it wasn’t wet inside the tent that I had pulled from my dimensional bag to give us a dry place to sleep. It was still cold, though. Hence why I’d gone out on a fruitless hunt for some firewood.

      I know that I could have just had Bridget go into her Fire elemental form and warm up the place, but she had been in her Elf form more and more lately, as she loved being in that form. But that meant that in that form, she could get cold, unless she calls up heat—as she used to when we would sleep on the ground when it was just me, her, and Leeha.

      “It’s the rainy season at this elevation, I guess,” Leeha says, taking the dripping pieces of wood out of my arms and bringing them to the firepit. With a frown of concentration, she pulls all the moisture out of the water-logged branches. Stacking the now dry timber in one corner, she finds the largest piece of log and throws it on the fire.

      I walk up to the firepit and warm my hands. “I don’t want to be here during the winter, then,” I say with a sigh. “I expected with the changes to my body, that I would be able to handle cold better, but it seems that’s not the case. I’m jealous that, as an Elf, you don’t feel the cold.”

      “Oh, I feel it,” Leeha says with a snort. “Though it’s true I don’t feel it nearly as bad as a human, even with your enhancements.”

      “What about you, Tia?” I ask her.

      She looks up from the bed where she had been napping. “I’m a Dragon. I might be in a Dragonis form, but honestly, I don’t feel uncomfortable in either cold or heat.”

      “And I’m good,” Bridget says with a grin.

      “So, it’s just me that’s freezing?” I scowl.

      Coming up to me, Leeha hugs me from behind. “I can keep you warm,” she purrs in my ear.

      I can’t help but laugh. We had been stopping most nights after dark on our way to the Mountain of the Gods, and only then just to sleep. We then headed back out again early the next morning—as dawn was breaking.

      So, there’s been almost no ‘quality time’ together, as Leeha liked to call it… or what Bridget more accurately termed, ‘romping time’. This was the first time in a week since we left the camp with the slaves, that we’d stopped for longer than six or seven hours, and only because of the rains.

      “How much further do you all think before we hit the mountains?”

      “From what I saw, probably another week?” Leeha says, turning to Tia for confirmation.

      “At least,” she says, then frowns. “You know I could have gotten there quicker if you let me just go in Dragon form.”

      “True, but I want us to stick together,” I tell her.

      “I don’t mind sticking around with you three,” she admits, her frown turning into a big smile. “I have to admit, I’m enjoying sleeping next to warm bodies, even if one of them seems to be colder than the others,” she says, sticking her tongue out at me.

      “Hush, you,” I tell her with a laugh. “I’m sure that if I was still in my human body, from Terra, I would be freezing even more. I don’t know what the temperature outside is, but I can see my breath.”

      With concern, Leeha says, “Crap, it’s gotten that cold?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’ll have to hole up here for a couple of days, then. It might snow.”

      Turning to Bridget, I ask her, “Bridget, can you send an Air elemental up to see if it’s going to snow?”

      “Command me, oh great one,” she says with a grin.

      “Air,” I say with a laugh.

      Suddenly, Bridget is in her Air elemental shape. With a nod and a wink, she vanishes. Within seconds, though, she’s back and has switched back to her normal, buxom Elven form. “Yep,” she sighs, “it will Snow. I figure it’ll start in about two hours. And it’s a big storm, so it looks like it will snow through at least tomorrow afternoon.

      With a sigh, I say, “Shit. Guess we are stuck here until the storm is done.”

      Tia sits up in the bed with a grin, bouncing her eyebrows. “I know how we can keep busy… and stay warm.”

      I turn to her and snort. “I’m sure you do. First though, we’ll need more wood if it’s going to snow until tomorrow afternoon. Let me go back out,” I say with a sigh, “and get more wood.”

      “You know I can do that,” Bridget tells me.

      “Yes, but the fire is mostly for me, as you all are warm enough. Since it’s for my little princess ass, I will go and get it. I won’t be long,” I say, regretfully pulling my hands away from the warm fire. At least I can feel my fingers again.

      “God, I would give anything for a winter jacket with gloves, a hat and even a scarf.”

      “Next city we go to, we will look for winter clothing,” Leeha says with a laugh.

      Nodding, I head to the door, open the flap and look outside. It’s still raining, but if this is going to turn to snow, I need to hurry. Wondering if an idea will work, I think, Air, and hold up my hand, palm up. In less than a second, I have a small female Air elemental standing there on my palm.

      Smiling up at me, she waves.

      I wave back with my free hand. “Hey, little one. I need you to do something for me. Please create a shield of air over me to keep the rain out and block any gusts of wind from getting to me. Is that doable?”

      She gets a look of concentration on her face, as if thinking about it. After a long moment, she finally looks up and nods.

      You have used a Spell command. You have used 1000 points of power.

      Sweet! With the spell in place, I walk outside, grinning like an idiot. The rain is no longer drenching me, and the wind, which I know is gusting—thanks to the trees and the branches bending and swaying to and fro in it—no longer cuts into me like a knife.

      It’s not that I don’t feel it—the dampness in the air and the cold, I mean—but it’s much easier to manage.

      I wonder if I should name this spell… Air Umbrella? Is that even a word here in this world? Shaking my head to clear it, I tromp into the woods, jumping the larger puddles, to gather some more wood. I’m about to bend down to grab a good-sized piece of wood that is under a larger log that had fallen over when I hear a noise.

      I don’t move and slowly look up to where the sound had come from.

      “Holy shit!” I whisper, a wide grin creeping across my face. It was a Macoa! They have Macoas on Orac?

      Grin still in place, I slowly lift my hand up and, before the bird has a chance to take off, I think Fire, Fire Bullet. And faster than the eye can see, I send a single bullet of fire at the bird, taking its head off.

      “Yes!” I shout.

      With a big grin, I ignore the piece of wood I had been about to grab and rush to where the bird fell. Finding the crumpled mass of feathers, I place a hand on it and push it into my bag. The best part is, I know that in my bag it won’t make a mess, but the dimensional bag also seems to stop the process of food spoiling. I’d even found that, putting hot food into my bag, when I took it back out, it came out exactly the way I’d put it into my bag—still hot.

      Then, hearing another noise, I stop. Shit, another Macoa?

      With a grin, I slowly sneak, as much as I can as a human with two left feet, make my way to where I heard the sound.

      I look around the tree I was leaning against, and I hear the noise again. It’s almost a snorting sound. But what I see around the tree, about twenty feet from me, makes me stop in my tracks and think. Oh shit.

      That’s not a Macoa.

      “Bridget,” I say through our connection. “We have something big here, and I have no clue what it is.”

      I feel a hand on my back, and I know it is Bridget, who teleported straight to me.

      “I only sensed it when you approached it,” she says. “Oh crap. That’s hmm. Not good.”

      “What is it?”

      “What popped into my head as soon as I saw it was. Hill Giant.”

      I look back at the thing I had found, and I can’t help but think, that’s no fucking hill giant. The thing was massive, tall, and, well, fugly. It was at least thirty feet tall, and how it was walking around so quietly was beyond me. It should have been trashing through the woods, but even though it was making noise, it was nothing compared to what I think something that big should be causing.

      “Can we take it on?”

      “I’m not sure. They’re immune to Fire magic. So, you might need to use another element. Also, I have no clue how much damage we can cause it. Alex. That thing is huge!”

      “I know,” I tell her with a scowl. “I guess we can leave it alone and head back. But what if it finds our tent? I wish there was a way to talk to Leeha or Tia, so that I can ask if they ever fought one before.”

      “I can go ask them if you want?”

      “Crap, right. Go do that,” I tell her with a quick nod.

      Without warning, she’s gone.

      I turn back to the Hill Giant. He was looking for something in the foliage, from what it looks like. He or she? They? They were rooting in the grass and brush.

      A minute later, Bridget is back, her hand warming the small of my back once more. “Leeha and Tia said they have never fought one. No… correction. Tia said she has fought one before, but she would just eat it and she says it tastes like shit.”

      “So, she’s out,” I think with a chuckle.

      Looking at the Hill Giant, I’m not surprised they don’t taste good. Don’t forget, I said it was fugly.

      “Ideas?” I ask her.

      “You want to kill it?” Bridget confirms.

      “What else can we do with it? I mean, the thing might come and attack our camp while we are being snowed in.”

      “Hmm. Let me go check something, first. Can you give me Mind?”

      “Sure,” I tell her, and I think. Mind.

      Suddenly she’s in her purple form, with her swirling, kaleidoscopic eyes. The ones which used to make me sick to my stomach, spinning oddly in place like they do. Thank God, I am used to it now. She disappears.

      I hear a roaring sound. My head spins back towards where the Hill Giant was, and I can’t help it, but my mouth opens in shock. Bridget is there, in front of the Hill Giant, looking like a tiny purple dragon we shall never name—no matter how much it says it loves us—and she’s looking up at it.

      The Hill Giant, on the other hand, is standing there, with its hands on either side of its head, as if trying to keep a migraine from splitting its head in two. Suddenly, it growls. Faster than I’d thought it could, the massive creature lashes out with a fist and catches Bridget in the side, throwing her a good ten feet.

      But my elemental wife is tough, and she catches herself, her claws digging a shallow trench in the ground and not falling over. She shakes her head as if to clear it. Then, she’s next to me.

      “Yeah… that didn’t work like I hoped it would,” she says.

      “What did you try?”

      “I tried to mesmerize it, which was partially successful. Until it got angry, and it somehow broke it. I think we should run.”

      “What?!” I ask, and I’m so shocked that my question is out loud, instead of though our connection.

      I look up at the Hill Giant, and that’s when I notice it is looking right at us. No. It’s looking at me, and it’s pissed. Its two beady eyes, which were still the size of hubcaps, are staring daggers at me.

      “Oh, crap!” I blurt out and, turning to take Bridget’s advice, I run.
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      “Go left!” screams Bridget in my head.

      

      Without question, I jump left, and just in time, too. The tree that was before me and is now on my right abruptly explodes as a boulder the size of a shopping cart slams into it.

      

      “What the hell!” I shout out loud.

      

      Thank the gods, my new body makes it easier for me to run full tilt without running of breath, but I soon find that I’m out of breath. Not because of the strenuous exercise, though, but because I’m being chased by a fucking Hill Giant!

      

      Air, Air Arrow, I think, and beside me are six Air Arrows that I fire off behind me blindly with a thought, hoping I hit the fucker.

      

      You have used the spell Air Arrow. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have hit your target for 9 points of damage.

      You have hit your target for 3 points of damage.

      You have hit your target for 1 point of damage.

      

      Shit, that’s it? Then again, I’m like a shooter with a gun, just waving their arm behind them and pulling the trigger—randomly hoping to hit something. The fact that three of my six arrows even hit it is phenomenal. Or an indication of just how big this fucker is.

      

      “We need to do something about this thing, Bridget!” I yell at her quickly. “I can’t bring this thing back to our camp.”

      

      “I’m trying!” she tells me through our connection. “Give me Earth. I will try to root it in place.”

      

      “Earth!” I practically shout in English at the top of my lungs.

      

      Suddenly, I feel the draw of power through my Chakras.

      

      “I got it!” Bridget shouts in my head.

      

      I stop hard and turn around to see how things are going, and see that the creature is only thirty feet behind me. The Hill Giant struggles to escape the host of vines that shot out of the ground to snare it.

      

      That’s when I get my first really good look at it. The first thing that strikes me, is that it’s big. Second, is that its head seems to be too small for its body. The monster is bipedal, with two legs and two arms. But, the arms are so long, that I see that they would almost touch the ground if it leaned forward a bit—almost like what a great ape would look like, such as an orangutang or gorilla.

      

      Its face, though, while smaller than it should be proportionally, is only one that a mother can love. Maybe if its mother was blind. It has tufts of hair sticking up all over its head, as if it has been pulling them out. Its skin is white—rather like a slug’s—but is deeply pockmarked and scarred.

      

      However, what truly made it fugly was its mouth, which was a terrible mishmash of jagged chompers pointing every which way. And its eyes. Its eyes were beady, smaller than what one would expect on a head that large, though also too wide set—more towards the sides of its too-small head. I’m sure this let it see somewhat behind itself.

      

      I couldn’t tell still if it was male or female. Do Hill Giants even have genders?

      

      “Oh, crap!” Bridget shouts. “Run!”

      

      My gaze switches back down at the Hill Giant’s feet from where I had been focused on its misshapen face. Bridget’s vines were starting to snap, and no matter how many more Bridget was sending out, these were broken as well.

      

      “Run!” she shouts.

      

      She didn’t need to tell me twice! Without pause, I turn around and take off like a bat out of hell. And just in time, too, as where I had recently been explodes in a shower of dirt and bits of wood. Apparently, the Hill Giant had grabbed a log from the ground beside it and had thrown it.

      

      The log ended up coming at me sideways, which was a lucky break for me—since it ended up slamming into the base of the two trees right after I ran between them. The large log was stopped by those two trees, but it was damn close. The collision sends a spray of dirt and bark that pepper my back and ass, pushing me forward.

      

      You have taken two3 points of damage.

      

      “Ok, I need more speed. Bridget, can you put, I don’t know… a wind at my back?”

      

      “I can,” she tells me breathlessly, distracted as she is by whatever the Hill Giant is up to. “But if I do that, you might not properly be able to control your course and end up running into a tree or something.”

      

      “Well, I need something,” I tell her quickly. “That thing is going to kill me if I don’t get out of its range. I’m starting to see more and more large rocks as we head this way, and the last thing I need to do is give that thing missiles!”

      

      “Yeah, that thing is strong. It broke through those vines like it was nothing after a minute.” She pauses. “I might have an idea,” she says, but I hear the hesitation in her voice.

      

      “What’s your idea?”

      

      “You might not like it,” she says slowly.

      

      “Bridget,” I tell her. “I’m about to become a target for all these large stones I’m running through! At this point,”

      

      “Right. What I need you to do, is to give me Mind, again.”

      

      Perplexed, I asked her, “Mind? Isn’t that how we got into this mess?”

      

      “I have the context for an idea.”

      

      “Shit. Context? Right. Okay. Mind.”

      

      Without warning, a rock smashes into the tree next to me, causing it to explode, my face getting hit by splinters of wood and shards of stone. Thank God my enhanced form has tougher skin, as none of them pierce through, though I still feel the backlash. Wiping my face free of wood chips and bits of gravel, I begin to bob and weave. Darting back and forth, I hope at least to offer a harder target.

      

      Let me tell you. When someone says to run while bobbing and weaving? It’s a hell of a lot easier to say than to do. Not to mention, it ends up slowing you down. While your pursuit, that’s running flat out to get you, keeps getting closer and closer. At least that’s what it sounds like, as I can clearly hear the Hill Giant’s heavy breathing.

      

      But I also notice that I’m not panting. I mean, my heart is racing, but that’s more because my life is on the line! You try being chased by a thirty-foot tall monster who is throwing massive stones and logs at your frantically bobbing and weaving figure.

      

      “Almost got it.”

      

      “Let’s hope so!” I tell her, just as another massive rock smashes into the spot where I had just been. Luckily for me, I had decided to weave, instead of bob.

      

      “And…Got it!” she shouts out loud behind me. “You can stop!”

      

      I slowly stop and look back, and what I see surprised the shit out of me!

      

      My mouth agape in surprise, I turn to her, “Did you blind it?”

      

      At my question, the Hill Giant’s head snaps towards me, and it roars loudly and lurches forward. But then, just as suddenly, it trips over one of the logs it had pitched at me that sticks up like a crazy javelin from the forest floor.

      

      Faster than it can react, the creature is enveloped in vines that burst out of the ground.

      

      “Yes. I tried to mesmerize it, but that failed,” she says with a scowl. “But, I didn’t so much blind it as to make it think it was seeing something that wasn’t there,” Bridget says, suddenly appearing out of nowhere in her purple form.

      

      “Oh, like what?” I ask, tentatively walking back towards the Hill Giant who was still on the ground, struggling, but since it was flat on its side, it could not get leverage this time to break the vines.

      

      “I made it think it was dark out… like pitch black—a night with no moon. It was the best I could do with its tiny brain.”

      

      “No tiny brain!” it shouts suddenly on the ground. “Me smart!”

      

      Both Bridget and I stare at the Hill Giant in shock.

      

      “Did it just talk?”

      

      Bridget doesn’t answer me, as she’s staring at the Hill Giant in just as much shock as I am. She reverts back to her Elf form. That was how jarring it was.
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        * * *

      

      Coming closer, I stare up at the Giant with a puzzled frown.

      

      “You can understand us?”

      

      The Hill Giant tries to turn its head towards my voice, but it’s been lashed down so tightly with the vines, that the only thing it can move is its eyes. And it is trying to see me.

      

      I walk around its head until I’m more or less facing it, where its head can see me.

      

      The Hill Giant snorts. “You think we monsters all stupid?”

      

      I frown at the Hill Giant. Its voice is deep, but I still can’t tell if it is female or male. The way it said ‘monsters’, though, spoke volumes.

      

      “You don’t consider yourself a monster?” Bridget asks the question before I can.

      

      The Hill Giant turns its gaze to Bridget, and again, it snorts. “Elves. Think smart. Me smart too. Live alone for many seasons. Eat good food. Left mountains. Know there getting dangerous for me kind.”

      

      “What do you mean it was getting dangerous for your kind? Are you talking about the Mountains of the gods?” I ask it.

      

      The Hill Giant turns back to me and doesn’t answer me, but stares at me suspiciously. “Why? You human. You the ones killing us and chasing us out.”

      

      I look at Bridget with a raised eyebrow. “You think it’s telling the truth?”

      

      “Me not an IT!” it shouts at me angrily. “Me boy!”

      

      Ah, so they do have sexes. Does it have a name, I wonder?

      

      “Sorry. Do you have a name?” I ask him.

      

      The Hill Giant again stares at me, squinting at me suspiciously, but he finally nods. “Moobie.”

      

      “Moobie?” I say, hiding a smile. At least it wasn’t boobie. Yeah, childish, I know. Sue me.

      

      “Da was Toobie. Ma was Floomie.”

      

      “Hmm,” I say, trying hard to not laugh. “Well, Moobie, I’m Alex. This is Bridget, one of my wives.”

      

      “Hello, Bridget,” Moobie tells her. His gaze switches back at me. “You Alex, you said?”

      

      “Yes. Alex. I’m the Elemental Summoner,” I tell him, to see his reaction.

      

      He looks confused, but nods. “Odd name.”

      

      Interesting. He has no idea what that means? He struggles, but I can see it’s more to test the bonds than to escape.

      

      “You going to let me go?” Moobie asks me directly.

      “I don’t know,” I admit. “Do you promise not to try to kill me? Not to smash me or throw stones or logs at me?”

      

      “I don’t know,” Moobie says hesitantly. “You going to take my food away?”

      

      With a puzzled frown I ask him, “Take your food? Why would I take your food away?”

      

      “Wasn’t that why you attacked me?”

      

      “What no? I didn’t attack you. We kind of stumbled onto you… Wait. You can speak much better, now? You seem to be getting better at speaking my language.”

      

      “What?” Moobie mutters, a puzzled look on his ugly face now. “You speaking Giant. Surprised you can speak it good.”

      

      “What?” And that’s when I clue in that I had not being speaking Oracian, or even Prithgarian. Whatever words I had been speaking, sounded like I had a mouthful of rocks. I look over at Bridget.

      

      “You didn’t notice that you were speaking his language?” she asks me with a chuckle.

      

      “No! I don’t realize half the time when I switch to some other language. God, I wish there was a way to tell when I was speaking a different language. I do it without thought, so I don’t notice it.”

      

      “You odd,” Moobie tells me, frowning at me from the ground.

      

      “What chased you away from the Mountains of the gods? You mentioned humans?”

      

      Again, that suspicion is there, but slowly Moobie nods. “Moons ago, you humans came to our land and started killing us, to get us out. All you did was dig, though, or push us out of our caves.”

      

      I turn to Bridget. “So, they are looking for Dwarves. Bet you they were looking into caves and digging, trying to find an entrance to the Dwarves’ underground kingdom.”

      

      “You think?”

      

      “Well, that last slaver said they were looking for Dwarves in the Mountains. I guess it’s a bigger operation than we thought.”

      

      “I guess we really need to investigate it. We now have confirmation that there are humans out there. What do we do with him?” she asks, pointing to the Hill Giant who is still wrapped up tight by the vines, laying on his side.

      

      “Hmm,” I murmur, looking at Moobie. “What should we do with him? I’d rather not kill him.”

      

      “I can help!” Moobie blurts out. “Can bring you to place where humans are.”

      “Promise not to hurt us, or my other wife and a partner who is with me?” I ask him, thinking that might be nice to have an ally that stands five times taller than you.

      

      Moobie asks me, cautiously, “Promise not to take my food?”

      

      “I can do one better,” I tell Moobie with a grin. “I can feed you.”

      

      “Agree!” Moobie shouts quickly.
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      “Go ahead and free him,” I tell Bridget.

      She nods and waves her hand to send the vines that had been keeping our large Hill Giant friend Moobie immobilized ack into the ground. Moobie slowly looks down at his body and shakes himself before sitting up. Even sitting up, he more than twice as tall as I am, at over six feet.

      “Hope we didn’t hurt you,” I tell him.

      He shakes his enormous head, turning to me. “Tickled.”

      “Jesus. Great,” I tell him with a laugh. “Glad to know my magic arrows tickled.”

      “Ropes hurt more,” he adds, looking at Bridget.

      Bridget turns to me with a grin, sticking her tongue out at me. “See. I’m more powerful!”

      “How is it you can speak Prithgarian?” I ask him curiously.

      Moobie turns back to me. “Learn from…” and here he gets a confused look on his brutish mug. “From tiny races.”

      Somewhat in surprise, I blurt out. “You had someone teach you the language? From other small races? Do you mean people my size, or smaller?”

      He nods slowly. “Yes. Some get lost at times. I rescue them. Mostly during cold. I bring them to cave, warm them up, and feed them. Though, many times they don’t accept food.”

      “What do Hill Giants eat?” Bridget asks him before I can. “I mean… what do you eat?”

      “Rocks,” he says, matter-of-factly.

      I stare at his snaggle-toothed mouth, with its teeth going every which way and wonder if his diet of rocks caused all that damage, or if the Hill Giants’ oral hygiene was as bad as what passed for dental coverage in Britain.

      “And that’s where you learned to speak?” Bridget asks him, coming to stand next to me and putting an arm around my waist.

      “Yes. I listen. I learn. How you know to speak Giant?”

      “That’s thanks to my God,” I tell him with a chuckle. “He blessed me with knowledge of all languages on this world.”

      “Never met small race who speak Giant,” Moobie says. And I suppose from how his eyes squint and his fearsome maw twitches up at the corners, he is grinning at me—amused that such a small being can speak his Hill Giant language.

      His grin, if you ever saw it, would make you turn and run. But I guess I’m getting used to his looks, as it doesn’t make me want to bolt.

      “Is that why your teeth are like that?” Bridget asks, making me turn to her in shock.

      Shit, I would not have even asked him that!

      Moobie sighs deeply and shakes his head. “No. Had other Giant throw tree at me. Damaged face and tooth. No… teeth,” he says, correcting himself.

      “So, wait. You look that way,” I say, waving my hand towards his face—which is to say, generally upwards—“because of an injury? Even your hair?”

      “Ah,” Moobie says, pasty skin turning a ruddy brown as he looks embarrassed. “Hair my own fault. Jumped into a fire gorge to get shiny stone. Burned hair.”

      “Wait. Wait,” I say, holding my hands up to stop him. “You jumped into lava?”

      “Yes,” he says awkwardly.

      “Didn’t it burn you?”

      “No. Me fireproof.”

      “Except for your hair?”

      Sighing, he nods. “Except hair. I not know that when jumped. Do now!”

      “According to Bridget, you’re immune to Fire magic?”

      The big Giant nods. “Yes. Others hurt, though. Though, takes a lot.”

      Raising my eyebrows, I ask him. “How much is a lot?”

      “Five or six small races at the same time.

      “Shiiit,” I breathe out in appreciation. “Do other creatures… err, magical races… have immunity against any types of Magic?” I ask Bridget.

      “Probably?” she says, though she sounds far from sure of herself. “I assume, since Moobie here is immune to Fire Magic, it makes sense that there would be others out there who are immune to the other types?”

      “Great,” I say with a sour expression.

      Well, I guess we need to figure out what to do with Moobie,” I say, thinking it through.

      “Do with?” Moobie asks.

      “Well, we were out getting firewood, because it’s supposed to snow overnight and into the day tomorrow. So, you caught us out getting wood… or I guess we walked in on you. What were you doing?”

      Sighing, he says, “Trying to get food. But rocks here are not same as rocks back home.”

      “What kind of rocks do you eat?” I ask him, intrigued that there’s a difference between rocks.

      “Mountain rocks. These low-place rocks harder. Upset tummy,” he says, putting a large hand on his massive stomach.

      “You can only eat rocks?” Bridget asks him.

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “Eat rocks to help, hmm? Not sure how to say. Inside here,” he says, pointing to his stomach again, “rocks to help food.”

      “Wait, so the rocks you eat, these Mountain rocks, help you digest foods?”

      “Yes?” he says, but I can tell he isn’t sure.

      Bridget asks him, “Can you eat meat?”

      At that, his eyes get big, and he grins, teeth going all over the place on his face. “Yes! Though hard to get. Animals hear me before I get close,” he says sadly.

      “Well, we are about to go back to our tent. Will you be ok in the snow?”

      “Oh, snow,” he says, waving his large hand back and forth in the air, which I notice had stopped raining but had turned into snowflakes. “Not hurt me. I sleep in snow all the time up in Mountains.”

      “I would offer you shelter,” I tell him. “But the tent I have, I doubt would fit you,” I tell him apologetically.

      “Understand,” he says sadly.

      Bridget slaps my arm, surreptitiously and glares at me.

      What? She wants me to offer to have him come with us?

      “Are you sure?” I ask through our connection.

      “Yes. He seems lonely.”

      Sighing, I nod and turn back to Moobie, who had slowly gotten up and stood up to his full thirty-foot height.

      “Hey, Moobie,” I tell him. “Did you want to come and stay with us? I know you can’t stay in the tent, but you can stay outside of it. I can even open the tent’s flap so we can talk.”

      “Really?” he cries out in joy. “You no mind?”

      “I don’t,” I tell him, laughing at his excitement. “Come on. We can head over there now. Bridget, can you go run ahead and tell Leeha and Tia, so they don’t freak out?”

      “Will do,” she says with her own laugh and then is gone.

      Moobie’s head snaps around the area, looking for where she went.

      “She different,” he finally says to me. “I like her.”

      “So do I,” I tell him with a grin. “Come on. Our tent is this way.”

      With the Giant following me, I head back towards where I know our tent is. Moobie might be thirty feet tall, but he walks fairly quietly. Or I might the deaf. Animals must have better hearing than me.
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        * * *

      

      As we come up to where we had camped, Bridget, Tia, and Leeha are all outside the tent, watching us. Once we are in front of them, I see Leeha’s eyes are wide in surprise, while Tia wears a contemplative look, and Bridget has a smile on her face.

      “Found something,” I tell them with a grin.

      “Tell me about it!” Leeha says with a laugh. “Hello. Bridget says your name is Moobie?”

      “Yes,” Moobie says, stopping a couple of feet behind me and bowing low. Oh? Where did he learn that?

      I look over at Tia, and she is still studying Moobie. She moves away from the tent and comes closer, looking critically up at the Giant.

      “Why do you look like that?” she asks him bluntly.

      “What?” I ask her. I’m shocked at the straightforwardness of her question, especially about how someone looks.

      “I damaged,” Moobie replies, hanging his head with a heavy sigh.

      “No shit, you’re damaged,” our dragon mutters.

      “Tia!” I bark at her. “That’s not polite.”

      Tia turns to me. “Alex. Do you know what Hill Giants are supposed to look like?”

      “Like Moobie?” I tell her, puzzled now.

      “No. Hill Giants look just like you, or other humans, only larger. They look like a large-scale human.” She points to Moobie, who had hung his head even lower in shame. “Does he look like that to you?”

      I turn back to Moobie and look at him up and down. No. No, he does not. He looks like his face got into a fight with an airplane propeller as big as he is, and he lost. His hair sticks up in tufts. His skin is white like a slug, though as it had started getting dark, it did not seem as odd as it had in the daylight. Also, his teeth are unlike anything I had ever seen before in my life—on any creature, animal, or monster. Even in drawings.

      Is Tia saying that he should look like me, just twenty-four feet taller? Fuck, his arms are so long that his hands dangle below his knees, his knuckles almost dragging along the ground.

      I frown and look at Tia. “So, what happened to Moobie?”

      “I’m not sure. Moobie, was it? How come you don’t look like a typical Hill Giant?”

      If the Giant could pull his neck anymore into his shoulders, I am sure he would try to become a giant turtle. He’d gone from about thirty feet tall to about twenty feet tall, he was hunched over so much.

      “I like to fight,” he mumbles. “I also clumsy and not eat good.”

      Tia turns to me quickly and grabs my arm. “You need to heal him!”

      “What?” I ask her, staring at her dumbly.

      She says and says quietly. “Alex. Moobie has been damaged. I’m sure he does not even have a mate.”

      “No,” Moobie mumbles, and squinting up at him, I gather that if he could disappear right now, he would.

      “Moobie,” Bridget says, going up to the Hill Giant and peering up at him while placing a hand on his leg. “Do you have a mate?”

      “No,” he says again, shaking his head. “No one wants Moobie. Too ugly.”

      Shit, I think to myself. I’d thought the same thing. So, I’m sure others—even his own kind—did so, as well.

      “There, that’s it,” Leeha says in a voice that tells me that I no longer have a choice in the matter, not really. “Alex here will make it so that you look normal again.”

      “I’m not sure I can…” I begin to say, but Bridget overrides me.

      “You can and you will. And I will help.”

      “And so will I,” Tia growls out.

      “And so will I, Leeha says. “Whatever it takes.”

      I look up into the sky, where the snow had started to come down in big, fat flakes. “Hmm. Where are we going to do this?”

      Leeha opens her mouth but then closes it with an audible click, looking up at Moobie and our tent behind her.

      “Oops,” she says, blushing. “Well, how long will it take you to heal him?”

      “I don’t know.” I scratch my cheek. “Let me see. Moobie, can I touch you?”

      Nervously he looks down at me and says, “Sure?”

      I walk up to him and, since his hand is close enough to the ground for me to reach up and touch it, I place my hand on the back of his, and I start to heal him.

      You are healing your target. Time to fully heal, 04:00:00.

      “Holy shit,” I say, turning to the girls in shock.

      “What?” Leeha asks nervously.

      “It says it will take me four hours to heal him fully!”

      She nods at that information. “Then, yeah. We can’t do it outside.”

      “Well, I can’t do it outside. I’ll freeze! And he won’t fit in our tent.”

      “There must be a way,” Leeha says, looking between the tent and Moobie.

      But, oddly, it’s Moobie, the Hill Giant, who comes up with a solution.

      “What if place arm in tent? You need touch me, but just hand or all body?”

      I open my mouth to answer him and then close it. I turn to Bridget. “Will that work? I’m not sure if I need to touch the injured or damaged parts or just a part of him.”

      Bridget frowns at me but slowly shakes her head. “I think your healing is similar to how you can take the lifeforce of someone. You just have to be in direct contact, touching them. Maybe the healing is the same? Each time you have healed, yes, we put your hands over the wound, but it be that just touching another’s skin is enough?”

      “Only one way to find out,” Tia says with a grin. “Come on Moobie. I will show you where you can lie down and stick your arm under the flap of the tent. Do you need anything?”

      “No,” he says, excitedly at the idea of being healed. “Snow not hurt me. No get cold.”

      “There,” she says with a bigger grin. “Soon, we will have you fixed up good as new!”

      “Hmm. Maybe we shouldn’t be making promises?” I say out loud.

      “Pffft... Please!” Tia rolls her eyes. “I have seen what you can do. This will be easy.”

      “Well. If you think so. But, just in case, Moobie? I want you to know I will heal you as much as I can, but I’m not sure it will fix how you look.”

      Moobie nods quickly. “Even fix tummy, be good,” he says, patting his stomach.

      Which, honestly, is just as flat as mine. I guess I figured Giants would be big and round there. Other than his extraordinarily long arms, odd skin condition, and misshapen face, he looks like a normal bipedal of any race.

      “Well, let’s give this a go then,” I tell him with a smile.

      “Yay!” Moobie shouts.
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      “Are you sure?” I ask Moobie, looking down at his massive head that is tucked underneath the tent’s wall. For some reason, this reminds me of that old saying about a camel’s nose in a tent. He also has one arm inside the tent. Bridget had taken some rugs out of my bag and had MacGyvered them around where our new friend sprawled to keep the snow and wind out of the tent.

      

      “I good,” Moobie rumbles at me, his eyes tracking upwards. Since as his head is so massive, he doesn’t need to look up much.

      

      Damn, up close like this, he’s frickin’ huge! I look back at Tia, Bridget, and Leeha, who are trying not to laugh. The fact that I have a Hill Giant’s head poking inside my tent, with his ass sticking up in the air outside of it, is crazy.

      

      “And you’re sure you won’t get cold?”

      

      “Yes,” he replies, looking at me expectantly.

      

      I can’t really blame him. He’s about to get healed—fixing whatever is going on with his stomach and his skin—and may even come out of this looking normal. I wonder what kind of hellish life he’s been living, if he’s not supposed to look like this? According to Tia, he should look like a massive human, albeit with longer arms.

      “Well, let’s get this over with,” I say with a smile down at Moobie. “Not sure if there will be any pain, as this is going to be the biggest healing I have ever done. Are you sure I have enough Divine Power?”

      

      “Are you still at 5,000?” Leeha asks me.

      

      I think of my numbers, and they pop up in my vision.

      

      Power Remaining: 995,000/995,000

      Divine Energy Remaining: 5,000/5,000

      

      “According to what I’m seeing, I’m at 5,000. But will that be enough?” I ask, turning to Bridget.

      

      “If not,” Bridget shrugs her shoulders and grins at me. “You will just have to heal him again later, after you regain your energy.”

      

      “You just want him to fill you up again,” Tia says, before Leeha can, with a snicker.

      

      Bridget at least has the grace to blush, caught in her scheming.

      

      “Don’t understand,” Moobie rumbles, a frown on his large visage.

      

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell him with a smile. “Now, let’s see what we can do about you, shall we?’

      

      Moobie’s confusion disappears, and that snaggle-toothed grin of his appears on his face. With his teeth the way they are, it’s pretty scary—especially up this close.

      

      I grab one of the large cushions that was in the tent, and I place it next to Moobie so that I can sit on it and stay somewhat comfortable while keeping my hand on him for the next four hours or so. Which isn’t as easy as it sounds.

      

      Once settled into the cushion, I take a deep breath, hoping this works. At least with divine healing, I don’t need to know anything about the person I am healing—which is a good thing, for them. Biology was never my forte; never mind the biology of a Hill Giant. It was the same, when I’d healed Leeha’s brother’s hand, after we attempted to bring out his Fire elemental.

      

      I place my hand on Moobie’s shaggy head… well, all right, more like on his ear, and I close my eyes. I can hear the girls shuffling around the tent, getting comfortable and ready for bed. We’d agreed that I would not be sleeping in bed with them tonight. And there certainly would be none of the extracurricular activities all of us had been looking forward to. There were pouts, all around, but the girls knew that healing Moobie was important.

      

      You are healing your target. Time to fully heal, 03:59:58.

      

      Ah, I guess it remembered that I had already touched him earlier. Technically, I suppose that I’d already healed him for a full two seconds.

      

      “Feel odd,” Moobie whispers, but because of his size, it still comes out somewhere between the noise a rockslide makes and the crashing of a large tree in the forest.

      

      I wince.

      

      Quieter, he mumbles, “Sorry.”

      

      Not opening my eyes, I nod, knowing he can see me from where he lays on his arm, thanks to the angle of his eyes. I wonder again, if his eyes were always like that, or if it is because of his injuries?

      

      Internally shaking my head, I tell him softly “No worries. I’m healing you, so you might feel some things moving. If I could, I would make you go to sleep, so you don’t feel any discomfort or pain.”

      

      Suddenly in my head, I get a prompt.

      

      Do you wish to sedate your patient?

      

      What the hell! I can do that? YES! I scream in my head.

      

      Your target is sedated for the time left in healing.

      

      Abruptly, I feel Moobie relax under my hand, and he starts to snore… loudly.

      

      Smiling, I focus again on the healing. I feel the power flowing through my Chakras, and then from me, somehow, through Bridget, who I can feel is a few feet away from me on the bed with the girls, before rushing back into Moobie. It is an odd feeling, to say the least.

      

      With the magic flowing through me, I slowly get sleepy, but I don’t want to lose the connection to my patient. Just in case, I don’t remove my hand, but getting up, I shift my cushion closer to Moobie and face him, effectively leaning against his head. At least if I do end up falling asleep, my hand should stay in contact with his head.
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        * * *

      

      A sound wakes me up, and it takes me a second to process the noise had been a gasp of surprise. Jerking my eyes open, I look around. Shit! Did I end up falling asleep and stop touching Moobie?

      

      I look behind me, and see all three girls are standing there, staring at me, their mouths all agape. No, not at me, but at Moobie. I turn around quickly to check on my new friend, but not before the message in the corner of my vision disappears.

      

      You have healed your target fully.

      

      What I see makes me open my mouth in shock. It’s Moobie, but not Moobie. The Hill Giant before me now doesn’t look at all like the Hill Giant we had stumbled across while looking for firewood. Whereas, before, he’d had hardly any hair—just a few tufts of it sticking up all over his misshapen skull—and his skin had been scarred, pockmarked, and sickly, while his teeth were all over the place in his mouth… now, he looked, for all intents and purposes, like a human. If a human could have a head that was twenty times bigger than my own.

      

      Our thirty-foot Hill Giant was not the same person who had followed me back to camp.

      

      He was still sleeping, snoring away. But I didn’t need to see his eyes to notice the transformation. He now had a full set of dark hair, cut short somehow. His skin was flawless and smooth and pink, like mine, with a touch of sunburn.

      

      But his mouth... no, his teeth… were the biggest transformation. His mouth is slightly open, snoring away, but from what I can see from here, he has perfectly straight, pearly whites.

      

      “Is that Moobie?” Tia asks, and I can hear the incredulity in her tone.

      

      I turn back to the girls and shrug at them, confused. I’m about as sure as they are. “I think so. I mean, do you know any other thirty-foot-tall Hill Giants who stuck their head under our tent last night?”

      

      “My gods,” Leeha says, awe in her voice. “He’s so different!”

      

      “I know,” I tell them, getting up off the cushion.

      

      I guess my body wasn’t used to moving after sitting still for so long or using that much Energy to heal had left me weak, since I almost fall over, suddenly dizzy.

      

      Bridget is there next to me in an instant, holding me up. “You need to relax. You just used up 5,000 points of Divine Energy.”

      

      I think of my power, and I get the numbers in my vision.

      

      Power Remaining: 990,000/995,000

      Divine Energy Remaining: 0/5,000

      

      “Yep, I’m completely tapped out. I’m at zero.”

      

      “Yes. Notice how you used up some of your own power, too?” Bridget points out.

      

      I glance again at the notice and see that she’s right. Some of my power is gone. Actually, another 5,000 units of it is gone. I look at her questioningly.

      

      “I would say you most likely had some help in healing him. Somehow, you used your Elementals to heal him.”

      

      “I did?” I blurt out, looking back at Moobie. Did maybe some of the work I did involve using Elementals to say shift his teeth, or such?

      

      Bridget goes up to Moobie, places a hand on his head, and closes her eyes. She frowns at first, but then grins. She turns back to me, her hand still on Moobie.

      

      “Yep. It seems that not only did you heal him externally, but you also healed Moobie internally. He had more issues than even I thought. He had a lot of internal damage.”

      

      “Like what?” I ask.

      

      “He had something that appears to have been called, though I have no context for the term, cancer.” At the word cancer, it comes out in English.

      

      “Shit seriously? Bad?”

      

      “Pretty bad,” she nods. “Now that I know what I’m looking for, it was malignant. He maybe had only a year or so left to live.”

      

      “Jesus!” I exclaim.

      

      “What are these words you are using? I know they’re English as they seem to resonate with power,” Leeha asks me.

      

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh, turning to her. “Essentially, Moobie’s body was consuming itself. He had a sickness that we know about from my world. It’s a particularly nasty, and usually fatal, disease.”

      

      At the word ‘disease’, both Leeha and Tia take several steps back from Moobie.

      

      “But don’t worry,” I chuckle, “it’s not something you can catch. His body was eating itself from the inside. He would have eventually been in terrible pain—if he wasn’t already—and would have died a terrible death.”

      

      “My gods!” Leeha says, her expression showing one of horror.

      

      “But,” Bridget tells her with a grin, “Alex was able to get rid of it. Actually,” she says, her hand still on Moobie and with a confused look. “Hmm. Alex. What did you do?”

      

      “What? What do you mean, what did I do? I healed him.”

      

      “You didn’t ask to do anything else?”

      

      “No?” I rub the back of my neck, cheeks heating up. “I mean… I fell asleep, so the healing didn’t stop as I was still touching him, but… Why do you ask?’

      

      Bridget doesn’t answer me, only closes her eyes and frowns in concentration. Her look of confusion turns to one of bewilderment. “Alex... are you saying that you did not do anything else?”

      

      “Bridget, love, I don’t even know how I healed him. Never mind doing whatever this ‘anything else’ you are asking about might be. What are you seeing?”

      

      “What did Alex do?” Leeha asks her with a raised eyebrow.

      

      Bridget opens her eyes and looks at her. “Alex changed Moobie.”

      

      “What? No, I didn’t,” I tell her warily. “I healed him!”

      

      “Yes, you did. You totally healed him. But… you also fixed something that… well, I’m not sure was meant to be healed. Or even needed healing.”

      

      With a frown on my face, I ask her, “Wait, I wasn’t supposed to heal his cancer?”

      

      “Oh no. That was a good thing you did. It’s more… hmm. It would be better if you could see it yourself. Can you wake Moobie?”

      

      “Sure. I mean, the spell was only meant to keep him asleep while I healed him so that he wasn’t in any pain or discomfort.” I shrug. “I figured he would be awake already,” I tell her hesitantly.

      

      “Let me wake him,” Leeha says with a chuckle.

      

      “You’re,” and here I make air quotes, “’magic trick’ to waking people up?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow.

      

      I remember the way she used to wake up Leo and Tommy in the mornings when they were too slow in getting up. She would douse them with her water magic.

      

      “Of course,” she says with a grin.

      

      I step back, waving her towards Moobie’s colossal head with a snicker.

      

      My lovely wife cracks her knuckles before holding one hand out, palm up. Suddenly, there’s a water elemental in her palm. She bends down to it and whispers into the little Water Elemental’s ear—or what I assume is her ear—and the little thing suddenly giggles loudly, looking at where Moobie’s massive head lays inside the tent, still snoring away.

      

      Then, faster than I can watch, Leeha’s elemental is gone and Moobie is snorting in annoyance, sputtering, as his face had been doused with a deluge of water.

      

      “What in the bloody blazes was that for? Was that necessary? Can’t a Giant sleep in peace, anymore?” Moobie growls, glaring around the tent at the four of us.

      

      I stare at Moobie in amazement.

      

      “Did he just talk in a full sentence?” Tia blurts out before I can offer my own observation.

      

      “I did what?” Moobie asks her, a puzzled look on his face.
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      “Was it necessary to drown me, though?” Moobie grouses. “I was having such a nice sleep. It’s been ages since I slept so well.”

      I can’t help but keep staring at him, my tongue tied at how much more… well, intelligent… Moobie seems to sound.

      “Did you just speak in a full sentence?” Tia repeats.

      “What?” he says with a frown at her.

      “Did. You. Just. Talk. In. A. Full. Sentence?”

      “Of course,” he replies with a snort. “How else should I have responded? With grunts?”

      “Oh yes. He’s definitely changed,” she says, looking at me and nodding. “You did something to him.”

      “He did?” Moobie asks.

      “I did?” I echo.

      Leeha says, “It seems that Moobie didn’t only get his looks upgraded. He got his mentality changed as well. Bridget, what exactly did Alex do?”

      “Who is Moobie?” Moobie asks suddenly.

      “What?” Leeha asks him in shock. “You’re Moobie.”

      He frowns at that. “That was a name my ma gave me when I was little. But that’s not my name.”

      Now it’s my turn to frown. “Hmm. You told us your name was Moobie, and that your dad was called Toobie, and your Ma was Floomie. Don’t you remember that?”

      He gets a bewildered look on his face. “I do. Sort of? Everything seems to be really foggy. Like I’ve been living in a dream for the past decade.”

      He lifts his head and looks around. “I sort of remember meeting you and your wife… well, wives… and then something about you saying you could make me feel better.”

      “Yeah. The healing,” I tell him. “I healed your head, your face, and, well… even your teeth.”

      Suddenly, the massive arm he’d laid his head on lifts up, and his fingers touch his mouth. His eyes widen in shock.

      “Bridget,” I say, suddenly snapping my fingers. “Could it have been the cancer?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I remember reading about how, in my world, some cancer patients would have their mental capacities damaged because of cancer. Did my healing him somehow fix that?”

      Bridget turns back to Moobie—who I guess isn’t really named Moobie—and frowns at the giant.

      “Maybe? I get the context, now that you bring that up, but still have no experience to lean on for it.” She growls in frustration. “Gods, I hate knowing everything, but with limited context and no experience of my own, I might as well know nothing.”

      “Welcome to our world,” Tia mutters under her breath.

      Thanks to my enhanced earing, I catch it. I know that Bridget did as well—since Tia is within my sphere of influence. Fortunately, she chooses to ignore our grumpy dragon.

      “Hello?” the Hill Giant says. “What’s going on?” I can hear the concern in his voice.

      “Sorry. Do you remember when we first met, and you tried to kill me?” I ask him.

      He frowns, then his eyes light up. “I remember throwing some small rocks to chase you off.”

      “Well, to me they weren’t small,” I tell him with a scowl. “You kind of chased after me, throwing logs and boulders at me, trying to kill me.”

      “I did?!” he exclaims in shock. “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know. I was going to ask you the same thing.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and shake my head. “So, if your name isn’t Moobie, what are you called?”

      “Well, my friends,” he says with a frown, “call me Balrus.”

      “Well, Balrus,” I say, “it’s nice to meet you… again. Do you remember our names?” I ask, pointing around the tent to the girls and including myself in the gesture.

      Balrus now looks even more confused. “I think so? You’re… Alron?”

      “Alex,” I correct him.

      “She’s Bridge. That’s Leena, and… hmm… Trix?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “So, that’s Bridget,” I say, pointing to the fiery redhead. “That’s Leeha. Both are my wives. And that’s Tia, she’s...” I start, but stop. “She’s a good friend.”

      I had been about to say she was a Dragon, but that was something we weren’t giving away quite yet. At my use of the term friend for her, she narrows her eyes and pouts at me, but doesn’t interrupt.

      “Ah, that’s it,” he says, nodding his massive head.

      “Do you feel any different?” I ask Balrus.

      He gets a distant look in his eyes, as if he is looking internally. “I… I think so?”

      Without warning, he pushes off with his hand, his head slipping back under the tent’s side. Within seconds, the Giant is gone. I rush to the tent’s entrance and push open the flap, heading outside.

      I’m greeted by a shitload of snow and one gigantic… well, Giant. Balrus stands outside the tent, brushing off the snow that had accumulated on his body over the night.

      “Holy shit,” I utter in surprise.

      “What?” Balrus stops brushing himself off and looks down at me worriedly.

      “Hmm. Your arms are… shorter,” I say, pointing to his hands that he had been using to brush himself off with.

      “They are?” he says, confused, and looks down at his hands.

      The girls had come out with me and were staring at Balrus as well. “Balrus, put your arms down to your side,” Bridget tells him.

      He nods and does as instructed.

      And that’s when I see the much more noticeable difference. His arms used to extend well past his knees, but now, they are much shorter. But that isn’t all. Since Balrus isn’t wearing a shirt but had been almost naked—except for some kind of fur or such around his waist—I saw his chest and arms.

      He looks more muscular than before, though his arms now only reached to just below his waist, as they would on any human male. He looks, for all intents and purposes, like a thirty-foot-tall human male who is wearing a large fur around his waist.

      “Alex, just what in the seven hells did you do?” Leeha asks me—but it’s not an accusation, it’s an epithet muttered in awe.

      “Uhhh… I’m not sure,” I tell her. “I put my hand on him, set the divine spell up to heal him, and then fell asleep. I mean, did I do something else in my sleep?” I look around for some back up. “Tia! You have seen Hill Giant’s before. What’s going on?”

      We all turn to Tia, even Balrus looking down at her questioningly.

      “Well,” she starts with a frown. “I’m not sure. He doesn’t seem to be your typical Hill Giant.”

      “Hill Giant?” shouts Balrus, insulted. “I’m not some stupid Hill Giant!”

      I turn to him. “But Balrus, when I first met you. I got a… hmm. Let’s just say I was told you were a Hill Giant. You said that your teeth were the way they were, because you ate rocks.”

      Balrus starts to say something, but then closes his mouth. Finally, he asks. “I did?”

      “Yes. When I met you, you were apparently eating, and you were afraid I was going to take away your food. You thought I was trying to steal it. Are you saying you’re not a Hill Giant?”

      Balrus sits down on his ass—hard—a huff of breath leaving him in a plume of steam as the earth shudders in response. “That makes no sense!” he growls. “Why would I be eating rocks?”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him. “That’s how we found you. If you’re not a Hill Giant, what are you?”

      “I’m a Mountain Colossus,” he says proudly, thumping his chest with one hand.

      I look at Tia to see if she’s heard of that before, but her look is one I didn’t expect. Her look is one of total, utter shock. She’d turned white as a ghost and stared up at Balrus as if he shouldn’t exist.

      “Tia?” I ask her, concerned.

      She turns to me slowly, her eyes as wide as I have ever seen them, stunned speechless. “Alex, he shouldn’t be alive,” she says, pointing up at Balrus.

      Balrus must have taken her words as a provocation, since he jumps to his feet and scrambles backs a step or two, lifting his arms as if to defend himself.

      “Explain,” I order her quickly.

      The last thing we need is for Balrus to suddenly decide he has to attack us to defend himself. Everything had been rather touch-and-go when he was as dumb as the rocks he’d thrown at me. Something tells me it won’t go down as easy if I need to stop him in his current stage.

      “Mountain Colossi, or a Mountain Colossus for a single one of his race, died off ages ago! I know, because my father kept telling me stories of them and their bravery. They were the only race, as a people, who could take on a Dragon. Not one-on-one, but get a small group of Mountain Colossi together, and they could take on a Dragon. We Dragons don’t have many enemies that can take us on, which is why we befriended them ages ago.”

      “But you say they died off?” Leeha asks.

      “Yes. That is the story. It was during the battle of the Demons. They were in the front ranks, fighting for all the races on this planet. There were many races who died that day. It wasn’t just the Dwarves, who went extinct, it was also the Mountain Colossi.”

      “And apparently,” I say with a scowl, “even that is now uncertain. If what we heard from that slaver is true, it seems the Dwarves might still be around. Maybe these Mountain Colossi are the same?”

      Leeha turns and asks the Giant. “Balrus. Do you know if Dwarves are still alive?”

      He looks down at her and gets an evasive look.

      “What?” I ask him suspiciously.

      “It’s not that I know they are alive,” he intones. “It’s that my dad used to tell me stories about them when I was little… about how, even though they were small, they were incredibly tough. Even Mountain Colossi would think twice before pissing off Dwarves. They were some tough fuckers.”

      I can’t help but laugh at the expletive coming from Balrus’ mouth. “Sorry,” I tell him quickly as he had turned to glare at me. “I promise I’m not laughing at you. You only had stories of these Dwarves?”

      He nods down at me.

      “And you come from the Mountains of the Gods?”

      Again, a nod.

      “And these Dwarves also seem to be from that area?”

      He frowns at that, slowly putting two and two together. “My gods!” he yells out finally. “Might they not still be in the Mountains, themselves?”

      “That’s where we were heading.”

      “Oh!” Balrus says, suddenly thoughtful. “Hmm… Can I come with you?”

      “What?” I ask him, surprised by his request. “Don’t you want to go on your way, now that you’re healed?”

      “Hmm. Yes. About that. So, now that I’m more myself, I now remember why I left the Mountains,” he says. Digging a massive trench in the forest floor with his toe, he gets an embarrassed look on his huge face.

      And let me tell you, talking to a human-looking person who is thirty-feet-tall, wearing just a large animal skin, is bizarre. Hell, I don’t even know what kind of animal might have a skin large enough for him to wrap it around his waist. It’s brown fur, at least, so I believe it wasn’t some intelligent animal or monster.

      Looking up at him, I would say monster.

      “Why’s that?” Tia asks him softly.

      “I was exiled.”

      “You were exiled?” I ask him with a frown of concern. “Did you kill someone?”

      He puts a massive hand behind his neck and rubs it. “Not quite. I was exiled because I was sick.”

      “Wait,” Leeha replies in an angry voice, making Balrus, even though he was much bigger, take a step back. “You’re saying you were exiled because you were dying?”

      I have seen Leeha upset many times, but not this upset. This was more of an I’m-really-pissed-for-someone-else kind of upset. The kind that, for all a man might rage, only a woman can truly express.

      “My mind is still foggy of that time. But… I think I was exiled because I was sick and was hurting others. Because I kept getting into fights, I was thrown out of my city.”

      Leeha turns to me quickly, and that’s when I notice that Leeha isn’t the only one with an angry look. Bridget and Tia have the same angry-woman look on their faces. And now all three of them are glaring at me.

      “We are going to find his damn city,” she growls. “What they did to Balrus was mean and uncalled for.”

      “Wait,” I say, holding up my hands placatingly. “We don’t know the circumstances of his exile; let’s not go off half-cocked. We were already heading to the Mountains of the Gods. If Balrus here wants to join us, I won’t stop him.”

      “You don’t mind if I come along?” Balrus cries ecstatically.

      “I don’t,” I tell him with a smile. “Though, there will be rules.”

      “Rules?” he says with a frown.

      “Yes. You only attack someone or something if I tell you to, or in self-defence.”

      He doesn’t answer me right away but simply thinks about it, still looking down at me.

      At least he’s smart enough, now, to think about it and not just to blurt out his acceptance. I would have been disappointed, if he had given all that control over to me without a second thought. This was another reminder, that Balrus was not Moobie.

      Finally, he nods firmly and says, “I agree to your terms. I shall only attack someone in self-defence—of myself or of you four—or if you tell me to attack someone.”

      “Then,” I tell him with a smile, “welcome to the team. Now, shall we find some food and eat. And do you still only eat rocks?”

      At that, Balrus gets a scowl on his face. “No. That sickness was making me eat things my race cannot eat. We can consume rocks, as it’s needed for our bones, but the rocks I had been eating were not the kind that we find in the Mountains.”

      “Ok, that you will need to explain to me one day,” I tell him with a chuckle.

      It seems Mountain Colossi do eat rocks, but they are different than normal rocks. Jesus, the more I live in this world, the more I find things are so different. But, then again, this isn’t Earth, is it?
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      “Balrus, you know we can walk, right?” I tell him.

      “I know,” he says with a deep laugh. “But we make much better time if I don’t have to wait for your short strides.”

      In that, he is right. I have to agree with him. “Yes. Yes, we are.”

      Balrus had decided our pace was too slow, with us walking next to him, so he offered to give us a ride, as it were. With Bridget’s help, we had created a harness that sat on his shoulders, giving us a place to stand and something to hold on to.

      We also, with Bridget’s help once more, got some clothes for him. Balrus now wore a set of trousers and a shirt… sort of. The cloth was made from fibers that she got from plants all around us under the snow. Though it looked like rather itchy home-spun to me, Balrus was impressed with and loved his new clothing, even though he didn’t get cold.

      It wasn’t to protect him from the cold that we’d made them, but more because having a thirty-foot-tall all-but-naked Giant striding next to you was odd. Or at least it was to me.

      “So, where did you learn to speak Prithgarian?” I ask him.

      “Ah,” he rumbles and smiles, his eyes on the path we were carving through the forest.

      You would think with a thirty-foot-tall Giant, sorry Colossus, that he would tower over the trees, but one thing I’d noted about this world, the trees are towering. There are loggers on this world, but not like back on Earth—where the truly magnificent large trees had all been harvested. Here, the trees are still growing, and some of them reach so high in the sky that I would not be shocked to learn that they are over a hundred feet tall.

      “That is because my people learn as many languages as we can,” Balrus explains. “While we might not communicate much with the outside world, we do trade at times. I also speak Oracian, some Elvish, and even a smattering of Dragonisian. And of course, my own language. How is it you were able to speak my language?”

      “That’s thanks to my god,” I reply.

      “One of the five gods?” he asks me in surprise.

      “No. This is the God from where I’m originally from.”

      “Ah…. to have the gift of the tongues,” he says with a sigh. “They must be an amazing God.”

      “He’s an asshole, actually,” Leeha growls before I can respond, though I was about to say the same thing.

      Bridget next to me snorts but doesn’t add her own comment. She doesn’t have to, that snort spoke volumes.

      “Can I ask what Bridget is exactly? I know she looks like an Elf, but I have seen her change. I don’t mean to offend,” he adds quickly.

      “None taken,” Bridget tells him with a laugh. “I’ll let Alex decide on that.”

      I look at Balrus critically. I know we just met, or, as was the case with him… re-met. But do I trust him? This is asking a lot of someone we just met. Will he freak out? Will he try to kill me? Do his people have stories about Elemental Summoners?

      Leeha comes to my rescue. “What do your people know about the Elemental Summoner?”

      Hmm,” Balrus says, the rumbling coming from his massive chest. “We have some stories. Though, we rarely get involved. We know that they tend to be from a smaller race. If I remember the stories, the last one was also human, like you, Alex.”

      “Ah,” I mumble awkwardly. “And did your people fear these Elemental Summoners?”

      “Hmm… not really. We didn’t interact with them,” he admits.

      He jumps over a small stream, causing all of us to grab onto the ropes we’d tied to the timber frame he carried on his shoulders. “So, we never really had any dealings with the Elemental Summoners. We simply hid in our Mountains and never really had issues.”

      “If you were to meet the next Elemental Summoner, what would you do?” I ask.

      “Unless he, or she, aims to hurt me? Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I ask him with a raised eyebrow.

      “Nothing,” he says, nodding his big head twice. “Unless they try to hurt me or my people.”

      “And if I told you that I was this Elemental Summoner?” I ask him, deciding to trust him.

      Without warning, Balrus stops in his tracks, causing us all to grab onto the ropes on the platform so we don’t all go flying off of him. He turns his head to look at me, almost squinting and looking cross eyed because of how close we are.

      “Are you saying, Alex, that you’re this Elemental Summoner?” he asks me warily.

      Instead of answering him, I lift my hands up and think Earth, Fire, Water, Air, and Mind. Suddenly I have five elementals in my hand. Because they seem to have increased in size, they cover my entire palm, with two of them—Earth and Fire—standing on my wrist, instead.

      Suddenly, Balrus grins. “I knew you were special!”

      “You’re not going to hurt me?” I ask him.

      “Why would I hurt you? If anything, Alex, I owe you my life. You healed me and brought me back to my true self. I know, now, that I was sick. My life has been a blur for ages. Now, it’s as if I have awakened from a bad dream. Not only that, but I am heading back to my people.”

      “Will they take you back? You mentioned that you were exiled,” the diminutive Dragon points out.

      Balrus sighs at Tia’s question and looks worried. “I’m not sure. I have never heard of anyone getting exiled and being allowed to return. But, in my case, I’m hoping that the Council will listen to my pleas and understand that, since Alex healed me, I am no longer the same person I was when I was exiled.”

      “Well, I hope they let you back in,” Bridget says, leaning into his neck and hugging him. Well, more like she splayed her arms wide and hugged what was essentially wall of Colossus.

      “What are your people like?” I ask him.

      “They are secretive,” Balrus says, continuing his march forward through the forest.

      We haven’t been attacked at all or have seen any animals or monsters. I guess walking around with a Mountain Colossus has its advantages.

      “We live in the Mountains and tend not to interact with other races unless we need something. Even then, we tend to do it through the Council. We are not numerous like the smaller races. But, thanks to our cousins,” and here he gets a sour expression on his face, “the Hill Giants, we have a bad reputation.”

      “Are Hill Giants related to Mountain Colossi?” Tia asks.

      Balrus snorts at that. “Not really. I’m sure some were in the far distant past, maybe? But,” he says shaking his massive head, “we are not the same. They are much smaller than Colossi, and as dumb as animals.”

      “How come, then, when I first met you,” I point out, “something in my head told me that you were a Hill Giant?”

      Nodding, Balrus explains. “Most likely because at one time we were the same race. But over time, we moved apart. I would assume, perhaps because of what happened to me and how I was sick, I had regressed into that base form. Maybe because, ill as I was, I was no better than a Hill Giant?”

      “That makes sense, oddly enough,” Leeha says. She pats his shoulder and says, “I’m glad that Alex was able to make you better.”

      “Same here!” Balrus says with a chuckle.

      Suddenly, out of the trees in front of us, something steps out—something massive, though it’s not another Giant. The thing lifts its shaggy head and roars at us defiantly. It’s the size of a damn elephant, but that’s where the similarities with a pachyderm end.

      The thing has four legs, with a small tail behind it, but its mouth is filled with teeth and tusks. As I stare at it, over its head pops up a notification: Forest Boar.

      The Forest Boar begins to paw the earth, grunting.

      Balrus had stopped when the thing had come out. He looks down at me.

      “What should we do with it?”

      “Can you take that thing on yourself?” I ask, looking up at him.

      “Sure. Forest Boars are strong, but they are more of an annoyance. This one most likely is protecting its area. It’s a male, so I doubt it’s protecting its young. If it were female, I would say we should backtrack and take another way, to stay out of her area. But, as it’s a male, he’s trying to protect his domain. If we tried to leave, it would still attack us.”

      “Hmm,” I say, looking around.

      I know I can trap it. Honestly, though, I would rather not hurt it—unless I have to. Though, I think, taking a closer look at it, that’s a lot of meat.

      I look up at Balrus. “Are they tasty?”

      “Raw? Not really,” he replies with a grimace.

      I can’t help but chuckle at that. “Don’t worry. I don’t eat raw meat. Unless it’s sashimi.”

      “Sha… what?” he asks me, puzzled by the English word, even though in my world, it’s Japanese.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “Don’t worry. No, I don’t eat raw meat. But, what about cooked?”

      Balrus looks at the Forest Boar and tilts his head sideways, contemplating the shuffling and huffing animal. It was a good hundred yards from us, but it was snorting aggressively.

      “I’ve never had cooked Forest Boar. We Mountain Colossi eat animals, but we do cook them. We also ingest a form of rock to aid with our digestion.”

      “A by-product of your roots with the Hill Giants?” Tia wonders.

      “I would say so. It might be why I ended up eating rocks. I also ate any animals I could catch, and I knew they weren’t cooked,” he replies, a disgusted look curling his lip. “But now that I’m myself again, I would much rather eat my meat cooked.”

      I turn to Leeha with a big grin. “If I kill it, will you clean it?”

      She looks at the Forest Boar nervously. “Alex. That’s a big fucking animal. I’m not sure I can even hold up that much mass in the air with my Water elemental, even with the increases in power I have gotten.”

      Bridget laughs and wraps her arms around the tall, sexy Elf. “I can help. With Alex’s power and your skills, I’m sure we can do it.”

      “It’s great to talk about that,” Balrus says. “But how are we going to kill it? Even for me, it would be quite a fight, since I have no weapons to speak of.”

      “Easy,” I tell him, and in my mind, I think Air. Air Bullet. And I call up

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Bullet. You have used 10 points of power.

      Within seconds, I have thirty-six air bullets hovering in front of me, making Balrus startle in surprise. I send all thirty-six Air Bullets directly at the Mountain Boar, aiming for its head. But then I get a surprise.

      The boar jumps out of the way, though it still gets grazed by several of the bullets.

      You have hit a Forest Boar for 22 points of damage.

      You have hit a Forest Boar for 19 points of damage.

      You have hit a Forest Boar for 5 points of damage.

      You have hit a Forest Boar for 15 points of damage.

      You have hit a Forest Boar for 26 points of damage.

      “Shit,” I exclaim. “Only five of my bullets hit it. I didn’t think something that big could move that fast.”

      “Leave this to me,” Tia says with a laugh.

      Before I can ask what she means, she leaps off the platform atop Balrus’ shoulders and lands on the ground at a full sprint.

      “What is Tia doing?” Balrus asks, confusion in his tone.

      “You’re about to find out another of our secrets,” Leeha says with a laugh, looking up at Balrus and grinning.

      “I am?”

      “Oh yeah, you are,” I answer him with my own laugh. “Promise not to shit your pants?”

      With total confusion on his face now, he asks, “Why would I shit my pants?”

      I point back at Tia, who is still running at the Forest Boar. But then Tia is no longer there, being replaced with a massive black dragon. A big black with large wings, the size of three buses stacked together end to end.

      “Is that a Dragon?!” Balrus yells in surprise.
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      “Yeah,” I tell him with a chuckle. “Tia seems to be one of the last Dragons.”

      I look at her, and when she had turned into her Dragon form, she had essentially leaped up into the air in her Dragonis form, and in that second of leaping, transformed into this huge Dragon. Once in the air, her wings snap open wide. Thank the gods, where we are, the trees are spaced widely enough apart to give Tia room to do so. Once in the air, she starts to climb.

      As for the Mountain Boar, he looks up at her in shock and, faster than I thought possible for a creature so big, it turns tail and runs. Or tries to. Because within seconds, one of Tia’s massive legs slams down on top of the Mountain Boar’s back, pushing it into the dirt with her immense weight.

      I mean, she’s a fucking Dragon! She has to weigh a ton!

      Speaking of which, I wonder where all that size and weight go, when Tia’s in her Dragonis form? Magic? Yet more things for me to look into.

      Suddenly, Tia’s head, with her mouth open and showing all her teeth, snaps forward. But, if I thought that was the end of the Boar, I was wrong. Without warning, as her head darts down to bite into it, the Mountain Boar does something unexpected.

      It shouts at her. That wasn’t the most surprising thing, though. Even more shocking than a Boar speaking, is the fact that Tia’s head slams back as if being hit by something.

      “What the hell!” Leeha yells out in surprise.

      “The Boar is using Air Magic!” Bridget says from beside me, as surprised as the rest of us.

      I turn to her quickly. “It’s doing… what?!”

      Looking at me, she gives a quick nod. “That was Magic. When it shouted, or cried out, or whatever that was, I saw the Magic leave its mouth.”

      “Fuck!” I curse. I turn quickly back to the fight and shout at the top of my lungs. “Tia! It can do Wind Magic!”

      “Thanks for telling me that… now,” Tia growls back in her Dragon form, which is pretty damn loud.

      “We didn’t know!” I tell her “Do you need help?”

      “No! I got this,” she shouts, even as the Boar roars back at her. Every time it does so—again and again—her head snaps back as if punched. “Okay,” Tia shouts back down at the Mountain Boar, “now, you’re pissing me off, you hunk of bacon.”

      The Boar glares back at her defiantly. Before the Boar can roar at her again and hit her with his Magic, though, a massive Fireball leaves her Draconic snout and slams into the Boar’s open mouth. That does the trick—Tia’s Fireball slams into the Boar’s open mouth and just keeps on going, tearing its head clean off.

      You have killed a Mountain Boar.

      We stare down at the scene before us. Though only about an eighth the size of Tia in her Dragon form, the Boar still put up a good fight.

      I leap down from our perch on Balrus’ shoulder to the ground, which was a fall of nearly thirty feet. But as I’d learned, falling thirty feet was easy. Jumping straight up thirty feet, on the other hand? Suffice it to say, that I still can’t leap over buildings. Or fly. I’m not Superman.

      But I am a much stronger and more powerful than a human. Hell, I’m not sure I am human anymore. I’m a level two Angel, and this is not even my original body from Earth. That, I’m sure, has long since been either buried or cremated.

      This was a body that my God had made for me. At least according to Peter, that is.

      Bridget lands beside me. I look up in time to see my lovely elven wife jump from the platform into my arms, and I catch her easily. Leeha might be amazing, but even a thirty-foot drop would hurt her. She’s still technically just an Elf—a much more powerful Elven Water Mage than usually can be found on this continent—but still just an Elf.

      I walk towards Tia and her kill. She shakes her head from side to side, as if clearing it, and suddenly the Dragon is gone. Tia stands before us, back in her Dragonis form.

      She turns when we get closer and grins at us. “I did it, Alex! I brought home the bacon!”

      I laugh, an old advertising jingle about a woman bringing home the bacon and frying it up in the pan going through my head.

      Bridget cocks her head to the side, studying me. “What is Sizzlean?”

      I laugh even harder. “Don’t worry, hon—without context, it wouldn’t mean anything to you.” Still smiling, I turn back to Tia. “Is it safe to eat? I mean I know I said something about cooking it, but is it safe?” I ask, puzzled.

      “Of course,” she says. “It’s a Mountain Boar. A boar is just a pig, so that means we can have a pig roast!”

      I lift an eyebrow at her enthusiasm, studying the huge Mountain Boar carcass. The thing is literally a mountain of meat. Originally, when I’d thought it was as big as an elephant, I’d significantly underestimated it. Still—technically at least—it was pork, right? A boar is just what you called a big, mean, nasty, male pig, isn’t it?

      Up close, I see this thing was closer in size to a woolly mammoth I once saw at a museum, if not even bigger. I rub the back of my neck. “I guess. And Bridget, can you still help Leeha clean it? I doubt her Water Elemental could even hold that thing upright.”

      Bridget walks over and, placing her hand on the dead beast, looks around. For what, though, I haven’t a clue. Finally, she nods, but I can see it’s almost reluctantly. “I… think so?”

      “What if I hold it up for you?” Balrus says. He had come over to us as we inspected the dead monster.

      “Hold it up?” I ask him, looking up at him questioningly.

      “If I hold it up, that means Leeha would not need to lift it. The issue is that she might not have enough Magic to hold it up. I can do that for you.”

      “Hmm. Are you sure you can lift that thing? It looks like it would be extremely heavy.”

      “Please,” he snorts. “I’m a Colossus.”

      “So, that means you’re strong?” Leeha asks him with a laugh.

      Balrus grins down at her. “Yep!”

      “Well,” Leeha says, looking between Balrus and the dead Mountain Boar. “If you can lift it, it will make our cleaning it so much easier—since all either of us would need to worry about is the cleaning, and no lifting.”

      Balrus doesn’t respond but walks around us to grab the Mountain Boar by its neck, or what is left of its neck, since Tia blasted its head clean off. Once Balrus has a good grip on the beast’s hide and spine, he lifts the thing up off the ground and holds it out at arm’s length—as if he was picking up a kitten by the scruff of its neck.

      “Like this?” Balrus asks Leeha.

      “Higher,” she tells him with a grin. “I need the back legs off the ground as well.”

      He nods, lifting it higher.

      “Heavy?” I ask him, impressed.

      “A little,” he admits, but I can tell his speech isn’t forced.

      He stands there, breathing easily; his arm doesn’t shake at all. Jesus, just how strong are Mountain Colossi? I can’t even imagine what an army of these things could do!

      Once the Boar is high enough in the air, Leeha turns to me. “I’ll need Bridget’s help for this. Can you give her water?”

      “Sure thing,” I tell her with a smile. I turn to Bridget. “Water.”

      Your Elemental has requested the use of 1,000 points of power.

      As you have already approved this request, power has been transferred to her.

      Bridget stands before me in her full-size Water Elemental shape. Leeha lifts up her hand, and within a second, she has her own tiny female Water Elemental in her hand. She smiles down at it and asks in English, “Ready for some work, little one?”

      The little Elemental smiles and waves at her, looking around. Seeing the dead Mountain Boar, her tiny eyes widen in amazement, and she glances back at Leeha swiftly.

      “Yes. We’re going to be cleaning that thing,” Leeha tells her with a chuckle. “Up to the task?”

      The little Elemental looks back at the Boar, and I can see her concern.

      “Don’t worry,” I tell the tiny Elemental in English as well. “Bridget here will be helping you out.”

      The Water Elemental looks at Bridget, who is standing beside me in her full size. Slowly, as if she is still unsure, she nods. Then she nods a second time, more firmly.

      “All right. Let’s get to it,” Leeha says, switching back to Prithgarian. She waves her hand towards the Boar in Balrus’ grip, and water surrounds it.

      That’s not quite correct, I realize. Water surrounds it from just below where Balrus holds it by the neck to the carcass’s lower belly, but its legs still dangle exposed, in the air. Without warning, Bridget disappears, and the water begins to flow down below the location that Leeha’s water elemental could get to, until water eventually covers the entire carcass.

      Then, the work starts. The glistening pool of water starts spinning, the dead beast’s blood being collected in a separate water balloon. In less than ten minutes, all that is left of the once fierce, mammoth sized ungulate is the Boar’s meat. Even the bones have been removed—well, those that needed to be removed, along with the skin, organs, and whatever else we don’t need.

      Once done, Leeha waves her hand, and the water balloon containing the blood and offal shoots off into the forest. I know that Leeha will send it far enough away from us, so as not to attract animals or monsters. Once done, she lowers her hand, and her water Elemental disappears. With it, goes the water surrounding the meat, leaving only the meat we want to keep.

      Bridget is also abruptly standing next to me, her hand on the small of my back. She’s grinning up at me. “Done!” she says.

      The entire time, Balrus had been watching this, his eyes getting bigger and bigger. Once he sees the water is gone and all he is left holding is the beast’s skin and spine, he looks down at Leeha. His gaze is reflective. “Remind me not to get you upset, Leeha. Or Bridget,” he says. “Hell, or Tia either,” he adds with a low whistle.

      We all laugh.

      Turning to me, he asks, “Just who are you?”

      Still chuckling, I say, “As I said. I’m the Elemental Summoner. The short story is that I’m not your normal Elemental Summoner that stories say comes around every 1,000 years or so. I was sent here specifically by my God from my old world, because I died too early.”

      Balrus goes to open his mouth, then closes it. He opens it again to say something, but simply shakes his head before closing it once more. Finally, he sighs. “I’m glad you did not kill me, Alex. I swear if I had known just how powerful you were, I would never have attacked you.”

      “But if you had not attacked me, Balrus,” I point out. “You would never have been healed and returned to yourself.”

      Balrus doesn’t answer me, only nods slowly.

      “Now, do we camp here, or do we stash all that meat and the hide,” Leeha asks, pointing first to the heaping pile of fresh pork to the large hide in Balrus’ hand, “inside your bag?”

      I look around at the area we are in. We are still under the wide canopy of the woods, which reaches up to a hundred feet or more into the sky. There’s a ton of wood on the ground, I see. It would make a good camping spot, and I have no idea how much longer we will be in these woods.

      As if knowing what I’m thinking. Balrus says. “We have another two or three days under the trees, before we exit the forest onto the plains that lead to my Mountains.”

      Well, that tells me what we need to do. We have been walking now for almost eight or nine hours. It is, according to my… hmm… According to my internal display, it is a quarter past seven in the evening.

      “I would say we make camp here.” Looking around, I point to a relatively level space in the direction of what sounds like a decent sized creek. “Bridget, can you clear a space for the tent?”

      “Give me the power, oh master of mine,” she replies with a grin.

      Your Elemental has requested the use of 50,000 points of power. As you have already approved this request, power has been transferred to her.

      Laughing, I say. “Earth.”

      Suddenly, Bridget is now in her Earth Elemental form, with acorns for eyes. She nods and sinks slowly into the ground, waving at me with a smile.

      I walk up to Balrus, who is still holding the Boar’s hide. I put my hand on the bloody thing, and with my other hand in my dimensional bag, I push the hide into it.

      Abruptly, Balrus cries in surprise, looking at his empty hand. “Where did it go??”

      “Right here,” I tell him, patting the bag on my side. “I can store items. Even large items like that indefinitely.”

      He looks down at my hip and the bag that is there suspiciously. “Really?”

      “Trust me. Really,” I tell him, laughing at his reaction. “It’s something I got from my God.”

      He sighs and nods. “I would love to meet this God of yours.”

      “Oh, trust me on that—No, you don’t,” Leeha says vehemently. “Now. Peter, on the other hand, him I would love to meet again.”

      “Peter?” Balrus asks, puzzled.

      “A story for another time,” I tell him with a smile. Walking over to the fresh pile of meat, I stow it in my bag.

      Balrus blinks, still not believing what I just did.

      “Let’s get camp set up. We will also need to clear a spot for you. At least there doesn’t seem to be too much snow under the trees’ canopy.” I shiver as a gust of wind blows past. “It’s still cold, though. Let’s see what kind of camp we can build, even if it’s only for one night.”
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      We were all outside still, even though the tent was up and out. Balrus was with us, sitting down to bring himself lower—which still towered a good twelve feet up. He was longer in the legs than his upper torso.

      We had a fire going, with part of the Boar over it. Mind you, it was a large fire, since we had a humungous piece cooking on a spit over it for Balrus, who was eyeing it like a thirsty man eyeing a pool of fresh water as the fat dripped into the fire with puffs of fragrant smoke. He was practically drooling.

      “When was the last time you had a cooked meal?” Leeha asks him with a laugh.

      He turns to her with an embarrassed laugh. “It’s been so long, I don’t even remember. Probably when I was still living in my city?”

      “So, what exactly happened to you? I healed you, but does this happen to you Giants—sorry, Colossi—often?”

      Sighing, he nods. “it’s a sickness we get at times. We aren’t sure where it comes from. For some, it’s simply a body-wasting sickness. Other times, like for me, it was my mind that went first. I’m still not sure exactly about all the details, but I know that I got violent when my mind started to degrade. Those whose body only goes to wasting, without the violence, are simply cared for until their deaths. For someone like me, those who are violent, they are exiled.”

      “That’s awful!” Tia cries.

      Balrus turns to her and shakes his head. “You must understand, my people are not a brutal race. We detest violence. Even though our history states we were once a proud warrior people. Now we consider violence as a last resort. But, when a Mountain Colossus gets violent, there are really only two choices you have—either kill them, or exile them. Our people would rather exile someone, than have to be the one to kill them.”

      “That choice is just as bad as death,” Leeha tells him sadly. “We saw how you were!”

      “And I am surprised I lasted as long as I did.” Balrus smiled down at my elven wife. “Most exiles don’t last long out in the world; our minds tend to destroy us. I would say I had maybe another year—two at the most—before my mind went completely. I was fortunate to meet you, even if the method wasn’t ideal. But Alex,” he says, turning to me, “know that I shall forever be in your debt.”

      I wave it away with a hand. “You owe me nothing,” I tell him. “I’m just glad we found you and were able to heal you, bringing you back to yourself.”

      “As you wish, Alex.” He nodded his massive shaggy head. “But I shall always be there, if you need me.”

      “Well,” I tell him with a smile, looking up at him across the fire from me. “Get us as close to your Mountains as possible, and all will be good.”

      “And you still intend to look for these Dwarves?” he asks.

      “If they are in your Mountains, which I think is the case given what we heard from a slaver… Yes, I still intend to look for them.”

      “Well,” Balrus says, nodding as if coming to a decision. “I shall help you in your quest, friend Alex. Though I’m still unsure if you will find them. As I said, my dad told me stories about them. We have never seen them—well, at least I have never seen one.”

      “That doesn’t mean they don’t exist,” I tell him with a smile. “It just means that no one who has ever found them has told others about it.”

      Balrus turns to Tia and asks her, “You’re one of the famed Dragons?”

      Tia nods slowly up at him. “I am.”

      “We have stories about the Dragons. The stories say that you are powerful beings, and that you once ruled this planet.”

      I look at Tia at this revelation, intrigued. They were?

      I sense the hesitancy in Tia, but finally, she sighs deeply and nods at Balrus. “You are correct. Eons ago, my race once ruled this planet as our own. And we had our own god… but we became greedy. Our history tells us that we tried to move to the stars, to take over other worlds, but our god struck us down for our hubris.”

      “Wait,” I blurt out, “you travelled across the stars?”

      Tia gets a look of concentration on her beautiful Dragonis face, framed by her black hair.

      “The histories say that we did. I’m not sure how, though. I can’t even imagine flying up so high. I tried once, and almost passed out. The air gets so thin, it’s difficult to breathe up there.”

      “Makes sense,” I say, nodding at her experience.

      “It does?” she asks me with a raised eyebrow. “We have minds try to figure it out, and to us, we just think that there is no air up there.”

      “And in that, you are correct. My world is a world of science, and we know that as you go up higher in the air, the thinner the air gets. That means there is less oxygen for you to breathe.”

      “Oxygen,” Tia repeats, trying out the English word.

      I guess they don’t use that word here yet. “Yes… oxygen. Everyone needs it to breathe. You die without it. In the air,” I say, waving my hand around, “are things so small that you can’t see them, but that your body needs. Remove them, and you will die.”

      “That’s a couple of times, Alex, you have mentioned your world. Are you truly not from here?”

      “Correct.” I nod his way. “I think I mentioned that I died in my world?”

      Balrus nods slowly at my question.

      “Well, back on my world. I died. I got shot… hmm, I got an arrow in the forehead,” I tell him, changing bullet to arrow, since explaining modern firearms would take forever, and involve too many different sciences.

      “But, according to my god,” I continue, “it wasn’t my time. It seems that everyone has a time when they will die. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. So, my god gave me a choice: assume the life of the person who that arrow was meant for, or come to another world.”

      “What would have involved taking over that person’s place in your old world?” he asks.

      “It involved them going to Heaven, or Hell, and me taking over their body. I would have had my memories, but after a year, I would have forgotten my original life and taken over their memories.”

      I frown, considering something I hadn’t thought about in a long time. “I’m not sure if my god meant that I would have both sets of memories, and that person’s personality would be dominant, or if I would have eventually only have that person’s memories.”

      I shrug. “But I decided to come to this world, since my god mentioned that there was Magic here.”

      At that, Balrus lifts an eyebrow. “You came here just because of Magic? What about the Magic in your old world?”

      “There is no such thing in my old world,” I tell him. At his shocked look, I can’t help but laugh. “We have stories, but that’s it. Even stories of Elves, other creatures, and other races. But my world is populated with just humans.”

      “A world of just humans?” he says incredulously.

      “As sad as it sounds, that is correct.” I shrug.

      “What about this language that you speak, which seems to resonate such power?”

      “Yes. It seems that my language—well, one of the languages from my world—is Magical. I use it to do Magic, here.” I pause, reconsidering my statement. “Correction, I use it to do more powerful Magic. I have been teaching it to some of my friends, as it is quite potent. I only teach it to those I trust, though. Back on Prithgar, I have two human boys who I taught it to. I also taught an ugly human warrior about it.”

      “He isn’t ugly,” Leeha tells me, slapping me in the shoulder with a laugh. “Bryan is an amazing man.”

      “That he is,” I reply with a chuckle. “And he knows he’s ugly. It’s all those scars. But damn, that wife of his is cute.”

      “Down, boy,” Bridget tells me pointedly.

      “Don’t worry,” I reply. “She’s safe from me. I love Bryan like a brother. That would make her my sister-in-law—and family like that is off-limits.”

      “And your world has knowledge that we don’t have here?” Balrus asks me.

      “Aren’t you a curious one?” Leeha quips, her bright laughter taking any sting out of her words.

      Balrus blushes and nods to her. “My people are a scholarly race. We used to be warriors, but instead of fighting wars, we now consider knowledge and the ways to learn and do things our primary purpose. Before my exile, I was a good student and would have gone far—maybe even onto the Council. Or so my father said.”

      “It’s a smart move,” I tell him. “On my old world, we had wars going on constantly. We might be a world of science, but that is only because constant war made us learn more and more about how to affect the world around us. Some of that knowledge is used for good, but too often it is used to kill.”

      “Meat is ready,” Bridget says from beside the fire.

      “Yes!” shouts Balrus, making us all look up at him with smiles.

      “Sorry,” he says, blushing.

      “Don’t be,” Bridget tells him with a laugh. “Here, this one is for you,” she points to the largest piece of meat.

      I had created a large stone spit to hold the massive piece of Forest Boar over the fire. Bridget had taken over the cooking of it, since she was strong enough as my Elemental to turn the large spit and was unaffected by the blazing heat.

      Shyly, Balrus scoots closer to the fire, grabs the bottom of the stick, which, looks like a toothpick in his hand, and lifts the huge chunk of boar meat like it weighs nothing. It was huge—as big as a whole pig, back home. I’m pretty sure he has at least five hundred pounds of meat on the stone rod held delicately between two fingers.

      There are other pieces there for us, too, though cut in much daintier portions. Bridget sticks her hand out to me, and I grab one of the stone plates that I had made and pass it to her. Taking the stone plate, and using the steelwood dagger that Leeha passes her, she begins to carve off slices off one of our pieces.

      Once I get my plate, I blow on a chunk of Boar, since it’s so hot before popping it into my mouth. “Damn!” I exclaim. “This is amazing!”

      “I used some of the spices from your bag,” Bridget says.

      “How is it, Bal—” I begin to ask, but then burst out in laughter.

      Balrus had already finished in his. He must have inhaled it. He is holding the empty stone rod awkwardly, not sure what to do with it.

      Sighing, he admits, “That has to be the best meal I have had in ages. Thank you, Bridget, for cooking it.”

      But I notice that his gaze is locked on the smaller pieces we had left. They aren’t nearly as big as what he just scarfed down, but they are significantly bigger than the one Bridget carved our meal from.

      Grinning, she grabs one of the larger remaining pieces, and holds it up to him.

      “Oh no. I can’t,” he says politely.

      “Balrus,” Bridget tells him. “I made extra, just in case the first ham wasn’t enough. This isn’t for us. I didn’t cook any more pieces as large as your first one, but I figured you might still be hungry.”

      Balrus blushes at that, but nods and mumbles, “Thank you, Bridget,” before taking the offered food.

      These are a few times in your life, that you look around where you are and who you are with, and you think, “my life is complete.” Here, I’m with friends, without a care in the world. I know there is a lot that I still need to do on in this world, but at least for right now, I don’t have a care other than enjoying good food and the companionship of good friends.

      Tia leans against me. “I enjoy nights like this.”

      “So do I,” I tell her with a smile.

      Leeha leans in on my other side. “What do you hope to gain from these Dwarves, Alex? You never mentioned it.”

      I nod, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. “I’m not really sure… I guess, in a way, I am hoping that some of the stories from my world are true here—stories about them. I know someone mentioned that they are good at crafting weapons, even enchanted weapons and enchanted armor. I’m hoping that they can make me something powerful.

      “You want to walk around in a suit of armor, like Bryan?” Leeha asks me, puzzled.

      “Well, if the stories from my world are any indication, I am hoping they can make me something incredibly light but that I hope is wonderfully powerful.”

      “That’s a lot of hopes there, Alex,” Tia points out.

      “That it is,” I acknowledge with a sigh. “Including the hope that they are truly alive.”

      And, for the next couple of hours, as the sun dips below the horizon and darkness spreads its onyx cloak over the land, I enjoy the companionship of my two wives, Leeha and Bridget, my new partner, Tia, and our new friend, Balrus. Eventually, the fire is down to a glowing pile of coals, but even in darkness, we sit and chat.

      Finally, Leeha is the one to begin the rounds of yawning. After her third jaw-cracking yawn, we decide to retire for the night. I store the leftover meat in my bag—even with Balrus having his fill, there are still a number of pieces left. We are all content, pleasantly tired, and full of cooked Boar.

      Balrus once more explains that he will be fine sleeping under the trees’ canopy, despite it being cool out tonight. Fortunately, there shouldn’t be any rain or snow tonight. But he said he would be fine, thanking us again for the new shirt and pants.

      “Good night, Balrus,” I tell him from the entrance to the tent. The girls had already gone into the tent, getting ready for bed.

      “Good night, Alex. Thank you for everything you have done for me.”

      “You’re welcome, my friend,’ I tell him with a smile.

      And I do consider him a friend. Balrus seems to be an amazing person. I’m just glad I was able to bring him back to himself, and didn’t have to kill him.
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      “Shit. Balrus, stay here,” I tell him quickly.

      He nods at me and hunkers down, so his body is low to the ground… well, lower to the ground.

      We had been travelling for about a week now. When we’d come out from under the trees’ vast canopy, we found ourselves on some large plain. We had been travelling across the plain for four days—marching towards the rolling hills off in the distance. We’d been in the forest for another two days before we came to the edge of the treeline, beyond which was a grassland for as far as the eye could see.

      The reason I had asked him to stay behind, was because of something that Bridget had seen up ahead. She was out front, scouting for us.

      “Are you sure?” I ask her again.

      “Yes. There’s a village up ahead, but it’s been destroyed—and not that long ago.” She pauses, and I picture her tapping a finger on her chin. “Maybe a week ago? There are still some wisps of smoke in the ruins, and the bodies have started to bloat, despite the morning frost.”

      “All right, I’ll be right there,” I tell her.

      I bring up my Third Eye, since with it active, I can see her Magical signature. I’m not sure how it works, but even when she is miles from me, I can still see her—even if it’s only as a pinprick of light—in my Third Eye, almost like a beacon.

      I turn to Tia and Leeha to explain. “Bridget says she said she found a village that was destroyed recently. Balrus, please stay here until we figure out if there are any survivors. I don’t want to scare them off. No offense.”

      “None taken, friend Alex. I do not wish to scare any survivors.”

      “I’ll send Bridget back to get you when it’s safe,” I tell him.

      Nodding, the big man sits down, getting comfortable for a wait of who knows how long.

      Turning to Leeha and Tia, I say. “Come on. Let’s go see what she found.”

      “Do you think it was done by slavers?” Leeha asks me.

      “I hope not,” I say with a sigh. “That would mean we haven’t gotten all of them.”

      With the two girls in tow, I jog towards Bridget’s beacon. After a good ten minutes at a decent pace, I start to see the village—or… what once was a village. The walls surrounding it had been pulled down and broken apart. Some sections of the wall were still up, but where that was the case, it was an earthen wall made of rocks and mud, with some thick branches woven throughout to fortify it.

      No buildings had been left standing. Most of them were smoking ruins, the husks of sturdy huts burned down to their waddle foundations. As we get closer, that’s when I see the dead bodies all over the place. I can’t tell what race they are, though, as most have been despoiled by wild animals, or monsters.

      “Gods,” Tia whispers next to me in horror. “What happened here?”

      Bridget walks up to me, and I wrap my arms around her, giving her a kiss on the top of her head. “What did you find?”

      “It looks like everyone in the village was killed. I can’t find any signs of survivors, though I did notice tracks heading off that way.” She points to the north. “But it’s from a small group. Their tracks don’t seem to indicate they just survived this horror. This group is walking with purpose. Straight and true,” she says. I notice that the direction she is pointing is the same way we were already heading—towards the mountains that I can see off in the distance.

      Leeha kneels down next to one of the dead bodies and turns it over. The face and head are so mangled by claw and fang, that I can’t tell what race, or even what sex, they were.

      “Shit,” Leeha hisses vehemently. “Rabinis.”

      “One of the rabbit people?” I look around. “Are all of them Rabinis?”

      She nods, going over to another body roughly ten feet away, and turns that one over to study it. For what, I’m not sure—though I don’t think she found what she expects, because she gasps in shock.

      “What is it?” Tia asks her sharply, rushing over to Leeha and looking down at the body.

      “This is a female Mermis,” Leeha says softly, sadly.

      “What was a Mermis doing way out here?!” Tia wonders.

      “Mermis?” I ask, curiously. Walking over to the body, I look down at the body. It looks human to me, with two legs. No fishtail.

      “What is a Mermis doing way out here? It’s so far from the ocean!” Tia says out loud.

      Puzzled, I ask her, “How can you tell it’s a Mermis? Don’t they have, I don’t know… a fish tail, or fins?”

      “Mermis have the Magical ability to grow legs, or maybe their legs can change into fins to swim underwater,” Leeha says, looking around as if trying to figure something out. “But as for what she was doing here, I have no clue.”

      The beautiful elf gets up and goes from body to body, studying each one before declaring, “Rabinis… all the others are Rabinis.”

      “If this is a Rabinis village, then why a Mermis?” Tia says in a worried tone. “What would a single Mermis be doing out here, so far from any large body of water? My understanding of that race is that they tend to stay in the ocean, or close to it. We are more than a week away from any ocean.”

      “I’m not sure,” Leeha says worriedly.

      I turn to Bridget and tell her, “Please go back and get Balrus.”

      “I’ll go get him,” she says with a nod.

      Within ten minutes, during which time we examine more of the villagers’ bodies to try and figure out what happened here, Bridget comes back with Balrus. I know that everything I see, Bridget sees, thanks to the circle of influence around me. I’m sure there must be a name for it, but that’s what I have been calling it.

      “My gods,” Balrus rumbles quietly. “What happened here?!”

      “From what we can tell,” Leeha begins, peering up at him, “the entire village was killed. I don’t see any signs of struggle, though, or of someone being taken away.”

      She shakes her head, frowning at the ground. “Normally, if that were the case, we would see drag marks or patches of disturbed earth. But there are no such signs of struggle. It makes no sense! This village was a typical Rabinis village. They would have had nothing of value, except for food. But,” and here she points to a building from which a few whisps of smoke still lazily curl up into the air, “that was their granary, and it still had food in it when it burned down. Whoever attacked them, they didn’t take it.”

      “What kind of monster would do this?” Balrus mutters in horror.

      “I don’t think it was monsters,” I say with a sigh. “Do you think this was the work of slavers?” I ask Leeha.

      “No,” she says, shaking her head vehemently. “Slavers would have kept as many of them alive as possible, especially the young ones. But I’m finding bodied of both young and old Rabinis.”

      “And you said that whoever did this is heading the same way we are?” I ask her.

      Leeha turns and points in the direction we had been heading before Bridget came across the village. “That was our path.”

      “So,” I say, and there’s anger in my voice. “Let’s see if we can catch up to these fuckers. You said it’s only been about a week since the attack?”

      “Or less,” Leeha answers me hesitantly. “I think at least four days… and possibly as many as seven?”

      “Shit, that’s a good head start. Even if Balrus was to carry us, we would have to flat out run, without many breaks, to have any hope of catching up,” I growl.

      “There might be a way,” Tia tells me slowly.

      I turn to her with a questioning gaze.

      “I can turn into my Dragon form, and fly up ahead and catch them.”

      “And what if you can’t take them all on your own? How many do you figure there were, Leeha?”

      “I would say that the group that left here was about thirty strong.” She stares at the trail leading off to the north. “I was able to count at least that many different sets of tracks.”

      “That would mean leaving you alone to take on thirty or more of them, not knowing if or how many of them can use Magic,” I tell her. “I haven’t seen any signs of Magic being used, but I have no clue what I would need to look for, if I was trying to find that.”

      I turn to Bridget. “Is there a Magic to… I don’t know, detect Magic having been used in an area?”

      With a frown, she nods slowly. “There is, but the magical residue would be gone after twenty-four hours.”

      “Shit,” I swear. “So much for that idea.”

      With hesitating, she continues. “But, there is another way.”

      “Let me guess. It will either hurt me or use a lot of my power?” I reply.

      “Both, actually,” Bridget admits. “With your Third Eye, we might be able to push power into it to make it more sensitive to Magic detection. Except, it will likely put you down for days—as you will be so sensitive to Magical energy around you, that you will need to stay inside the tent, completely cut off from Magic.”

      Sighing, I look around at the carnage and wonder to myself if a couple of days of me being out of action—to find out of there are Magic users in that group, so that Tia can go after them—wouldn’t be worth it.

      “Can you carry all of us in your Dragon form?” I ask her.

      She looks around nervously, frowning up at Balrus.

      “I can stay here,” he says with a sigh.

      “No,” I say quickly before Tia can answer. “I’m not leaving you behind.”

      “I can… try? It’s not like I’ve ever had anyone ride me before.” Then she grins impishly at me. “Except in bed.”

      “Down, girl,” Leeha tells her with a laugh.

      “I don’t want you to injure yourself, Tia. We can figure something else out, if it isn’t going to work.”

      “No. I think I can. I have heard stories of my dad saying that we Dragons used to have riders. Except, Balrus might be the largest dragon rider ever.” She studies the Colossus. “I think I can? In my Dragon form, I’m fairly large, and I know that Balrus will fit on my back. It’s just the weight I’m worried about.”

      “What if we use Magic to change that?” Bridget offers.

      “Wait. You can do that?” I ask her disbelievingly.

      “Well, I can’t,” she says with a laugh. “But with your Complex Spell Commands, I bet you can.”

      “Hmm,” I mutter, thinking it through. She might be on to something.

      I can do some pretty complex fucking Magic, using Complex Spell Commands. But those also use 10,000 points of power. What makes it so powerful, is that I can use the English language to describe in a full sentence what it is I want to happen, and somehow, the Magic of this world converts my intent into something usable.

      I press my palms to my eyes and groan, because it doesn’t always work.

      What should I do? Make Balrus or Tia lighter? I frowned. Or should I just make Tia stronger?

      As if she’s been watching my thoughts as I think the problem through, Bridget says out loud, “I would suggest both.”

      “Both?” I repeat with a raised eyebrow. “So… use up 20,000 points of power at one time?”

      “Do you want to get those who killed the village?” she points out.

      “Touché,” I tell her, “yes, I do.” I growl, looking around at the devastation all around me.

      “Then,” Bridget continues, “I would suggest we do just that: make Balrus lighter, and make Tia stronger. If we do that, I’m sure that she will be good.”

      “What do you want to do?” Tia asks me suspiciously.

      “Well, if we want to catch these fuckers,” I say, waving a hand at the tragedy all around us, “I will need to help you, so that you can fly with Balrus and us riding you. I will make Balrus lighter, while at the same time making you stronger.”

      “You will?” Balrus says in surprise.

      In a tone of disbelief, Tia asks me, “And just how will you do that?”

      “With Magic, of course,” I tell her with a grin. “My Magic.”

      Balrus mutters, “Just who the Hell are you?” And while I’m sure it was meant to be under his breath, I doubt beings so large can ever truly whisper. His whispering is really a low rumble that can be heard clearly from a good thirty feet away.

      Turning to my big friend with a massive grin on my face, I tell him, “I’m their worse enemy.”

      Balrus gets a surprised look on his face, but then slowly nods. “Yes. I am glad you did not kill me, friend Alex.”

      “Same here, my friend. Same here,” I tell him with heartfelt sincerity.

      “Well… if you think you can do this, Alex,” Tia says hesitantly. “I’m willing to fly us all.”

      I smile as I walk up to her. Looking down at her sharp beauty, I rest my two hands on her shoulders, gazing deep into her eyes. “I will not force this on you, Tia.”

      “You aren’t forcing me, Alex. I want to be useful to you.”

      “You already are. We are heading in the right direction, and even if I do not get the people who did this, you are still part of my group.” I press my forehead to hers, careful to avoid her horns. “You are just as important to me as Leeha and Bridget. Yes, I want to get this group for what they did. As much to give these poor Rabbinis and the Mermis justice, as to find out why they did it. But I’m not willing to hurt you—or let you hurt yourself—to do so.”

      “Dammit,” she says, a tear sliding down her cheek. “Why could I not have met you back when my sister was still alive? She would have loved you.”

      “Careful,” Leeha says with a silvery tinkle of a laugh, lightening the mood. “She might have fallen in love with Alex, as well.”

      Tia looks at Leeha thoughtfully, then nods decisively. “Yes. You are most likely right about that.” Then she is suddenly in my arms, hugging me around the waist, and looking up at me. There is love in her gaze. “Yes. I will try it.”

      “Then, I guess we should get ready then,” I tell her, leaning down to kiss her lightly on the lips, and wiping her tears away.
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      “You’re sure this will work?” Tia asks me nervously.

      “No clue,” I tell her with a chuckle. “But, we are about to find out if I can do this.”

      Tia nods nervously, then blurts out quickly, “Go for it!”

      “Don’t worry,” Bridget says, coming up behind Tia and wrapping her arms around the Dragonis in a hug. “It won’t hurt. I will make sure of that.”

      Tia leans back into Bridget—who is taller, though not by much—and squeezes the arms hugging her with a nod.

      Bridget turns to me. “Go for it, Master. I would suggest Mind and Air.”

      I nod to her and say out loud, “Mind. Air.”

      Suddenly, Tia is no longer in Bridget’s arms, as my elemental wife has disappeared. Tia turns to me quickly in shock.

      “She’s getting ready,” I tell her with a reassuring smile. “Now. Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Taking a deep breath, I recite what I think might work in English out loud: “Make Balrus lighter than air when riding on Tia, but also make Tia, in her Dragon form, stronger—able to carry double her weight for the next twenty-four hours, without a problem.”

      You have used a Complex Spell command. You have used 10,000 points of power.

      The request you have made will cost an additional 10,000 points of power, as what you want requires two spells, one each for two different targets. As you have already assigned the power to your Elemental, power has been transferred.

      As a flash of light surrounds both Tia, still in her Dragonis form, and Balrus, I feel the pull of a massive amount of power flowing through my Chakras.

      “What was that?” Balrus asks abruptly, nervously.

      I smile up at him and say in a reassuring tone, “That was my Magic surrounding you.”

      “I don’t feel any different,” Tia says with a frown.

      “And you won’t feel different until you are in your Dragon form,” Bridget says, making Tia jerk in surprise at her unexpected reappearance.

      “Eeek!” she cries.

      “Sorry,” Bridget tells her with a laugh. “But you won’t feel the magic until you are in your Dragon form, and it will last for the next twenty-four hours. Hopefully that should be enough time for us to catch up to whatever group committed this atrocity.”

      “Good,” Tia growls menacingly.

      I know her anger is not directed at Bridget, but at the group who killed all those Rabinis.

      “I don’t feel different, either,” Balrus says with his own frown.

      “And you won’t, until you are astride Tia,” I tell him.

      “I guess now we need to test it?” Leeha adds.

      “Pretty much. Tia, care to change into your Dragon form?”

      She nods and moves back until there’s a good twenty feet between us. In an instant, where Tia had been standing in her Dragonis form, there’s now a massive black Dragon.

      Looking up at her, I give a low whistle, and thank god that she’s on my side. I know she keeps saying I beat her, but honestly, it wasn’t a fair fight. We were desperately trying to stop her from capsizing our ship, so I’d had Bridget shoot lasers at her—the same kind of laser I had used to punch a hole through a mountain—though the beam wasn’t as concentrated.

      “Gods,” Balrus says next to me. “I still can’t believe she’s really a Dragon! And you’re sure I will be fine riding you, Tia?”

      Tia turns to Balrus, and even though Balrus is thirty feet tall, Tia in her Dragon form, is even more massive. Her head is at least twice as big as Balrus’.

      “I trust Alex and his Magic,” she nods down at him. “Now. How do we do this?”

      “Well, I would say that first we should get Balrus situated on you, and then we can climb up. Leeha and I will figure out, with Bridget’s help, how we can stay on you without falling.”

      “I can do that.” Bridget nods from beside me, having come closer while I was speaking.

      I turn to look at her with a raised eyebrow. “I guess you will need even more power for that?”

      She blushes and nods. “Yes, Master.”

      I laugh and bring her in for a hug, kissing the top of her head. “Go ahead and use what you need to keep us safe.”

      “I will need Air then, as I will be using the air around us to push you all to stay on Tia.”

      “Will it be a windy ride?” Leeha asks her nervously.

      Bridget turns to the worried elf, and shakes her head. “No. I will be creating a wall of air that will keep you all on Tia’s back, using the surface area of your bodies.”

      Leeha frowns, saying, “I’m not sure I understand what that means, but I trust you both.”

      “I guess we should see if this works,” I say with a deep breath.

      Balrus nods nervously but walks up to Tia as she lowers herself onto all fours. Her stomach low to the ground, she offers her back for Balrus to climb up on. He nervously places a hand on her back, which is now roughly at his chest level. Then, he jumps up on her back and awkwardly sits there, his large legs dangling down along Tia’s sides.

      “Whoa!” Tia cries out. “He immediately got lighter!”

      “Nice!” I say with a grin. “At least that part worked. Now, let’s hope the second part, that you’ll be strong enough to carry twice your own weight for the next twenty-four hours, works as well.”

      “Now, you two,” Bridget says, nodding at Leeha and me.

      Leeha looks at me and points to Tia. “You first.”

      “Nope,” I tell her with a laugh, “ladies first.”

      She scowls but slowly nods and makes her way over to the dragon. When she gets there, Leeha swallows and looks up and up to the top of Tia’s back with wide eyes. Tia’s back is so high, that Leeha would need to use a ladder to climb up onto it. Instead, Balrus comes to the rescue and lowers one of his hands.

      With a grin, Leeha grabs a finger—which to her is the size of a freaking large log—and wraps her arms tightly around the digit.

      Balrus lifts her up easily into the air, and she settles with no trouble onto the top of Tia’s back.

      “That works,” I admit with a chuckle.

      Walking up to Tia, Balrus does the same for me. I look down once I’m settled onto Tia’s back and look at Bridget. She’s suddenly gone, but then—again without warning—appears next to Leeha and me.

      I shake my head and smile at her. With a tinge of jealousy in my voice, I tell her, “You know, I have to admit that I’m jealous you can Teleport.”

      “Maybe it will be a skill you will get later?” she offers.

      “One can only hope. I wonder if Angels get that later on?”

      She sighs. “I wish that Peter’s information let me know what spells or abilities you might get at higher levels.”

      “No worries,” I tell her before scowling. “Not like my god will be any help here.” Shaking my head, I push my inner cynic down and focus on the present. “Now, how should we sit?” I ask Bridget.

      “Just sit down normally on her back, and I will take care of the rest.”

      We shift around until Leeha and I are in front of Balrus. At least there’s one good thing about Tia’s current size, her back is vast and long, so there’s plenty of room in front of Balrus. Hell, there’s tons of space behind the Colossus, too. I’m sure she could easily have carried a bus load of people on her back.

      “Damn, I wish I had a chair,” I say with a chuckle.

      “Be like the rest of us,” Leeha says with a laugh. “Sit on your ass like a normal person. Humans are so soft.”

      “Hey!” I tell her in an injured tone, but my grin belies the affront. “Some of us resemble that remark!” I find a bare patch of scales and sit down cross-legged.

      Leeha sits next to me.

      Looking up at Bridget, I ask, “Are you going to sit, too?”

      She shakes her head. “I will be using your power to keep the three of you on Tia’s back. I need Air, please?” she says with a sweet smile.

      I nod and tell her, “Air.”

      Bridget’s Elven form disappears, and she stands briefly in front of us in her Air Elemental form, before disappearing.

      “Ok, we are good,” Bridget says. “Tell Tia she can take off, and you all won’t fall off.”

      “Sounds good,” I tell her, somewhat nervously. I mean, how can I not be nervous? I’m about to fly on a Dragon!

      “Tia,” I say loud enough for her to hear, “Bridget says to go ahead and take off. We will stay on you safely.”

      “Are you sure?” she asks, her massive head twisting around on her long, sinuous neck to look at me on her back.

      “Bridget says it will work. She trusts my Magic, and I trust her.”

      “I trust you, too,” she says, slightly miffed, though I feel her love through our connection.

      “I know, babe,” I tell her with a laugh.

      “All right,” Tia says. “Hang on!”

      She opens her wings wide and, with two massive downward sweeps of her wings, we’re up in the air.

      “My gods!” she shouts in surprise, her head turning to look at me. “I can barely feel you all on my back! I can’t even feel Balrus!”

      I’m too busy trying not to puke to respond. Tia had gone straight up so quickly that it feels like I left my stomach back on the ground. I have flown in planes before, but I have never felt a plane accelerate straight upwards so fast. Within seconds, after only two flaps of her vast wings, we are hundreds of feet up in the air.

      “Eeep!” shouts Balrus.

      I turn and look back and up at the Colossus. “All good?”

      Looking down at me, he grins nervously, nodding his head quickly. “I think so. But I am now certain that we Colossi were meant to walk and not to fly.”

      “Yes,” I tell him with a laugh. “I’m sure we humans were meant for the same thing. But we need to move fast.”

      He nods and sighs. “I agree. But… can we please make this flying thing a rarity?”

      “I can’t promise that,” I tell him with a laugh. “But I will attempt to minimize it.”

      “Deal,” he says, gulping and turning a bit pale after looking down at the ground as it retreats further and further away.

      “You’re sure we won’t fall?” I ask Bridget.

      “100 percent. I’m using Wind to keep you on Tia’s back. Even if you were somehow to slip, you would not fall off of Tia.”

      I nod and turn to Leeha to see how she’s doing. She’s sitting next to me, but her eyes are closed tightly.

      Reaching out, I grab one of her hands. “All good?” I ask her.

      She opens one eye and nods quickly. “I think so. Gods above, we Elves were also not meant to fly.”

      “I have to agree,” I tell her emphatically. “But damn… look at the view!”

      Opening her other eye, she looks downward. “My gods!” she exclaims in awe.

      “Amazing view, isn’t it? I might not like heights, but you have to admit that the view is amazing!”

      “I would rather have both my feet on the ground,” Balrus rumbles sullenly.

      “Hang in there,” I tell him, twisting around to look up at him. “There’s a purpose for this.”

      “I know, friend Alex, but that doesn’t mean I will enjoy it. I will focus on how good it will feel to find and punish whoever killed everyone in that village.”

      “Agreed. Keep your eye on the prize, as my mother would say.”

      Leeha turns to me quickly. “You never talk much about your mother.”

      Sighing, I nod. “I miss her terribly, but this world is better for me. I hope she was able to deal with my death on Terra.”

      “Do you ever wish you could see her again?” Leeha asks softly.

      “Sometimes,” I admit. “But how would I explain to her that I’m her dead son, suddenly appearing alive more than half a year later?”

      “True.” Leeha smiles at the image this conjures. “Do you believe in ghosts on Terra?”

      Nodding before shrugging, I tell her, “Some do. Not everyone does. There are even those who supposedly hunt ghosts.”

      “Hunt ghosts?” she asks me skeptically. “But I thought you said you did not do Magic on Terra?”

      “We don’t,” I tell her with a chuckle. “We use science.”

      She looks at me suspiciously. “How can science hurt a ghost?”

      So, for the next little while, I explain to her all about the television show, Ghost Hunters. Which, of course, means I have to explain what a television show is. I don’t so much explain to her about television and transmitting images over than the air, as I tell her that it’s like a theater play—but really happening.

      Damn, explaining what I meant by that took over an hour. Ever curious, Balrus kept asking me questions about it. Even Tia, while she was flying, asked a question or three.

      That’s how the next eight hours pass—talking about everything and nothing, as miles of ground are quickly eaten up at least a thousand feet beneath us. Even the cold one might expect at this altitude was a nonfactor for us—we stayed warm. Bridget must have noticed me looking around about that, since he told me that she was also keeping us warm, using the wall of air that pressed us onto Tia’s back to buffer both the fierce wind and the cold.
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      “I’m starting to see tracks,” Tia says, interrupting my nap and making me jerk awake.

      We had been flying for so long that we had all gotten comfortable with it. Somehow, I had dozed off. With a yawn, I rub the sleep out of my eyes. Apparently, even Balrus had fallen asleep. His chin rests on his chest, and he is snoring loudly.

      I briefly wonder what it is that Bridget is doing that allows us to talk to Tia without shouting. The same could be said for how I can hear her clearly, though she speaks normally—even though she is facing forward to keep an eye on where we are flying. I’d have to ask her later, though.

      “Tracks?” I ask.

      “From the group, we are after,” she reminds me.

      “Right. Right,” I say, smacking my cheeks to wake myself up. Stand up, almost gingerly, I shuffle step until I am able to perch on Tia’s shoulder, and then look forward and downward. But we are so high up, that all I can see are the tops of the trees and major landmarks, such as small lakes and rivers.

      “I can’t see anything,” I say.

      Leeha, who had come up next to me, says, “That’s ok. Even with my eyes, I can’t see anything.”

      Balrus grunts. “I’m amazed, Tia, that you can see anything so far down.”

      “You forget,” she replies, “I’m a Dragon. I would not be much of a hunter, if I could not see my prey from so high up in the air.”

      “How far out?” I ask Tia.

      “Roughly a mile out,” she says. “See that small mountain to my left?”

      I nod, but then remember she can’t see me. “Yes.”

      “They are camped at the foot of it,” Tia explains. “You can see they have fires going from the plumes of smoke.”

      I look where she was indicating but, at first, I don’t see anything. But the longer I stare, the more it looks like something is happening at the base of the mountain, until I finally see the curls of smoke she was talking about.

      “Got it!” I shout. “All right. We want to sneak up on them, not land on top of them. We need to gather intelligence before attacking. If there are thirty or more people, we need to do this carefully.”

      “Want me to land down below somewhere?”

      “Yes,” I tell her, but then think about it. “Actually, we might already be too close. Have they seen us?”

      “I doubt it,” she says. “Most people don’t look up in the sky. Let me bank, and we will pull back a couple of miles and land. I saw a nice lake we can land beside.”

      That now decided, Tia dips one wing, and we change direction, heading back the way we’d just come. While the idea of landing in the midst of a group of baddies with a Dragon and a Mountain Colossi at my side sounds heroic and dramatic, the idea of possibly dying at the hands of that same group of thirty or more people—with an unknown number of Mages amongst them—doesn’t. I wisely choose caution over heroics.

      In a few more minutes, Tia begins her descent towards the lake she was talking about. The alpine lake is blue and clear, surrounded by trees, and has a pebbly beach on one side.

      As soon as Tia has landed, I jump down from her back, my legs easily absorbing the jarring thump of falling nearly twenty feet. One of the many advantages of my new body, is that I can jump down easily for quite a way. Jumping up, however, isn’t as easy. I would likely struggle to jump straight up more than a dozen feet. Though, admittedly, I haven’t tried it since I’d become a level two Angel.

      The ground was primarily rocky here, except for the parcel of land that was the pebble-strewn beach. Look around, I don’t see any evidence of firepits.

      “I would say no one has ever camped around the lake,” Tia adds as I’m looking around.

      I turn to her and nod, just in time to see Balrus clamber off her back, landing on all fours on the ground and kissing it, as if in supplication to god—or in his case, to the gods.

      “Gods,” he groans. “While I can appreciate you flying us here so quickly, Tia. I think I prefer walking with my own two legs on my own two feet.”

      Leeha lands softly next to him and pats one of his arms. “I have to agree, but the speed was impressive.”

      “I’m impressed that, thanks to Alex’s Magic, she was able to fly with me on her back. I would say I am probably the first Mountain Colossus to ever fly on the back of a Dragon.”

      “I’m sure we are the first of any race to fly on the back of a Dragon, in quite a long time, right Tia?” Bridget says, appearing next to me now that her task is complete.

      “Correct. The last time I heard about anyone ride one of us Dragons was probably… a couple of thousand years ago? And I don’t know what races they might have been—though you are probably right that it wasn’t a Colossus.”

      “Have the Dragon’s ever had issues with Elemental Summoners?” I ask her curiously.

      “Not until you,” she says with a snort.

      “Sorry… not sorry,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      She nods her massive Dragon head, and abruptly the Dragon disappears, and in its stead stands a beautiful Dragonis. Today, she is wearing a rather sheer outfit that grabs my attention, sending a rush of blood below my belt buckle.

      I’m not sure how she does it. And she claims she doesn’t know, either—just that it’s a part of her dragon ‘magic’ that enables her to change her outfits as a Dragonis, on the fly.

      “Should we head out after them?” I ask.

      Leeha shakes her head. “I don’t know about you, but we have been flying for hours and I’m stiff, sore and hungry.”

      I am as well,” Tia supplies. “Flying uses up a lot of energy. Do you have any of that Boar left?”

      That last question was directed at me. “Yes, I have some in my bag. Bridget? Want to get the tent up, and I will go gather some wood for a fire?”

      “No fire,” Leeha says, shaking her head. “We don’t want them to see the smoke from the fire, like we did with theirs.”

      “Fair,” I say, nodding in agreement. “Good thing my bag keeps that meat hot.”

      “Gods, I would kill for more of that Boar,” Balrus groans.

      “Well, since it’s already dead,” I tell him with a grin, looking up. “We’re good.”

      When Bridget stops pacing around the area, she looks at me and says, “I need Earth.”

      Nodding, as I’d expected it, I tell her, “Earth.”.

      The beach may have been relatively flat, but it was also composed of a lot small rocks, which would be uncomfortable.

      Changing quickly into her Earth Elemental form, Bridget slowly sinks into the ground.

      “No matter how many times I see it, that’s still freaky to watch,” Leeha says.

      “I’m glad I am on your side, friend Alex,” Balrus tells me with a chuckle, but then he stops and tilts his head to one side. “This language of your world, Alex, could I use it to learn Magic?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe? I think so. It seems to be the language of Magic. The girls are all learning it, and since Leeha has learned some, she’s become much more powerful.” I shrug. “I have yet to teach it to anyone who didn’t already know Magic.”

      “Would you mind if I learn it along with your two wives and Tia?” he asks me hesitantly.

      I look at Leeha and ask her in English. “What do you think?”

      “It would be interesting to see if you can teach someone can’t do magic English, and then see if they can do Magic. I know Bryan was learning it, but he only knew a smattering of words.”

      “Not hurt to try,” Tia adds in broken English. But since she has only been learning English for a few weeks, now, that was impressive. “Powerful ally, if work.”

      I turn to Bridget to get her take on it, and see she has a thoughtful look on her beautiful Elven face, framed by her fiery red hair.

      “It would be interesting, to see if it can work? We’ve talked about it before, but we haven’t had anyone who you trusted and who didn’t already know magic that you could teach with the amount of time we normally spend alongside others. Even with Bryan, we were jumping from battle to battle, and had very little time to teach him.”

      Bridget shrugs. “And now Bryan is back on Prithgar. Maybe having someone else here learn it will be useful? Balrus said that his people are scholars. Maybe it would be beneficial?”

      Nodding, I have to agree. Switching back to a language that Balrus can understand, I apologize. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be rude and speak in my language. But the girls think, and I agree, that it might benefit us to teach you English. Especially if we bring you back healed from your cancer, it might help us look good before your people.”

      “I don’t care what my people think,” he replies with a snort. “They threw me out.”

      Looking up at the big man, I smile. “You might not, my friend. But I am always on the lookout for new allies. And, as you said yourself, you were unwell, and they had no choice.”

      Sighing, he nods. “I will admit it will be nice to see my parents again, if they are still alive. Even my siblings.”

      “You have brothers and sisters?” Leeha exclaims in surprise.

      “I do,” he says with a smile. “I have a younger sister and an older brother.”

      “Is your sister like you?” Leeha asks him with a grin.

      “Gods, no!” he bursts out into a rumbling laugh. “She’s pigheaded and strong-minded. Before I got sick, I know she wanted to be on the Council. But,” he admits with a shrug, “a lot could have happened in ten years.”

      “Well, when this is over,” I tell him, “we will go looking for your city.”

      “It can wait, friend Alex. Your missions are more important.”

      “Thank you, Balrus,” I tell him gratefully, “but getting you back home safely is one of my missions.”

      “Our missions,” Leeha adds. “We will help get you back home.”

      “Thanks,” Balrus says, nodding gratefully at Leeha and myself.

      “The tent is up,” Bridget interrupts us. “If you need to reheat something, I can call up a Fire Elemental.”

      “I think we should be good,” I say, turning to the tent that she’d set up about ten feet from where we were standing.

      I look up at Balrus. “I guess we should eat out here. If you are going to stay with us, I think I will need to look for a circus tent.”

      “A what?” Leeha asks me, frowning at the unfamiliar term.

      “A circus? It’s something from my world, I guess. It’s where people would go to see animals putting on a show.”

      “That’s…odd,” Leeha says.

      Laughing, I tell her about a circus. Soon, even Tia, Bridget, and Balrus are looking at me oddly. Bridget’s face suddenly shows she got the context for it, as her eyes widen in awe.

      “Very odd,” Leeha concludes.

      That’s a word she has been using a lot lately—just about every time I explain things from my world. Often, she thinks I’m pulling her leg, and I have to explain to my silver-haired wife that I’m not. Fortunately, more often than not, Bridget gets the context for what I am failing to explain, and can vouch for me that whatever it is, is real—no matter how fantastical it may sound to my Elven wife.

      I finish with, “Though that stopped several years ago, since it was considered cruel to the animals.”

      “Is a circus something like an animal fair?” Leeha asks.

      “An animal fair?” I ask, heading towards the front of the tent.

      Everyone follows me into the tent as Leeha explains. “Yes. It’s where some people would bring in a dancing bear or a wolf that can jump through wooden hoops. Or even horses doing tricks.”

      “Damn,” I say, turning back to her. “That sounds exactly like it. Though, is yours under the sky or in a large tent?”

      She frows at that. “It’s done outside. Who would put a damn animal under a small tent?”

      “Well,” I say with a chuckle. “A circus tent is a tent, but it’s huge! Think of this tent,” I say, pointing to the tent we were walking towards, “being ten times as large and five times as tall.”

      She looks at our tent and imagines in her head I am sure, the size and snorts. “As if that is even possible. It would need Magic just to stay up!”

      “Trust me,” I tell her. “In my world, it works, and there is no Magic. Remember, my world is one of science.”

      “Hush on the chatter. Take out the food,” Tia says.

      I turn to her, and she blushes. “I’m starving. I know your Magic helped, but I still had to use my energy to fly.”

      “Right,” I tell her with a laugh.

      And, for the next little while, we enjoy a hot meal—as warm when I pull it our from my dimensional bag, as when I’d stored the leftovers in it. And then, we discuss what our plan of attack will be for the group we are after. Leeha is all for going straight in, kicking, and fighting. Balrus is up for whatever I decide, although he has no weapon. He figures he could grab another log, since we’d left his back where we had healed him. As darkness descends, we eat and try to figure out what we cam do to maximize the damage we will do to the group we are after without killing them all.

      I wanted a couple of prisoners for Tia to interrogate.
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      “Gods, that was amazing. I assume this bag of yours is from your god?” Balrus says, wiping his hands dry on his pants.

      After our meal, our hands had been greasy from the meat, so I had called up a small Water Elemental to wash our hands.

      I smile up at him and nod. “Yep. It’s been handy as Hell for keeping food hot.”

      “I bet!” he says wistfully.

      “What’s the plan?” Leeha asks me, drying her hands by shaking the water off them.

      “I would say let’s get a good night’s sleep, and we can have Bridget go check out their campsite. We need intel on how many there are and what we’re up against—in particular, how many mages they have, and for what elements.” I arch an eyebrow at her. “I assume, since you saw their camp from the air, you can Teleport there?”

      Bridget shakes her head no. “Unfortunately, it’s not by line of sight. I have to actually have been there. But if I head out now, I can probably be back in a couple of hours, if I’m in an Elemental form.”

      “Hold up,” I tell her, thinking about it.

      Looking up at the sky, I notice that it will be dark soon. I would say she only has about another half-an-hour or so of light. Not that she needs it, as she can see in the dark better than any of us. Intelligence we may need, but I want to minimize casualties—at least on our side.

      “I would say wait until morning. While we get breakfast and head towards them, you can speed off and check them out, letting me know through our connection what you find.”

      “That will work,” she says, nodding. Then she grins. “That means I can sleep in bed with you tonight.”

      “We,” Tia reminds her with a pout. “We can sleep in bed with him tonight.”

      “We,” Bridget agrees with a laugh.

      I look up at Balrus. “Are you good out here?”

      “I am,” he says with a nod, settling himself on his side, with his face towards our tent’s entrance and the fire that was in front of it. “I shall be fine,” he tells me before I can ask the question.

      “If you need anything, just holler,” I tell him. Once I know that he’s good, I nod to the girls, and we all head inside.

      Once inside, Tia rushes to the bed, stripping off her clothes before she gets there, or I’ve had a chance to close the flap. “Wheeeee,” she cries joyfully.

      Leeha isn’t far behind her.

      Bridget, on the other hand, has it easy. One second she’s dressed, and the next, she isn’t.

      Leeha looks at her jealously. “Gods, I wish I could do that.”

      “You can with your armor,” I tell her with a chuckle.

      She glances down at her bracelet that I’d made for her, the one that contained her suit of armor. I’d made her a set of armor like mine, even with the same purple color, though more feminine—or as I thought of it, sexy. But I had not tried with clothes.

      “Yes,” she says, “but it’s not tagged, as you would say, to the clothes I wear.”

      “Maybe I can look into that when things settle down.”

      She turns to me quickly with a big grin. “Yes, please!”

      Once I’m on the bed, everyone settles down. Bridget ends up on my left, and Leeha on my right, with Tia stretched out between my legs. Lying there with her chin propped on my stomach, and staring at me, is making focusing hard—pun intended.

      I ask them all for their thoughts. “What do you girls think of me teaching Balrus English, so we can see if he can do Magic?”

      “Well, I would not offer him what you did to my brother,” Leeha says with a grimace, remembering the burns and pain he’d gone through.

      Leeha’s brother, Marken, hadn’t been a Magic-user when I met him. He’d hated that both his parents and his sister were Mages, while he wasn’t. He had resented the fact that the gods did not give him the ability to do Magic.

      As I learned, not everyone in this world can do Magic, just because it’s there. Magic was a gift, a very random gift. I had met whole families able to do Magic, and whole families not able to—with no discernable differences between them to indicate why this was so.

      So, what I did, was I used my own Elemental to bring out his own Elemental. At the time, I didn’t know that it would cause him so much pain or do such damage. That was the first time that we met Bridget in her Elven form. It was also the time I found out that Bridget could heal, through me.

      Though now, it seems that she can only heal me. Fortunately, I’ve since gained the ability to heal others. It still seems like a miracle to me, every time I use it, though there is a cost.

      But it’s a cost that is fun to pay, I think, looking over at Bridget with a smile. After healing someone, I need to have sex with Bridget to replenish her power; the healing power I use comes through her. Oh, the terrible cost, I think with a grin.

      “Yeah, that won’t work,” I grumble. “We are on the move, and your brother was out for days. I can’t imagine doing that to Balrus.” I pause, as I remember something Leeha had said at the time.

      “Won’t he still have to go through it, if this works and he gets Magic? You said once, Leeha, that when a Magic comes to someone, it bursts out through their dominant hand. Won’t Balrus go through something similar?”

      “Yes,” she says, nodding. “But you won’t be forcing it. I think the damage was because my brother wasn’t prepared for it—or his body wasn’t. When mine burst out, it was painful, but my hand didn’t require healing, and was fine. It was just that initial burst of pain.”

      “Should we hold off on teaching Balrus English?” Bridget asks me nervously.

      With a thoughtful look, I stare at the ceiling of the tent, as if the answer I want is there. Eventually, I say, “No. I think we should be fine, as long as we don’t teach him spells or how to use Magic. We can still teach him English, though.”

      “We should get some sleep,” Leeha suggests, yawning for the umpteenth time. “I’m assuming you want to head out before first light?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her with a nod, my own yawn following after hers. “I want to see if we can surprise them while they are still sleeping.”

      “Awww,” Tia says with a pout. “I’d hoped we could all cuddle.”

      “We can still cuddle,” I tell her with a chuckle. “But sex will have to wait.”

      “Fine,” she grumps, shifting around to get comfortable on my chest.

      Unfortunately for me, this does nothing to relieve the pressure I feel in my boxers straining against her belly. It was impossible not to get hard, having a beautiful Dragonis wriggling around on top of me. Noting the smirk curling Tia’s lip, I realize she is torturing me on purpose.

      “Once things settle down some,” I emphasized ‘settle down’, “we can all go away for what we would call a weekend getaway.”

      “Deal,” she tells me.

      One thing that I found odd is that here, they had months very similar to ours, but unlike on Earth, where we had days that went from Monday to Sunday, they didn’t have name their days of the week—which meant they didn’t have weekends.

      People on this world worked all the time. Each month was thirty days long; so each day was numbered from one to thirty. Today, was day twenty-two in the month of Darkness, what would have been November, in my world. This far north, it was certainly cold enough for it.

      I think the whole weekend thing was probably a religious carryover, pushed by the Church back on Earth. I guess when the gods had made this world, they didn’t take the seventh day off. Or at least that’s my guess, since honestly, I have no bloody clue.

      Even with the snow on the ground and the cold, we were still making great time. With the changes in my body, though I can still feel the cold, it doesn’t affect me as greatly. I know that if I had not had any changes happen inside me to upgrade this body, I would be shivering my ass off. I figure the temperature, inside the tent, was around 50 degrees Fahrenheit.

      Once everyone is settled in, with Bridget scooting over to make room for Tia’s hip and leg, as she laid an arm across the Dragonis’ shoulders while nuzzling into my neck, Tia’s head on my chest, and Leeha curled into my other side, we all slowly drift off to sleep.
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      “Ready to go?” I ask Bridget the next morning, at o-dark thirty when she woke me. According to my internal clock, which I can see when I call it up, it was 4:14 in the morning.

      Bridget, as ever, was the one who woke us all up, though Tia, as usual, tried to snuggle deeper into the warm blankets. There is no such things as alarm clocks here, but Bridget, being who she is, seems to be able to function as one.

      It had gotten cold overnight, Thank god Bridget could regulate her heat, since she could keep us warm under the covers. Even Leeha, who is used to live outdoors in cold or heat, found it so pleasant and cozy, that she didn’t want to get out from under the covers, either. I’m sure it didn’t help that we were all naked.

      “Come on, slackers,” I say, still rubbing my eyes. “We need to get ready.”

      Tia finally pokes her head out of the covers. “Got any more of that Boar left?”

      “I do,” I tell her with a smile and, getting out of bed, I grab my clothes that were on the ground—making sure to shake them vigorously first, in case some small animals decided my pants made for a cozy nest—and I begin to get dressed. I didn’t really need to, as I’d had elementals guarding us while we slept, but you never know.

      Leeha looks at me, with her face still half-way covered by the blankets. “Would you be a dear man and pass me my clothes, sweet husband of mine?”

      I can’t help but roll my eyes and laugh at her. Bending down, I snag her clothes from the ground and, giving them the same treatment as mine, toss them at her. One hand whips out from under the blankets to snatch them from the air, before they—and my elven wife—disappear back under the covers.

      As Bridget is already up and dressed, Tia sighs dramatically before she gets out of bed—fully dressed, of course. I see that this time, her outfit is looser and looks much warmer than the skin-tight, nearly sheer material she prefers to wear around me.

      “I didn’t know that Dragons got cold,” I tell her.

      “We don’t,” she says with a scowl. “But in this weak form, I do.”

      “I was saddened to hear last night, that you are the last Dragon,” Leeha says, once she emerges from the mound of blankets fully dressed. Coming up behind Tia, she gives her a hug. “I wish there was something we could do.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Tia says, as a massive grin splits her face. “That’s part of the reason I’m staying with Alex.”

      With a raised eyebrow, since that response definitely caught my interest, I ask her, “You are?”

      “Of course,” she says. “As an Angel, I can have kids with you, and they will be Dragons, like me.”

      “Wait... what? Excuse me?!” I blurt out, surprised at this revelation.

      I knew she had a thing for angels. At least, she’d had the hots for Peter when I’d first met her. Back then, she had pestered me to call Peter and somehow get him to come visit. But, of course, lately Peter—and even my God—was not answering my messages.

      “Did Peter not explain it to you?”

      “Hmm. No, Peter most definitely did not explain anything about angel-dragon intimacy or relationships,” I tell her with a frown.

      “Yes. Angels can all reproduce with another race. And—as being an Angel isn’t truly a race, but more of a profession, or at least that is what Peter once told me—when Angels have sex with someone, and they have a child, it takes on the race of the mother.” She beams up at me. “That means, if we have kids, they will be Dragons,” she replies happily.

      “Hmm. Are you saying you’re pregnant?” Leeha asks her, joy in her tone.

      “No,” Tia admits with a pout. “I would never do that without permission to Alex. I have not allowed myself to get pregnant—though I dearly want that more than anything. Trust me, it’s been hard to deny my desires, but I want Alex to respect me even more than I want his child.”

      Going up to her, I pull the Dragonis into my arms and look down deep into her eyes. “Thank you, Tia. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that. I… I’m not sure I’m ready to be a father yet.”

      She looks crestfallen.

      “I never had kids when I was on Terra,” I explain. “But know that I already respect you, so not today, but… maybe, one day?”

      I feel what can only be a set of large, squishy breasts press into my back as two arms reach around both of us. “As long as I get one, too,” Leeha says with a smile in her tone.

      “Deal,” I tell her with a laugh. I look over at Bridget, but she frowns.

      “I’m not sure I can have kids,” she says, knowing what I was asking with just my look. “But,” she says, suddenly brightening up, “it will be fun to try!”

      That makes all of us laugh.

      “Come on,” I tell the gang, “let’s go out and put the tent away. Then, we can take out food for all of us, including Balrus.”
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      “Friend Alex!” I hear as soon as I open the tent flap.

      Looking up and across the fire, Balrus was sitting there, with a large branch in his hands and a stone, with which I see he is scraping the bark off.

      I lift an eyebrow at him. “Staff?”

      He nods. “I assume I will need it to fight? We Mountain Colossi do not use weapons that have an edge to them. But,” he taps the rough staff, “we do use blunt weapons.”

      “You do not need to fight at all, Balrus. Now that you are better, if your people don’t fight, I won’t ask it of you.”

      “You misunderstand, Alex. My people do not fight, but we do defend ourselves. While we are not an aggressive race anymore, we still learn fighting skills.”

      “Why would someone as large as you’re race need to fight against?” Leeha asks him.

      “Ah,” he says. “My people are still hunted by humans. We are still lumped in with the Hill Giants,” he tells her sadly.

      Well,” I tell him, deciding on something. “If you are going to fight for me, I would like to give you something.”

      Balrus looks at me oddly. “What would you give me?”

      “A staff,” I tell him with a smile.

      Holding up the large branch, he looks confused. “But, I am making my own staff, Alex.”

      “While I’m sure it would be a formidable weapon,” I tell him with a laugh, “I wanted to give you something that would not only work much better, but won’t break as easily.”

      “Alex,” Leeha asks me slowly, with a grin spreading across her face. “Are you going to give him what I think you are?”

      “Yeah,” I tell her with a laugh.

      “I’m confused. What kind of weapon can you give Balrus?” Tia asks out loud.

      “A steelwood staff,” snorts Leeha before I can answer.

      Tia looks at Balrus, and then at the staff he is carving. “Wait. You have steelwood in that bag of yours?”

      “Nope,” I reply with a chuckle. “I can create it out of the ground.”

      “You’re saying, Alex, that you can just… what?” Tia’s eyebrows crawl up her forehead. “Place your hand on the ground, and out comes a steelwood weapon?”

      Leeha suddenly is brandishing two steelwood daggers, which—thanks to her bracelet—she can call up with just a thought.

      She hands one of the daggers to Tia, who takes it curiously.

      Suddenly her eyes widen in surprise. “Do you know how much this is worth?!?” she cries out.

      “I do,” Leeha tells her with a laugh. “But Alex still doesn’t understand the value of steelwood, I don’t think—especially as he wants to give Balrus a staff that would fit him. I would peg such a massive weapon to be worth at least 20,000 gold, just for the material.”

      “If not more! I have a couple of steelwood weapons in my horde. They are some of my most prized possessions!”

      “Is steelwood that hard to come by?” I ask, now intrigued.

      I knew it was rare, but I’d thought that was only because it was so hard to make. It required a Mage to use their own Magic, which was limited to their normally meager power supply, to shape the steelwood into a weapon. Leeha had told me once, that even to make a dagger like hers, was incredibly expensive and time-consuming.

      But, Jesus, a staff that would sell for over 20,000 gold? That was a king’s ransom!

      Tia slowly nods at me. “Steelwood is so rare, that most powerful warriors will have one such weapon created for them, as a demonstration of their skill. But it’s not cheap.”

      “So, where does steelwood come from, exactly?” I ask, now totally fascinated.

      Leeha is the one who answers me. “Usually, you find it by accident. Steelwood grows like a normal tree, but it’s usually hidden inside deep inside the heart of the wood. Most people find it only after a tree has been struck by lightning, and the tree’s inner core is revealed.”

      She shrugs. “No one knows what makes a tree grow a steelwood core. It seems to be random. People have tried to grow trees using cuts from a tree that had a steelwood core—they’ve even tried replanting a tree that is discovered with steelwood in it, but they come out as normal trees. Even we elves aren’t sure what makes a tree end up growing steelwood inside them. Human mages have tried detecting it in trees for ages, but without success. The fact that you can just call it up out of the ground like that is mind-boggling.”

      “We dragons aren’t sure how it’s made,” Tia continues, “but we know that it’s harder than steel and is virtually impossible to break. But one of the other things it does, is protect its user from Magical attacks. Almost like a Mana stone would, but not as powerful.” Eyes still wide, she concludes, “But, for a non-Magic user, it’s well worth the price they’ll pay for a steelwood weapon.”

      “Hence the reason it costs so much,” I reply with a firm nod in understanding. “Now that makes much more sense.”

      I turn back to our humungous friend. “Well, I still want to make him a staff. If Balrus is going to help me, I want to give him something.”

      “Alex,” Balrus says, looking at me intently. “I’m forever grateful for what you already did for me. You healed me; that is gift enough.”

      I smile up at him. “You’re welcome, Balrus. But this is my choice. If you will accept it, of course?”

      “Accept a steelwood staff that fits me? That’s asking a lot, Alex. That is a princely gift. I would be a fool not to accept it, wouldn’t I?”

      “And a fool you are not. Shall we get you that staff?” I say with a big grin. “Bridget?”

      “Yes, oh delightful master of mine?” she asks with a chuckle.

      “I assume I will need your help for this?”

      Bridget looks at Balrus—gauging his height, I’m sure—and then turns back to face me and nods affirmatively. “Yes. I will need Earth.”

      “You’ve got it... Earth,” I tell her.

      In a second, Bridget’s Elven form is gone, and she stands there just as tall, in her Earth elemental form.

      Your Elemental has requested the use of 5,000 points of power. As you have already approved this request, power has been transferred to her.

      “That much just for a staff?”

      “It’s because of the size of it,” she replies with a nod. “I will have to search far and wide to get that much together.”

      Sighing, I nod. It’s not like I don’t have the necessary power for it. “All right, how long do you think it will take?”

      “Not long,” she replies as she slowly sinks into the ground. I know she does it slowly like that for dramatic effect—we all know she can slip into the ground like quicksilver, if she wants to.

      Suddenly, without no warning more than a soft rumble which makes Balrus jump back in surprise, the ground before us starts to shift. Slowly, inch by inch, a staff large enough and thick enough for his massive grip, begins to rise from the earth.

      The process is slow, though, By the time that a full foot of staff is sticking above the ground, it’s been almost ten minutes. So, we wait. Slowly, glacially so, Balrus’ steelwood staff grows upwards from out of the ground. Or, I guess, Bridget pushes it up out of the ground. I assume she’s gathering what steelwood she can find around here and is creating it.

      “All good?” I ask her.

      “All good,” she says, and I can hear the smile in her tone. “I just have to go further and further out to gather more. That’s why this is taking so long.”

      “Looks like it will be a bit,” I tell the gang. “Shall we eat?”

      “Oh, you have more food?” Balrus asks hopefully, then blushes as his stomach growls loudly.

      “I do,” tell him with a laugh. “But it will be the last of the Boar—unless we come across another one.”

      Reaching into my bag, I think of bringing out a large chunk of meat. Thanks to my new strength, I’m able to hold up the piece that comes out of my bag. It’s a large rack of ribs—so large, in fact, that I’m one hundred percent sure that if I had tried to lift it on Earth in my old body, I would have given myself a hernia. It had to weigh at least three hundred pounds.

      Balrus accepts the rack with a sigh of gratitude and a nod.

      Reaching into my bag once more, I bring out smaller pieces for Leeha and myself. She grins at me, takes the offered meat, and gives me a peck on the cheek.

      “Thank you,” she says, biting into the still steaming meat.

      Before I can take a bite of my own, Tia sneaks up from behind me, and grabs the piece of meat out of my hand.

      “You didn’t forget me, did you?” she asks with a laugh.

      “Sorry, I did!” I tell her with a laugh.

      I reach into my bag a third time and bring out some meat for myself. It is just as hot and good as when we’d cooked it. God, I love dimensional bags. I wish I’d gad something similar to this back on Earth.

      For the next hour and a bit, we sit there and wait for the staff to be finished. I’d already packed the tent away and put it back into my bag, so that was out of the way. Normally, Bridget would normally take care of stuff like that, but since she was busy creating the steelwood staff for Balrus, I handled it.

      “Almost done. That’s a lot of steelwood,” Bridget tells me with a laugh. “I’m having to go a lot further out to get it.”

      “Should I have just gotten you to create him a club instead?” I ask her worriedly.

      “All good, Alex. It’s almost done.”

      “Bridget says she’s almost done,” I tell everyone, pointing to the staff, which was now nearly thirty feet tall, almost as tall as Balrus, himself.

      “I think I need to re-assess the value of that staff,” Leeha says, looking up at the massive steelwood pole. “I would say it’s closer to 50,000 gold coins.”

      “For that?” I ask her in disbelief, pointing to the staff.

      “At least,” she replies with a nod. “I have never seen so much steelwood in one spot before. I was once hired to work with multiple warriors, and four of them had steelwood weapons.” She shakes her head, remembering. “And I was in awe of that. But this? Alex, this is beyond compare. I would say that what Balrus is getting is almost on par with a national treasure.”

      “Is that a thing? National treasures?”

      “Oh yes, though back on Prithgar, it would be kept by a City’s ruler. We still have national treasures, though.”

      “Damn,” I say, seeing the staff in a different light.

      “Now you see why, Alex, I was hesitant to accept this gift,” Balrus says. “You may wish to keep it for yourself.”

      With a snort, I tell him. “And just how am I supposed to use a thirty-foot-tall staff?”

      “And done!” Bridget cries from beside me, making us all startle in surprise.

      Looking over at her, I see she’s back in her Elven form. I turn back to look up at the staff, and I have to admit that it’s a thing of beauty. The staff is smooth, but a steely gray in color. It was also thick! I would say it was a good two or more feet thick, at the tip, which was current up in the air. The top of the staff—or what I assume will be the top of the staff—was still in the ground.

      “Now, grab that and pull it out, Balrus,” Bridget tells him with a grin.

      Balrus is eyeing the staff with awe. With a nod, he slowly gets up from his position next to the remains of the fire, which had finally died out, since hadn’t added any more wood to the ashes when we’d arisen.

      Going up to the staff, which is now slightly taller than him, Balrus grabs the middle of it in one of his massive hands. With a grunt, he pulls upwards, and suddenly the thing pops out of the ground. At the top of the staff, is a small—well, small for Balrus, as it is probably four feet in diameter—ball of wood.

      “You added a counterweight to it!” he exclaims joyfully.

      “Yes. I wanted to make it easier to wield, so that you can swing it smoothly, and use that part,” Bridget says, pointing to the top of the staff that Balrus is trying to wrap his large palm around, “to bash your target with.”

      “Damn,” Balrus breathes in awe, holding the staff up to admire it.

      He moves away from the firepit, and from us, and takes a couple of experimental swings with the staff. Within minutes he’s going through a complex kata that I guess he knows, and the staff, even with how big it was, flows from position to position with ease. Every now and then, Balrus taps the tip of it on the ground, which to us still feels like a small earthquake.

      Eventually, he starts moving faster and faster, his staff almost a blur. But now he’s changed things up, so that the counter at the top of his staff smashes into the ground, harder and harder. Eventually, there are craters, several feet deep, all over the ground. This is saying something, because the ground was frozen, and still he was still able to leave deep impressions in the frozen mud.

      Eventually, he stops. Getting down on one knee, with the staff laid out in front of himself, he looks down at me and bows.

      “I cannot accept this gift, Alex. I am not worthy of such a magnificent weapon,” he says with a sigh, looking down at the staff longingly. “But even to have had the opportunity to hold such a treasure, I shall forever remember this.”

      “Well, seeing as you’re the only one who can carry it,” I tell him with a laugh, “you’re stuck with it. Because there is no way I’m carrying that around, got it? Just accept it, Balrus. You are a good friend now, and I like to keep my friends safe.”

      Balrus looks down nervously at the weapon, and I can see the struggle on his face. It is an amazing weapon, but I know he fears its value.

      “Friendship has no price,” I tell him with a smile.

      Sighing, he finally nods and, putting a hand over his chest, says, “You have me as a friend for life, Alex.”

      “That’s all I can ask,” I reply. “Now, shall we go hunt?”

      Balrus grabs the staff back and stands up, poking its tip into the ground. Looking down at me, he grins. “Yes. Let’s hunt!”
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      “Damn, but these guys are lax. They have no guards out on patrol,” Bridget mutters.

      “Seriously, why would they? They don’t know anyone is after them—though they are about to find out. How many are there?”

      “Thirty-two of them. I could only see six of them in colored robes—meaning they are most likely mages. They are all human.”

      “Any prisoners?”

      “No. None that I could see. If they do have any, they have them hidden away from the main camp.”

      “All right. What is the layout like?”

      Squatting down, after borrowing Leeha’s dagger for a bit, for the next couple of minutes Bridget sketches out in the dirt how the camp is set up. Though, calling the hodgepodge of tents set up every which way a set-up, is probably generous. It seems they’d set up their tents wherever they found a clear enough spot to sleep, and then crashed.

      I can’t think why, but it seems they are in a rush. The fact that I had Tia fly us here in her Dragon form was a good thing, as it seems, they’ve been moving much faster than I’d expected for the past couple of days—as if being pushed hard. Bridget hadn’t spent long in the camp but had heard some talk about the boss man pushing them to get somewhere fast. She had no further details on why, though.

      Abruptly, Bridget is next to me. “It’s just over that next little hill, so stay low.”

      I nod to her in thanks, though I noticed that Tia had jumped in surprise at her appearance. Tia is still getting used to how suddenly my elemental lover could come and go. Bridget had been doing it for so long, and so often, that her appearing suddenly at my side seemed normal to me.

      When we get closer to the hill, we all duck lower, except for Balrus, who I’d given a hand signal for him to hunker down and stay back. He nods back in understanding. The giant man could be surprisingly agile and quiet, when he wanted to be.

      Once near the crest of the rise, I crawl forward on hands and knees until I can peer over it, first making sure that my silhouette doesn’t show, as the sun is behind us. While blinding my enemies, having the sun behind us can reveal us, too.

      That’s when I get my first look at the assholes we have been chasing. They appeared to be a ragtag bunch. Most of them were travel worn and muddy, there being a mix of men and women in the camp, though the latter were not as numerous. I counted three women. Though, judging from their attire, they were warriors, except for one who wore a red robe.

      She wasn’t the only Mage I could see, though. I spot another five people wearing long robes, one of which is green, along with two blues, and another red. There was a man, a bit taller than the others, and he was yelling out orders. The others run about to do his bidding—though even from here, I can see it is reluctantly, because of how tired they appear to be.

      “Come on, you damn freaks! We are on a strict timeline. We must get to the village of Porta before the moon is full. That’s in only two days!” the tall one shouts.

      “Dammit, Brodo. You’ve been pushing us for a week now to haul ass! What is so urgent?” a tall, thin man with a long grey beard and wild, short hair asks. “You won’t even tell us.”

      “Listen, I already told you that our benefactor wants us to be there before the full moon, to attack and kill all the people in Porta!” the man, who I assume is Brodo, growls at the one who’d questioned him. “If we are late, we forfeit our bonus, and since he’s the one paying us, he sets the terms!”

      “Paying us?” the older man snorts back. “I haven’t gotten paid for what we’ve done already!”

      “Are you saying that our benefactor is cheap?” Brodo growls menacingly at the man.

      “Whoa, whoa!” the woman in the red robe calls out, interposing herself between the two men. “Brodo, you can’t blame him. You have been pushing us hard for days now, and none of the rest of us have ever met our boss. We only have your word to go on, that he wants us to rush like this.”

      “Mila,” Brodo growls down at her in anger. “You know how secretive he is.”

      “No, I don’t,” she snarls back up at him. “We’ll go, based on what you’re saying. But,” she adds quickly, “you need to give the men a break after Porta. We need to rest.”

      Brodo opens his mouth to give an angry retort, but then I see him physically pull himself together, before nodding slowly. “I get it,” he admits. “Just trust me on this, none of you want to piss off our boss.”

      From here, I can see even him shudder. I look over at Leeha with a raised eyebrow. “Who do you think their boss is?” I whisper.

      She looks back at me with a frown. “Another powerful Mage?”

      I turn back to look at Brodo, contemplating him. The man himself was a large warrior, with chainmail armor and a great sword—not something that a Master Swordsman might use. He appears to have on leather armor underneath the chainmail, and is bald, with pale clean-shaven cheeks that highlight a goatee that is a mix of salt and pepper. Except for his height, he was of average looks—so average, in fact, that I would have been hard put to describe him to another person. He was… well, ordinary. Nothing really stood out.

      “Damn, I wish his boss was here,” Tia growls from beside us. “I would tear him apart with my two hands.”

      “That would be too easy,” I tell her with a smile. “We do need to figure out who this boss of theirs is, and why they killed an entire village full of Rabbinis and one Mermis.”

      “So, frontal attack or sneak attack?” Leeha asks me.

      “With more than thirty of them, I want to say sneak attack.” I pause, considering. “But I wonder if we can do a surprise attack?”

      Leeha looks back at the disorganized camp down below us and frowns. “I know we can surprise them, but can we take on that many?”

      I look at Bridget, who is next to Tia, on my left. “How many can you handle?’

      “I can probably take on at least six or seven of them, if they aren’t Mages.”

      “I can take on maybe… four?” Leeha says hesitantly. “With the same caveat, that I’m not taking on the Mages.”

      “In this form, I can do maybe as many as… five?” Tia supplies, but I hear the hesitation in her tone. “What about you, big guy?” she says, turning to look back at Balrus, who had been listening and watching quietly.

      “I can take on maybe four or five?” he says quietly.

      “Mages?” Leeha asks him.

      Shaking his head, he tells her, “No, just the warriors.”

      “So, that would leave Alex, what? The remaining twelve of them, including all the mages?” Leeha says worriedly.

      “Well, only one way to find out, right?” I say with a sigh.

      I put my hand into my bag, and with a thought, I call up my suit of purple armor, which already has my sword with it, as if magnetically attached. Which, I suppose, is technically what Bridget had done for it.

      Leeha nods and places a hand on her bracelet. Suddenly, she’s in a similar suit of armor, though of a much more feminine cut. It highlights her wide hips and large bust.

      “Damn, I need to get me a set like that,” Tia sighs enviously.

      “Talk to him,” Leeha says with a chuckle, pointing to me.

      Tia looks at me speculatively, but before she can ask, I hold up my hand with a chuckle. “We can discuss it later,” I tell her.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she replies with a grin.

      “Everyone ready?” I ask, looking around at everyone.

      Leeha, Tia, and Balrus all nod.

      Bridget asks, “What elemental did you want me to use?”

      “Hmm,” I say, thinking that one over. “Maybe Mind?”

      With a grin spreading across her Elven face, she says, “Oh, that should work! I might be able to Stun some of them.”

      “Mind it is,” I say with a low laugh. “Mind,” I repeat in English.

      Within half a second, she’s in her purple Mind Elemental form, with swirling eyes that I had gotten used to —though at first they’d made my head swim and left me feeling sick at my stomach.

      Hearing a heaving noise from behind us, and I look up at Balrus to see that his complexion had turned white. Well… whiter.

      “Sorry,” I apologized. “I should have warned you about that. Don’t look directly at her, especially in the eye.”

      “Good to know,” he replies, swallowing hard while staring at the ground.

      I look back at the girls. “Now, remember, we do want prisoners to interrogate. It would be best if we can get Brodo for questioning.”

      “What if we stun him right off the bat and get him out of the action?” Leeha suggests.

      “Thoughts on how to do that?” I ask her.

      “Well,” the pretty Dragonis says, “with Bridget in her Mind form, maybe she run up and stun him, and then you can wrap vines around him?”

      “That’s assuming I can get close enough to him,” I tell her, thinking it through. “But, if she can stun him, I can attempt to capture him in vines. I’m just worried someone will try to cut him free.”

      Shrugging, Leeha says, “Then I guess we better take everyone else down fast.”

      “Only one way to find out,” I agree, nodding.

      Turning to Bridget, I tell her. “Go ahead and do what Tia suggested. We will take him down first, and then you and I, and Leeha and Tia will continue taking more targets out. I would say we need to keep Brodo alive, for sure, to question. And maybe another two?”

      “Sounds good,” Leeha says in agreement.

      “I can do that. No Dragon form, though?”

      “Hmm. You cause too much collateral damage in your Dragon form,” I tell her. “If you need to, though, don’t hesitate to change.” I narrow my gaze at her. “Your life is worth much more than any of these fools. I don’t want you to risk yourself unnecessarily, fighting in your Dragonis form.”

      “Oh, trust me,” she says with a purr as she cozies up to my side. “I just met you. I’m not about to go and die on you.”

      Reaching out, I grab her hand and squeeze it. “Yes, please don’t die on me.”

      She gives me a wink and grins at me, nodding excitedly.

      “Good?” I ask everyone.

      At their nods, I take a deep breath and look back down the hill once more to make sure we still have the element of surprise. Thankfully, we hadn’t been spotted, even with us having a quiet conversation. These really are damn bunch of fools, not having any sort of a guard out patrolling.

      “Go!” I whisper fiercely.

      Standing up swiftly, I grab my sword’s hilt from over one shoulder, and tug it off my back. Within seconds, I’m inside the camp before one of the men, a soldier, sees me. His eyes get large, and he opens his mouth to shout a warning, but I don’t wait.

      Fire. Fire Arrow, I think.

      With just a thought, I send an arrow through his open mouth, killing him instantly.

      You have used the spell Fire Arrow. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have killed your target.

      Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one to see me, as abruptly there are shouts of alarm ringing through the camp. Though, that might also have been because of the thirty-foot-tall Mountain Colossi who stomped into the camp behind me.

      In front of me, another soldier reaches for the pommel of his sword at his side, but he is not quick enough. As I spin by him, my sword suddenly changes in size from a katana to a full-size anime-style Zambuto sword, that I sweep through the man’s chest. The look of surprise at the remarkable change in my sword’s size change is nothing compared to the surprise he gets when his torso and legs are suddenly heading in different directions.

      With a thought, I change the sword back to its normal size, leaving the man looking dumbly at how his insides are now… outside. But he’s dead in another instant, as Leeha runs past me and sends a Water Bullet through his forehead, putting him out of his misery.

      I nod to her in thanks. I don’t want someone to suffer needlessly. I should be using spells, as well, but I do so love using my sword. Seeing as I’d wanted prisoners, I slip my sword back over my shoulder onto my back. Placing my hand in my bag, I call up my own steelwood staff.

      More suitably armed to disable than disembowel, I wade back into the crowd again. Spinning my staff, I avoid and redirecting several swords being stabbed at me. Within seconds, I’ve had bashed in two heads and even stabbed my staff, thanks to my strength, through the throat of one of the mages.

      I feel a sting in my back and, looking down, I see it was a dagger that had been thrown at me. Thanks to my new skin, it never broke through. Whit it hurt, other than maybe a small bruise, it hadn’t done any damage. Looking up to see who had thrown it, I notice it was one of the female warriors.

      I start to call out a spell, but before I finish it, Tia is right in the woman’s face. Before the female warrior can react, Tia’s fingers grow into dagger-like claws, and she swipes them across the woman’s throat. As the woman goes down in pain, Tia slams her hand—fingers down—into the woman’s chest. Within seconds, she’s dead.

      Tia kicks the body’s head angrily. I guess Tia didn’t like me getting attacked, I think with a grin. Nodding to her in thanks, I turn around, and look for more targets to go after—especially mages.

      Then, I remembered what I had said about Brodo, and I turn to look for him to cast vines, but I’m too slow. He was already stunned, and someone else—Bridget most likely—trussed him up in Vines.

      “Sorry about that,” I tell her through our connection. “I got distracted.”

      “All good,” she says with a laugh. “I borrowed an Earth Elemental to help out.”

      “I didn’t know you could do that, without me giving you Earth.”

      “Yeah, it seems that I can call on and ask for—not demand—the help of one of the Elementals. Though… now I owe her a favor,” she admits. This last thought is expressed with a snarl.

      I know how much of a competition my Elementals seem to be in to get my attention—which means that poor Bridget is their number one rival. The fact that one of them was willing to help her without me giving Bridget Earth access, meant that she must have offered up something big.

      Pushing aside any musings about what Bridget had offered up out of my head, I turn back to the battle.
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      “Duck!” I hear Balrus shout, and automatically, I fall to the ground.

      

      Just in time, too. I feel a massive something swoosh over my head, and it impacts the soldier that had been coming up behind me, his sword slashing down towards me. The soldier in question goes flying off into the trees, having been bashed with Balrus’ staff. The soldier, I’m sure, died upon the impact of that massive staff.

      

      Looking up at Balrus, I grin at him. “Thanks!”

      

      “I’ve got your back, Alex,” he replies with a grin of his own.

      

      Seeing movement behind Balrus, I think Fire. Fire Arrow. And I let fly two arrows at the person who running toward Balrus’ leg with an enormous machete. The first arrow enters the man’s throat, while the second one enters his eye, killing him instantly.

      

      You have used the spell Fire Arrow.

      You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used 10 points of power.

      

      You have killed your target.

      

      “And I have yours,” I tell him with a grin.

      

      I look to my left, and see that Tia is fighting two men. But she’s all over the place; never standing still. I can see that the two men are getting angry at each other, as each thinks the other is getting in their way. I can’t help but grin at how she is moving around. She’s like quicksilver.

      

      Then, she must get the chance I assume she had been waiting for—an opening. She suddenly darts in and her open palm slaps against one man’s chests, sending him flying backward to hit a tree which was a good ten feet away. He was dead before his corpse smashes into the tree, his chest having been caved in.

      

      The other guy jumps back in shock, bringing his sword up to defend himself. But Tia isn’t stupid. She doesn’t immediately go in for another kill—I’m sure if she had, the man would have slashed her with his sword.

      

      “Bridget,” I shout at her. “How many more?”

      

      She turns after just having crushed a man’s skull with her own fist. She looks around and cries at me. “I would say roughly five… or six? No, make that five. Leeha just took the head off another of the Mages.”

      

      I turn quickly to where I had last seen Leeha, and she is standing over a decapitated Earth Mage in their green robes I point behind her, and she spins to see that I am pointing at a Blue Robed Mage—a water Mage, like her. Next to her head, four water bullets appear and, with a crack that splits the air, all four shots hit their target. Her water bullets smash right through the other mage’s chest, blood exploding in a shower out behind him. The man looks down stupidly at his mangled chest, before then his eyes roll up into his head, and he falls to the ground, dead.

      

      Hearing another shout of pain, I spin to look behind me and I see that Balrus has scooped up a man into his large hand. Quickly I shout. “Don’t kill him, Balrus!”

      

      He turns to me and then looks down at the man in his hand. All I can see is the man’s feet dangling below the Colossus’ clenched fist, and his head sticking out above it. Balrus nods, and lets go of the man, who crumples to the ground in a heap.

      

      Earth… Vines. I think the words, and faster than the man could react, inch thick vines push out of the ground and wrap him up. No matter how he struggles, they pin him down to the cold earth. He had fallen on his side, so that’s how he ended up getting vined.

      

      Is that even a word? Whatever. Works for me.

      

      You have used the spell Earth Vines.

      You have used 10 points of power.

      

      I look around quickly, but there are no more targets. Or rather, no more targets still on their feet and willing to fight. The two that are still alive, throw down their weapons and lift their hands above their heads in the international… well, I guess intergalactic… sign for surrender.

      

      “Smart move,” I tell them both. “Bridget, tie them up, please.”

      

      She nods, comes over to me and puts her hand into my bag, calls forth some rope. She grins at me, jumps up to plant a quick kiss on my cheek, then heads over to hogtie the two men. They watch her approach warily. Not that I can blame them—I’m sure they had seen her zipping all over the place.

      

      Once the two men are tied up, I check up on the other prisoner, the one that Balrus had dropped and I’d vined. I see that the only thing that shows above the thickly coiled vines, is the man’s head. He stares back at me with terror in his eyes.

      

      Brodo was also there, or close by. Like the other guy, he was bound into a tight package by vines. Walking over to Brodo, I smile down at him.

      

      “Hello, there. Brodo, right?”

      

      The man jerks back at me knowing his name, but then nods quickly, swallowing.

      

      “Good.” I kneel down so we can see eye to eye. “Now, Brodo. We’re going to see how useful you are to me, and that will dictate how long you stay alive. Okay?”

      

      “I don’t know anything!” he cries out.

      

      “You don’t even know the question, yet,” I tell him with a scowl. “You can’t claim ignorance until after I’ve asked a question. I know, let’s start with something easy. We followed you and the rest of these yard apes, because of what your group did back at that village. Why did you kill everyone?”

      

      His eyes suddenly get wide at my question, the fear spreading across his face.

      

      “Kill me now,” he begs. He shakes his head quickly, emphatically. “There is no way I’m answering you.”

      

      I look back at the girls with a frown. What the fuck?

      

      I walk over to one of the other prisoners, and ask him the same question.

      

      He looks confused, but shakes his head. “I don’t know why we were there. We were only following Brodo’s orders.”

      

      I glance over at the other prisoners, and they’re all nodding their heads in agreement.

      

      “You all don’t know anything?” I ask them.

      

      They all nod their heads energetically.

      

      Sighing, I stand up and scratch the back of my head in annoyance. I wave everyone away from the trussed-up prisoners. Leeha, Tia, Bridget, and even Balrus follow me fifty yards or so off to the side, so that we can talk in private.

      

      “What do you think?” I ask them.

      

      Tia is the first to respond. “I would say that those men are telling the truth, that they don’t know what is going on and are only following orders. Now, as for Brodo… he’s not going to talk, but we already know how to get around that,” she says, a massive, evil grin uncoiling across her face.

      

      “I agree,” Leeha adds. “I would say he’s probably the only one who knows something.”

      

      “Should we release the others?” I ask.

      

      “Gods, no,” Leeha snorts. “They killed people. Innocent people. Following orders doesn’t negate their crimes.”

      

      “I agree with Leeha,” Tia says. “If we let them go, they will only kill more non-humans.”

      

      I grimace at their replies. I hate killing, but honestly, these assholes deserve it. But I’m not used to being both judge and executioner. Though, technically, that is exactly what I am. I turn to look back at our prisoners, and they are all staring in our direction with varying degrees of fear and dread.

      

      “I can bash their heads in,” Balrus rumbles.

      

      I look up at him and shake my head. “I appreciate it, Balrus. But this is something I need to do.”

      

      Before I can react, Bridget brings up her hand, and suddenly, four Fire Bullets shoot off and kill the prisoners—all but Brodo, who looks shocked at their sudden deaths.

      

      I turn to Bridget to reprimand her, but she’s just staring back at me with sad eyes. “It needed to be done, Alex.”

      

      I open my mouth, but then close it again without saying a word. Feeling a hand on my arm, I look down, and it’s Leeha.

      

      “Alex. You need to allow us to help you. You grew up differently than we did. The stories of your world have shown me that. While there might have been plenty of war and strife, your world was soft, compared to here. If you had let them live, within days or weeks, they would be killing more innocents.”

      

      Sighing, I nod in agreement. I know she’s right, but I still hate killing. I’ve been here for almost a year, and I still wasn’t used to killing. Before coming here, I think the biggest thing I’d ever killed was a mouse—in a mousetrap. And even then, I’d felt bad for days... for killing a damn mouse!

      

      “I know that what you did, Bridget, was for me. Thank you.” I take a deep breath, and then blow it out. “I know I need to let you all help me. I guess I still naively believe that things might be different, with the next group that we are fighting, but then I find out that I’m wrong—they all do need culling. It just…” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “It just sucks.”

      

      Leeha comes up to me and gives me a big hug, wrapping both her arms behind my neck and pulling my head down to her large chest. Looking down at me, she says, “Alex, we will always be here for you—but you need to let us to be here for you. Okay?” She presses a soft kiss to my forehead before letting me go. “Now, shall we go talk to our last prisoner?”

      

      I turn back to Brodo, who was looking at us warily and sweating, even though it is quite cool out.

      

      I turn to Tia. “I guess you’re up.”

      

      “I guess I am,” she says with a hard smile, trailing her fingers across my shoulders as she passes by me. Then she walks towards Brodo, but its more like she is sauntering up to her prey.

      

      The rest of us start to follow her, but I stop when Balrus asks quietly, “Alex?”

      

      Looking up at the Colossus, I nod to him, raising an eyebrow questioningly.

      

      “I am like you, friend Alex. My people might once have been a warrior people, but we are peaceful these days. But death is unavoidable and, for some, well deserved. They,” he nods at the dead bodies all around us, “deserved what they got. Do not feel bad about what you had to do.” He frowns at the carnage. “I do not, and I am not usually an aggressive person.”

      

      “I know, Balrus. This is one of my own inner demons that I need to come to terms with. I know that this is now my home—my new world. I just sometimes need a reminder that I am not back in my home world. Thank you,” I tell him sincerely.

      

      “Shall we continue?” he asks. “Tia is waiting for you, and I can see that Brodo is already starting to shake.”

      

      I turn to look at Brodo, and see he’s right. Brodo is so scared that he’s shaking in his boots.

      

      “Let’s go talk to our prisoner and find out what the fuck happened in that village,” I tell the big guy.

      

      When I get closer, Brodo’s terrified gaze turns from Tia to me. “Shall we try again? I ask him. “Now, why were you in that village?”

      

      Brodo shakes his head back and forth—hard—only muttering, “I can’t.”

      

      “Can’t? Or won’t?” I prod.

      

      “I can’t! He will kill me, if I reveal him.”

      

      “And do you think you won’t die at our hands?” I tell him, waving my arm around us at all the dead bodies.

      

      Reveal… him? What does Brodo mean?

      

      “At least from you, my death will be swift. My death, should I talk and he kills me, will be slow and painful.”

      

      “I’m sure I can make your death slow as well,” I tell him, all the while knowing that if we have to kill him slowly, I will need to ask one of the girls to do it for me. “Either you answer my questions, or you will die.”

      

      “Fine,” he says with a defeated sigh. “Kill me.”

      

      I frown at him. Does he want to die so badly that he won’t talk? Just who the hell is this person who sent him on this mission? Brodo has seen what we can do, and still he still won’t open up?

      

      I turn to Tia. “Do it.”

      

      She nods and waves us so that we all get behind her. Once Leeha and Balrus are behind her, so that they won’t be affected—it doesn’t affect Bridget or me—Tia turns to me again for confirmation.

      

      Brodo, the entire time, is glaring sullenly at us. Once I nod to give Tia the go ahead, she spins on her heel to face him, and his face suddenly goes slack.

      

      “Why did you kill everyone in the village?” Tia asks him the most obvious question we all want to know.

      

      Almost in a dead voice, he mumbles out, “We were sent to find someone, and once we’d found them, we were to kill any and all witnesses.”

      

      Walking up to stand behind Tia, I whisper in her ear. “Ask him who was he looking for.”

      

      “Who were you looking for,” she asks Brodo.

      

      “The Mermis,” he mumbles.

      

      I frown at that and look behind me at Leeha. She has the same confused look on her face that I’m sure I have on mine.

      

      “What was so special about this Mermis?” Tia asks without my prompting.

      

      “She had the location of a temple we need to find, one that is out in the ocean.”

      

      “Did she give you that location?” Tia asks him

      

      He nods before his head lolls to one side. “Yessss,” he slurs.

      

      I can tell that we won’t get much more out of him. I rest a hand on Tia’s shoulder, to stop her from asking anything else, just then. I whisper in her ear the last two questions I need answers for, and she nods at me, smiling.

      

      Wiping the smile from her face, she turns back to Brodo. “Where is this temple?”

      

      “It’s in the Ocean of Orac, beyond the northern tip of the continent, near the Forest of the Giants. Two miles out to sea.”

      

      I nod at Tia, grinning at getting this much information from him. Now, let’s see if we can squeeze at least one more nugget of information out of him. If he can answer more questions afterward, even better.

      

      “Who sent you?” Tia asks.

      

      Instead of answering right away, Brodo gets twitchy and starts to struggle against his bonds. His arms push against the vines, veins bulging in his neck, as he starts to seize. His body thrashes on the ground for a moment before he suddenly calms down and looks up at me.

      

      But what is looking up at me isn’t Brodo anymore. Or the intelligence behind his eyes is no longer him. That much I can tell. Someone—or something—else is in control of Brodo, now.

      

      “Well, well. What do we have here? Did you catch my pet?” Brodo says in a very deep and cultured voice. It is so far removed from what Brodo had sounded like, that I can’t help but stare in surprise.
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      Brodo, or whoever it is now looking out through Brodo’s eyes, peers up at Tia.

      “My, my… A Dragon? I never expected that,” he says with a frown.

      “Who are you?” Tia growls down at him.

      “Oh my! She has a backbone. I remember when your race were nothing more than pets,” he sneers at her. He eyes her up and down, almost hungrily. “At least your race still have their looks. Too bad I’m so far away, or it might have been interesting to take you to my bed. It’s been ages since I fucked a Dragon.”

      Tia raises a hand to attack him, but I grab her around the waist and lift her up, pulling her back away from Brodo—or whoever, whatever, this is.

      “Who are you?” I ask him.

      The creature sits up on its knees and turns to look at me. When it does, there’s a look on his face—one that flashes across it so quickly, that I can’t place it. Was that surprise? Shock? Disgust? Fear?

      It recovers quickly, but then sneers up at me. “So, you’re the simpleton.”

      “The simpleton?” I ask him, confused.

      “Are you seriously that stupid?” he says with a scornful cackle. “God picked a complete moron as his newest Angel? Jesus would be turning over in his grave.”

      With even more confusion, I ask him, “Wait… what?”

      “What?” he repeats, but he imitates my confused tone, then he snorts in disgust at the end. “If you’re the only thing in my way, this should be simple enough.”

      With even more confusion, I frown at him and ask again, “Just who the fuck are you?”

      He tilts his head sideways, as if contemplating a bug. That, at least, is the feeling I get from his look... as if I’m inconsequential.

      He finally shakes his head. “You don’t need to know,” he says with a snort.

      Unexpectedly, Tia rushes forward and grabs Brodo’s head between both hands, and her voice, when it comes out, is deep, loud, and powerful. “Who are you?” she growls at him.

      “My name is…. Lucifer,” he shouts out, as if compelled.

      Brodo, or the being inside him, or looking through the eyes of Brodo, suddenly snaps his head back. But it’s too late. I guess Tia’s powers work even against him.

      Without warning, he snarls and slams his head forward, his forehead smashing into Tia’s nose. With a loud cry of pain, she falls backward, blood shooting from her nose in a carnelian spray. Leeha rushes forward and, before Brodo has a chance to react, slams both of her steelwood daggers into him. One tears into his neck; the other one pierces his heart.

      “Fuck!” I shout in shock, rushing forward. But it’s too late. He is dead.

      Leeha’s daggers disappear back into her bracelet, and she turns quickly to the injured Dragonis. “Tia!” she cries, helping her friend up.

      Tia has both hands pressed to her face, blood gushing from of her mostly broken nose.

      Bridget comes up to me and softly says, “Alex, that name comes with plenty of context in my head.”

      “Yeah,” I say with a sigh, “I bet. I wish we could have asked him a few more questions, but I understand Leeha’s actions.”

      “I’m sorry, Alex,” my wife says, blushing. “I just saw a friend get hurt, and defended her.”

      “No,” I shake my head. “No. It’s all right.”

      Tia, blood still leaking out of her nose, looks at me with tears of pain in her eyes. “Who is this Lucifer? What does Bridget mean, she has context?” With her nostrils full of blood, her words come out muffled.

      I don’t answer her, but walk up to her, and place my hand on her cheek, and I think of healing her.

      You are healing your target. Time to fully heal, 00:04:00.

      “Let me heal you, first,” I say. “To answer your question, though…” I stop. There is no way he could be the Lucifer that I know of from my world. “I pray it isn’t who I fear it is.”

      “Why?” she asks in a muffles tone.

      “Because the Lucifer I know of, and that Bridget is most likely getting what she says is context on, would make no sense.”

      I groan, pressing my free hand to my eyes. Pulling it down, I look at Tia. “Do you remember when I said that my god has angels who work for him? Angels like the one you knew, Peter? And that there are Hell and Heaven worlds?”

      She blinks and nods, my hand going up and down with her move, but I still see a puzzled look in her eyes. I had explained to her a bit about my God, and how all the worlds had angels who were delegated power to serve as local deities working under God. She still didn’t fully understand what an Angel was, but it was a little difficult to explain the idea of biblical angels to her.

      “Well, Lucifer was… is… He is what we call a Fallen Angel. He ended up rebelling against God, or something.” I shake my head. “Sorry, religion wasn’t my strong point back on my world. Well…. this Angel, Lucifer, was kicked out of Heaven and sent down to Hell. He was banished there to preside over hell. He was… he is… the Devil.”

      I stop there, as the word ‘devil’ didn’t come out in English, but in Prithgarian. This shocks me. “There is such a thing as the devil, in your language?” I ask Leeha.

      “Yes. The Devil is the one who is in charge of demons,” she replies with a nod.

      I cock my head to the side, regarding her curiously. “Have you ever fought the Devil, here, on Boromour?”

      She shakes her head. “No. We never fought the devil. But, the stories say that the demons that came through the portal gate, did so at the behest of a Devil.”

      “Hmm,” I muse, my free hand reaching up to check on Tia’s nose. “That means that this Lucifer might be real. But what did he mean, then, when he said… and I quote, ‘if you’re the only thing in my way, this should be simple’?”

      “No clue,” Leeha supplies, with a shrug. “I’ve never heard the name Lucifer before.”

      I growl and then look at Bridget. “What is the context you get for his name?”

      “The information I get, is that Lucifer was indeed one of God’s angels, and that he rebelled against God, and was thrown out of Heaven and banished to Hell. He was cast down there, but he named himself its ruler.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty well what I understand from learning about it in Sunday School back home. I know there’s a lot more to it, but I was never really a religious person back home, and only know what I do because my Grandma used to take me with her to church when I was little and she watched me over the summer.” I rub my temples, feeling a migraine starting. “But, what the hell is he doing here?”

      “Of that, I haven’t a clue, Alex,” Bridget whispers.

      You have healed your target.

      I look down at Tia when the notification pops up in the corner of my vision. I see that her eyes are no longer clouded with pain. I remove my hand from her nose, and while she still has some blood smeared all over her face, I notice that her nose is no longer cocked at a crooked angle, like it was when I’d first placed my hand on it.

      Brodo, or Lucifer, had broken her nose pretty good with that head butt.

      “Thank you,” she says with a wan smile. “I didn’t expect him to head butt me.”

      “None of us did,” I tell her with a smile. I call for the aid of a Water Elemental. Water. Once it’s standing in my hand, I smile at the little female Water Elemental. “Hello there, little one. Can you clean the blood off of Tia’s face for me, please?”

      The little Elemental turns to look at Tia and, when she sees her face, she makes a face of shared pain and nods.

      “Of course, Alex!” she says aloud, surprisingly not just in my head, as they usually do.

      “Alex?” I ask her with a raised eyebrow. What happened to them calling me master?

      She blushes. “I can return to calling you Master, if you wish… Master. I heard from the others, though, that you did not enjoy being called Master.”

      I wave the comment off and tell her, “No! That’s quite all right. Please continue calling me Alex.”

      “Alex…” Bridget says warningly.

      I hold up my hand and shake my head at her. “I even want you to call me by my name, Bridget. I hate being called ‘Master’. It’s bad enough that Bryan and the entire order of the Knights of the Falling Star, along with Markan from the Mages Society, asked everyone to call me Master. That old man made sure they all did. And I hate being called that.” I sigh. “I would rather folks call me by my first name.”

      “That does not allow folks to show they fear you, or that they respect you, Alex,” Leeha offers.

      “That’s my point!” I turn to her. “I don’t want folks to fear me. I don’t even want folks to respect me, or follow me, or… or love me.”

      Tears well up in her bright blue eyes.

      “Except for you,” I quickly add. “I just want to get this world back on track, and then… I don’t know. Maybe enjoy my days, growing old with you,” I tell her with a soft smile. I include Bridget and Tia in my warm gaze. “With all of you.”

      And it’s true. I honestly would much rather spend my days in the middle of nowhere with Leeha, Bridget, Sara, Tia, and whoever else I might find. Something tells me I will be alive for a very long time, and so far, the only one I know who will be with me until I die, is Bridget. While Elves have long lives and a Dragon’s lifespan is measured in eons, in Tia’s case, I will outlive all of them. Which is a little too sad to think about, so I try not to worry about it too much.

      Feeling motion on my palm, I look down and see the Water Elemental has moved from my hand and floats in front of Tia, who is smiling at the little Water Elemental.

      The Water Elemental asks Tia, almost timidly, “Can I wash your face?”

      “Of course!” she tells her with a smile, the blood smeared on her face starting to dry.

      The Water Elemental floats closer and tells Tia, “Close your eyes, and hold your breath until I tell you it’s safe to breathe.”

      Tia nods, shuts her eyes, and takes a deep breath.

      The Water Elemental spreads her arms, and a globe of water expands to surround Tia’s face, making her jerk in surprise, though she doesn’t open her eyes. Quickly, I see the blood being cleaned off of Tia’s face, the rusty color being absorbed and diluted in the swirling water. In less than ten seconds, Tia’s face is immaculately clean. All the blood is gone.

      Thanks to my healing, the swelling and bruising is gone, too. Otherwise, I’m sure she would have started to look like a racoon, because of her broken nose. I once had a buddy who broke his nose and ended up getting two massively bruised eyes—to the point that he looked like a trash panda.

      Once done, the little Water Elemental floats away from Tia and comes to float in front of my face. She curtsies neatly, wearing a bright smile.

      “Thank you, little one,” I tell her, returning her smile with a thankful one of my own.

      “You’re very welcome, Alex. Feel free to call me any time.” Then she disappears.

      “You’re going to spoil them,” Bridget huffs from my side with a scowl.

      “Like I do you?” I ask her.

      She doesn’t answer, but her scowl grows even more fierce, and she mutters under her breath something that I can’t hear. I can’t help but laugh at her as I walk up behind her, sweep her off her feet, and hug her to me. Looking down at her in my arms, I lay a soft kiss on her forehead.

      “You won’t ever be replaced, my love. You are one of my wives.”

      “And how many more Elementals will you make your wife?” she grumbles.

      “None,” I tell her, “if that is your wish.” And that is how I feel. “I do appreciate all that they do for me, but you are different. You said so yourself—you are not like them. You are unique. To me, you,” and I nod to include Leeha and Tia, “are all unique and special to me. I could never replace you.”

      “Even me?” Tia asks shyly. “What happens when I am no longer the new flame in your heart?”

      I can’t help but laugh at her timid expression. Setting Bridget down right in front of me, I open my arms wide, and she snuggles into my side, as does Leeha when I open my other arm for her. Once I have all three women close in my arms, I kiss each of them on the forehead.

      “Even you. Even though you are still, as you say, the new flame in my heart,” I tell her with a laugh.

      “Alex,” I hear a rumble.

      I look up at Balrus, who has taken a seat about fifteen feet away. “What is this Lucifer person trying to do? What does he want?”

      I sigh at his question. “I honestly have no idea, Balrus. I have no freaking clue. I can ask my God, or Peter, but I know they aren’t going to come to see me. I have tried almost nightly to call them. Lately, it’s become like I remember from my childhood at Gran’s house—I pray to them every night before bed, without any response.”

      I shake my head. “I honestly have no idea what Lucifer wants. I know I should be scared shitless that I have someone named Lucifer, who wants me dead. But as to why he is interested in me, I have no clue.”

      “Do you think it has something to do with the Demon Hord?” Leeha asks.

      “Hmm. I’m not sure. How, though? The Demon Hord threatening to come through the Portal Gate was something that God did, not Lucifer.”

      “What do we do about him?” Bridget asks the obvious question.

      I’ll have to have a think on it, before I can even begin to answer her. I have no clue what someone as powerful as the name implied—at least back in my world—would want with me. What did he mean about god picking me? He didn’t pick me… I died on Earth, and was given a choice of coming here, or taking over the soul of my old boss, who the bullet was meant for.

      But the way Lucifer said it, it sounded as if I’d been hand-picked for… this. But what was ‘this’? What was it, that I was supposedly hand-picked for? Did God lie to me about dying at the wrong time?

      Shaking my head to clear it of thoughts that only seem to chase their own tails, I respond to Bridget. “We do nothing about Lucifer. We keep doing what we came here to do. After that, maybe we can consider what Lucifer wanted here. What is this temple that Brodo was tasked with finding the location of? What is so important about it, that it resulted in the death of so many innocents? And what was a Mermis doing in that Rabbinis village?

      “Well,” Leeha supplies. “At least we have a location to search for. Two miles out in the Ocean of Orac, near the Forest of the Giants. I assume you know where that is, Balrus?” she asks him.

      He nods slowly. “I do. But I have never been to this temple. We Mountain Colossi do not do well in deep water,” he admits worriedly.

      “All good,” I tell him, holding a hand up. “I’m not asking you to go out into the water. Hell, I’m not sure even I will. It’s two miles out! I’m sure it’s extremely deep, there. For now, we should keep heading the way we were, going. I’m sure it was towards this Forest of the Giants, wasn’t it?”

      He nods affirmatively.

      “Then, lead on, Balrus, and we shall follow you.”
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      “Slow down, Balrus,” Bridget cries up at him.

      The Colossus slows down, as instructed, and looks at her quizzically.

      I look at her, as well, to see what’s up.

      “There’s something up ahead,” she says “Something big…. a couple of big somethings.”

      “Monsters?” I ask her quickly.

      She shakes her head, frowning. “No, they are too quiet, but I have an Earth Elemental scouting up ahead, and she felt heavy vibrations through the ground.”

      We had been traveling for a couple of days now, with the weather getting colder and the Mountains, that had initially looked to be so far off in the distance, looming closer and closer. I had driven through Colorado into Utah once, and the Rocky Mountains were huge. But this mountain range made the Rockies look like the Blue Ridge in Virginia. They were probably twice as high and wide as the Continental Divide.

      We had met no one—or anything—in that time. Not even an animal to hunt for a change from the trail rations I’d bought ages ago. The last of the Boar meat was long gone, and part of the reason Bridget had an Earth Elemental out, was to see if she could find something to hunt. With a giant to feed, our supply of food was getting low.

      Balrus said he was fine, that as a Mountain Colossi, he could go up to six days without food. We didn’t have to worry about fresh water, thanks to my Water Elementals or Leeha’s—since that was her Elemental Magic. While we weren’t thirsty, food, on the other hand, was in short supply.

      Bridget says there are multiple large creatures headed our way, so I wonder what we are facing. I turn back to her, one eyebrow raised.

      “You have no idea what is out there?”

      “Just that they are massive, and they are coming this way,” she says, a frown absently toying with the corners of her mouth, as if her mind is elsewhere—which it well could be.

      At her comment, I get nervous. “How far out?”

      Just as she’s about to answer me, there’s a sudden, loud crash and from out of the tree’s a quarter mile away comes, as Bridget had said, something massive—make that multiple massive somethings.

      “Halt! State your intentions!”

      I can’t help but gawk.

      Out of the woods come five large Mountain Colossi, four males and a female. The leader, the one who had shouted, was taller than Balrus and wearing a robe made of something gray. This Mountain Colossus had a large staff in his hand, which was a good forty feet long. He had it pointed at me.

      When he sees Balrus with us, he suddenly stops in his own tracks, his mouth opening in shock.

      “Balrus?” he asks hesitantly, unsure.

      “Maka?” Balrus replies, then suddenly shouts “Maka!” This time in joy, as he rushes forward towards this Maka.

      “Stop!” shouts one of the females, suddenly interposing herself between Maka and Balrus.

      Balrus skids to a stops, looking at the Giantess. Though not as tall as Maka, or even Balrus for that matter, her stance is defiant. She has her own staff in her hands, and uses it to bar Balrus’ way to Maka.

      My friend looks at her with a puzzled frown.

      “It might be a trick, Elder,” she growls, not taking her eyes off of Balrus.

      Maka comes up to her from behind, placing a large hand on her shoulder, and giving it a squeeze. “It is all right, Lida. I’ve got this. I’m not so senile and old, that I cannot defend myself.”

      Lida blushes at the rebuke, but doesn’t back down. “You never know, Elder,” she growls, starring daggers at Balrus, as if expecting him to attack or daring him to attack.

      “I do know,” he snorts. “I know this is Balrus. How is this possible? The last I saw you, you had the sickness, and had to be banned for uncontrollable hostility. Yet, here you are, apparently whole once more, and in full charge of your own faculties.”

      The way Maka had asked Balrus a question, it was more of a command. He certainly expected an answer. Lida had called him Elder. So, was he in charge?

      Balrus sighs and nods. “You are correct Elder Maka. I was sick and was thrown out of the villages. I have been gone for what feels like ten years. I was fortunate to have survived that long alone, sick as I was. The only reason I am here, now, and well again, is thanks entirely to this human, here.” My friend nods to me. “Alex, this is Maka, the Elder of our people.”

      “You aren’t of our people,” growls Lida.

      “Lida,” Maka barks at her sharply, causing her to lower her head, but she defiantly lifts it again to look back at Maka.

      “It’s true, Elder. He was banned! Banished for being sick. How do we know he still doesn’t have the sickness?”

      Sighing, Maka looks at her and shakes his head. “Lida,” he says. “Stand down. In this, you show your youth.” Turning back to Balrus, he continues. “Please accept my apology, Balrus, for Lida’s poor manners. But what do you mean, that it is thanks to this human, Alex, that you are well?”

      “Alex can heal,” Balrus says. “He found me as insane, mad, and feral as a Hill Giant.”

      At this comment, gasps echo all around from the other Mountain Colossi, who stand behind Maka, each with their own staffs. They had been simply standing and observing what transpired, before reacting so strongly to Balrus’ words. I’m not sure what the gasps were for, though. My being able to heal him… or how Balrus had been living?

      Maka looks down at me with a frown. “Is this true, human?”

      “It is,” I tell him. “And my name is Alex.”

      “How dare you disrespect Elder Maka,” Lida growls, suddenly lifting up her staff, as if she was about to smash it down on me.

      Having expected some silliness like this from her, I decided I’d had just about enough of this bullshit. I was going to teach her a lesson in humility. “Earth. Earth Vines,” I mutter in English.

      You have used the spell Earth Vines.

      You have used 10 points of power.

      Before she can react, vines surge up out of the ground and begin to wrap around her legs, twining quickly around her body, and even pinning the arm that she’d raised threateningly with her staff. Before she can react, thanks to the speed of my Earth Vines spell, she’s encased in thick layers of vines. The only thing not covered in multiple layers of vines, is her upper chest and head.

      When my vines had first shot out, she had tried to back up, but expecting that, I’d directed other vines to come at her from behind her. The rest of the Mountain Colossi, seeing their colleague suddenly wrapped up in vines, get into defensive stances, but don’t come at me.

      “Now,” I tell Lida, frowning up at the shocked look on her face. “I will say this only once. Threaten me one more time, and the next time it won’t be vines that you will get, but fire. Do I make myself clear?” I ask the bound Colossus this, but ensure also to make eye contact with each of the other Mountain Colossi, including Maka.

      Lida doesn’t answer me, still trying to struggle free of her cocoon of vines.

      Sighing, I lift my hand, palm up, and think Fire. In a second, I have a small Fire Elemental in my hand.

      She looks up at me and smiles. “You need me, Alex?”

      “I do, little one. If that big one there,” I say, pointing up at Lida, “tries to attack me, burn her to a crisp.”

      “With pleasure, Alex,” she says, turning around to glare at the Mountain Colossus in question.

      Elder Maka blurts out, “You can do more than one Magic!”

      I look up at him and nod. “Yes, I can. I can also heal, as Balrus said. I was the one who found him more than a week ago, and healed him. Actually, it’s been nearly two weeks, hasn’t it?” I say, looking up at Balrus.

      “Correct, Alex. It’s been almost two weeks,” he tells me.

      “But you can do more than one Magic!” Maka repeats, though he sounds confused, now.

      “I can. I’m what everyone has been calling the Elemental Summoner.”

      At this, there are more gasps, all around. One of the Mountain Colossi drops his staff in surprise, but recovers it quickly, blushing furiously. I don’t explain that I had called myself that initially by accident, when I’d first come to Boromour. Back then, Leeha, who was the first person I’d met in this new world, had freaked out when I’d called myself Alex, the Elemental Summoner, instead of Alex Boston. God, I still hated that last name.

      Maka, without warning, drops to one knee, setting his staff on the ground beside him.

      “Please accept my apology, Elemental Summoner. I was not aware it was time yet for your return.”

      “Your people are aware of the Elemental Summoners?”

      Without lifting his head, Maka nods. “We are very much aware of the Elemental Summoners. We might not have Magic, but our people try to keep all knowledge safe, as you Elemental Summoners tend to destroy much of the world, each cycle when you appear. We gather as much knowledge as we can together, and when your time of vengeance is done, we return to the world of the little races to help them recover. Sometimes, we do so in secret. Other times we do so openly. Though,” he says with a sigh, his head dipping lower on his chest, as he touches his forehead with three fingers, almost as if in genuflection—which the others all mimic—“in the last five thousand years, we have had to do so in secret, as we are feared.”

      “Wait…” Leeha asks him slowly. “You’re saying that your people know of the Elemental Summoners, and that you safeguard knowledge, so that you might return it to the peoples of the world when they destroy it?” She frowns and mutters, “though I can’t fault your wording, as it seems to be a fairly accurate summary of what all the other Elemental Summoners have done.” Shaking herself, she clarifies her question. “You keep all knowledge safe until the other races need it, and then just give it to them?”

      Maka lifts his head and looks down at Leeha. Even on one knee, he still towers over her. “That we do. We have been doing so for thousands upon thousands of years. It is our penance,” he says sadly.

      Puzzled, I ask him, “Your… penance?”

      Maka doesn’t answer my question, but instead gets to his feet and nods to his comrades. “Come. We have a camp not far from here, with food. Are you hungry?”

      “We would not say no to food, hot or cold,” I tell him. “We haven’t encountered any animals or monsters for too many days and were seeking to hunt for food.”

      He nods in understanding. “And you shall not. Winter makes them all hibernate, and they are scarce around here, even before the snows arrive. Come, we have meat cooking, and can offer you some wine with it.”

      “Elder Maka,” Balrus blurts out, falling forward onto his knees, head bowed. “I’m forbidden to go into a Mountain Colossi encampment. That was my banishment ten years ago.”

      Maka looks Balrus up and down and grins at him. “I would say that you are not the same person I banished ten years ago—though actually, it was twelve years ago, not ten. As the Elder, I offer you safe passage, until we can collect the Council and have them deal with your banishment issue.”

      He turns to the other Mountain Colossi with him, and addresses them. “Understand that Balrus is now under my personal care, until such a time as a table of Elders can be convened to either revoke his previous banishment, or my proclamation of safety.”

      They all nod—except for Lida, who I see is still glaring at Balrus.

      Jesus, what does she have against my friend? If looks could kill, Balrus would be dead.

      Maka must have noticed it as well, as he barks at her. “Do I make myself clear in my command, Lida? Or do I need to talk to your mother about this?”

      At that, she jerks her head back in shock, shaking it quickly. “I understand, Elder Maka!”

      “Good,” he says, frowning at her for a couple seconds more. Finally, he turns back to us. “Now, shall we head to our camp, and we will feed you. We also have a good fire going, so that you can warm up… Alex, was it?”

      I nod at him.

      “Please accept my hospitality for what it is, out here in the wilds,” he says, waving a hand around at this otherwise empty place. “Please come with us. And once we have eaten, I shall do my best to answer any questions that you have. I shall be honest, though.” And here he cracks a wide grin. “I have probably just as many questions to ask of you. If you will please free Lida?”

      I nod and wave my hand and think Earth. All the vines that had kept Lida from trying to kill Balrus or from attacking me, instantly vanish.

      Lida glares at me, but thankfully doesn’t attack. And let me tell you, having an almost thirty-foot-tall woman glare down at you, ready to smash you with just her fist is more than a little intimidating. If these Mountain Colossi used to be warriors, who could have stood against them? And what did Maka mean by their penance?

      All that would have to wait until we got to his camp. Turning to Leeha, Bridget, Tia, and Balrus, I sweep my arm forward. “Shall we?”
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      The entire way to Maka’s camp, we all keep to ourselves. Each of us is busy with our own thoughts. The rest of the Mountain Colossi surround us. When I look at them, worriedly taking note of their positions, me and my three ladies walking—well, running, actually—next to Maka, and the other Colossi surrounding us on all sides, he looks down at me and smiles.

      “Do not worry. You’re a guest, and they are protecting us. Though I guess, with you being the Elemental Summoner, most likely do not require protection?”

      “Oh, trust me,” I tell him with a chuckle. “I’m not indestructible.”

      “Ah,” he says with a chuckle. “You are not like what I have heard the other Elementals Summoners were like.”

      “And how’s that? Conceited? Arrogant? Vain?”

      “Ah… So you have heard of how they acted?”

      “Yes. Though, I heard it was mostly the human ones that were bad. I’d heard that the Elven one, or the last non-human one, according to Leeha, was actually pretty decent.”

      “In that, you are correct,” he tells me with a nod. “The human Elemental Summoners tend to be the most heinous.”

      I look up at him with a questioning look. “And you aren’t afraid of me being the Elemental Summoner, and a human?”

      At that, he snorts, then takes the time to consider his words before he answers. “I am an old man, Alex. If you felt the need to kill me, I would be already dead. But,” and here he looks down at Leeha, Bridget, and Tia, “I can feel power coming from them, as well.”

      Puzzled at his observation, I ask about it. “I thought you Colossi didn’t do Magic?”

      “One does not need to do Magic, in order to sense it in others. Though, the woman with the dark hair has something that feels… different from what I sense in these two.” He points to Leeha and Bridget.

      Interesting. Can he tell that Tia is a Dragon? We have agreed not to tell anyone her secret, in case we need to use her as a weapon. That was mainly because she’d said that when most folks find out she’s a Dragon, she gets treated differently. And she’s enjoying how people treat her right now—as a Dragonis, not a Dragon.

      To me, she’s just Tia. But I guess others would look at her differently.

      “She is powerful in her own right,” I tell him instead. “I trust her with my life.”

      At that, Tia turns to me and grins, but I can tell that my comment made her extremely happy. Even though I have told her repeatedly that she is part of our group, I don’t think she understands just how much I trust her, and how much I enjoy her company.

      “Can I ask,” Makar deftly changes the subject, “what the Elemental Summoner wants in our neck of the woods? The last Elemental Summoner stayed all the way across the Orac Ocean, on the continent of Prithgar.”

      I don’t want to go into detail while running about how I’d come here to free the races from human domination and hatred, so instead I simply explain where we were heading. Maybe he can help.

      I nod up at the Elder. “We came here to find out what happened to a small village, over a week’s march away. The Rabbinis there had all been killed, including a lone Mermis.”

      “A Mermis, more than a week away from the water?” he asks in disbelief, suddenly stopping, making everyone else stop respectfully.

      I stop as well and look up at him. “We learned that a group of humans were chasing them, in order to find the location of some ancient temple out in the ocean, near the Forest of the Giants.”

      Makar looks even more perplexed at this revelation. “While there is a temple there, even the Mermis, from my understanding, avoid the place. While many Mermis know of the location, it’s considered sacred, and off limits.” He shrugged. “I only know of it, because I once studied with a Mermis, when I was younger.”

      Mouth open in shock, Balrus looks back at him, “You went into the ocean?”

      The Elder turns to Balrus with a smile, shaking his head. “No. I lived on the beach. But, back to the temple. This temple is very sacred to the Mermis. While it’s not a closely guarded secret, that was well over fifty years ago, when I last spoke to a Mermis during my travels.” He shrugs. “That was before I settled down and took seriously my full-time studies to become an Elder. Many things have likely changed since then. What is your reason for wanting to go there?” he asks me warily.

      “I guess now it’s to find out what the Mermis was running away from,” I explain—though it seems I’m expounding my reasoning to myself, as much as to respond to his question. “I doubt very much that it was just to get away from these men. They could simply have stayed in the ocean, if they wanted to avoid humans. Instead, they fled inland. For what reason, I wonder?”

      “You think they were looking for something?”

      “I’m not sure,” I tell him truthfully. “In order to find out what is going on, it feels like I’m pulling at straws, trying to find she shortest one.”

      “Well, let’s head to my camp, where we can discuss this at length, with a hot meal and some wine or some ale.”

      “Ale?” Leeha suddenly pipes up in a happy tone.

      Maka turns to her and laughs. “Yes. Ale. We get ours from, shall we say, a race famed for making amazing ale.” He doesn’t add which race they got it from, but I get the impression that if I were to ask, he wouldn’t answer me. Was he talking about the Dwarves I was searching for? I don’t want to ask him outright, though, as I don’t want him to shut me down right out of the fate. I need to earn his trust, first.

      We jog at a good clip alongside his mile-eating strides for the next two hours, finally arriving at their camp when it’s nearly dark. The orange glow of the sun as it dips to the horizon might stick around for another fifteen minutes, before dusk falls in earnest, and stars begin to appear.

      To say there was pandemonium when we showed up would be a bald-faced lie. Suddenly, we are surrounded by a dozen more Mountain Colossi. Let me tell you. Until you have more than fifteen thirty-plus-feet-tall people glaring down at you, you don’t truly understand the meaning of feeling small. Each of them had staffs that were longer even, than they were tall.

      “Arms down!” Maka yells, his face contorting in anger. “They have guest rights!”

      Almost reluctantly, the Colossi guards back off, but I see two or three still shooting me angry looks. I guess humans aren’t well loved, by some of them.

      “I will take my leave,” growls Lida.

      Maka turns to her and nods. “You will go directly to see your mother, and explain to her what you did.”

      The younger Mountain Colossus opens her mouth to argue with him, but at his glare, snaps her mouth shut, lips compressed together tightly, and merely nods. “Very well, brother,” she responds.

      Once she has stomped away, I turn to Maka with a curious look. “She’s your sister?”

      Sighing, he nods. “My much younger sister. I am more than forty years her senior. My mother and father decided to try for a late child, and they succeeded. She’s a good kid, if stubborn, but also smart, and brave.” He snorts, looking in the direction she’d stalked off. “Which at times, has gotten her into more trouble than it has done good. She came on this expedition to protect me, because she thinks I’m getting senile and old, and need protecting.”

      At that comment, some of the nearby Mountain Colossi snort loudly, causing Maka to grin at them.

      “I assume they don’t agree with your sister?”

      “No,” he says with a laugh. “I might be old, but I am still strong and powerful. I would not be an Elder, otherwise.”

      “Are there other Elders?” Leeha asks.

      He nods but says, “Come. Let us first get settled and some food in us. I can explain more around the fire.”

      “With ale?” Leeha reminds him about his promise.

      He puts his hands on his stomach and gives a belly laugh. “Yes,” he tells her, “with ale.”

      Once more, we follow Maka, this time to what he describes as a small fire. I would consider it a massive bonfire, but to them, I guess it was a small fire. Once there, he points out a number of logs for us to sit on—though I’m sure they’d been gathered, like sticks, to toss onto the fire.

      Once we are all settled down, Maka waves someone over. It’s a young girl, though still a Mountain Colossus. She bows to him from the waist. She has long blond braids, and wears a robe, as well. If she had been human, I would have pegged her to be around seventeen or eighteen years old, no older. With Mountain Colossi, though, I have no clue.

      “Yes, Elder?’

      “Can you get some food and ale for our friends,” he says but then pauses. “Hmm. We might have a problem. I do not have mugs suitable for your small stature.”

      “Can they bring just one of your smaller mugs? We could use it as a pitcher, and Alex has mugs he can take out of his bag.”

      Maka looks at me, one wild eyebrow arched, and I nod to confirm that she isn’t lying.

      “Very well,” he says, turning back to the young Colossus. “Get the smallest mug and fill it halfway full. Bring our guests that. Balrus, would you enjoy one?”

      “Gods, yes,” he says, almost in prayer.

      “Make that two and a half mugs of ale, and some food,” he says.

      “Very well, Elder. I shall be back with the food as fast as possible.”

      “Take your time, Lumi.” Makar chuckles. “You don’t always have to be in a hurry.”

      “Very well, Elder,” she repeats, and is gone.

      “Now, let us settle down,” he says, doing exactly that, squatting down onto one of the largest logs, legs stretched out before him towards the fire.

      The tree trunk that log came from must have been massive! I notice that each of the Mountain Colossi around the fire are sitting on similar sized stumps. I look around to see if I can spot the trees they might have came from, but I don’t see anything that massive.

      Maka must have noticed me looking around, as he laughs.

      “If you are looking for where these log seats came from, you shall not find it. These were brought here over the years by other Mountain Colossi, as this is a semi-permanent camp. When we go out and explore this far south, we use this camp as a staging area. The trees these come from are no longer around,” he finishes with a sigh, patting his seat fondly.

      “These were from what we called steelwood trees. The closest ones that I know of are weeks away from here. And to get to them, you would have to trek through a forest full of monsters that even we would be hard pressed to fight off. They are extremely rare these days.” He tilts his head to the side in curiosity. “Do they have them still on Prithgar?”

      “Wait, that’s all steelwood?” I ask him in disbelief.

      I take a closer look at the logs, and can’t help but stare at them in shock. Just how much would even one of them be worth?! If one of Leeha’s daggers might sell for over 10,000 gold coins, the single massive log he was perched on must be worth over a million!

      And looking around, I quickly count at least twenty of them. I’m itching to sidle over by one of the empty logs and rest my hand on it, stashing it in my dimensional bag when no one is looking.

      Leeha must know me too well, since she slaps my arm and laughs. “I don’t think they would take kindly to you taking one of their seats.”

      Maka looks at me oddly. “What does she mean?”

      “Ahh…” I blush, rubbing the back of my neck. “Perhaps its better if I show you. Leeha, could you take out one of your daggers, please?”

      She smiles, nods, and pulls out of thin air one of her steelwood daggers. Walking over to him, she holds it up for Maka.

      Maka, almost afraid to break it, or her, gingerly takes the proffered dagger, which in his hands looks like a tiny Lego piece. He studies it quizzically, but then his eyes open wide in surprise.

      “It’s steelwood!” he exclaims.

      “Yes. And that little piece you are holding, in the human lands—I guess what you would call the little races, as Balrus refers us—would be worth over 10,000 gold coins. Now, can you imagine just how much a log that size,” I tell him, pointing to the massive log he is sitting on, “would be worth?”

      He looks quickly down at his seat and then up at me again, eyes wide. “My gods. Is steelwood truly worth so much?”

      “I would guess what you are sitting on, would be worth over one million gold coins, by itself. Yet, there are what… more than twenty such logs, if none quite so large?” I ask him with an arched eyebrow.

      “Remember Alex,” Leeha adds. “That these are only steelwood in its raw form, so would not be worth quite that much. Now, if you happened to shape it all into weapons, such as the staff you made for Balrus’... that is where the real value would be. Steelwood is most valuable in its final, shaped form.”

      “Balrus has a steelwood staff?” Maka blurts out in surprise, looking at the Colossus in question.

      Without concern, Balrus tosses his steelwood staff at Maka, who catches the massive thing one-handed easily.

      Maka looks down at the staff, and his eyes widen in awe. He looks back down at me. “You created… this?”

      I can hear the uncertainty in his voice. “I did,” I tell him, “though, I had help.” I don’t tell him that the assistance came from Bridget, my Elemental, who was currently in her Elven form.

      “I think we might have some trading ideas, Alex. But come, first,” Maka says, throwing the staff—almost reluctantly, I see—back to Balrus. “Our food is here, and we Colossi do not talk business during our meals.”

      Looking up, I see the young Colossus is back with a tray piled high with food and mugs—large ass mugs—though I do see one that is smaller than the others, on her tray.

      “Yes!” Leeha cries excitedly.
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      The food she brigs us is some sort of bread. I mean, it was an absolutely massive piece of bread, but it’s still just bread. The ale, on the other hand, is some of the best I’ve ever tasted—and it’s cold! We had used the mugs I had and essentially scooped the golden nectar out of the much larger half-full mug. It is better than any ale or beer I’d tasted back on Prithgar. If Dwarves had made the ale, this alone was worth finding them for!

      “How is it cold?” Leeha blurts out, surprise lighting up her face after taking her first sip.

      He laughs down at her. “We put a large jug into the river, where it’s cold. The water comes straight down from the mountains and is ice cold. Though, I have to admit that this ale is good, even piss warm.” He wrinkled his nose. “Unlike some of the stuff I have bought from you, smaller races.”

      “You trade with many others?” I ask him, curious about that.

      He shakes his head. “Not directly. We have some of the smaller races who live among us—and have for generations. They are the ones who do the trading for us. I am sure others think they are all drunkards, since we have them order so much alcohol,” he says with a guffaw, slapping a meaty thigh with his free hand.

      “Humans?” I ask.

      “No offense meant, Alex.” He shakes his head. “But you humans are not trustworthy.”

      “None taken,” I tell him with a smile. “I totally agree. I’ve been working to change things on Prithgar, and now here. More specifically, how humans treat the other races.”

      Curious, he asks, “How so?”

      Leeha is the one who explains, “Alex has been teaching humans that we aren’t monsters, and that treating us as such is detrimental to their health. He took down the Mages’ Society back on Prithgar. They no longer exist—at least not as they did, before. Those Mages who didn’t want to change, were made to see the light, or the consequences were fatal. He even married me,” she says, with a warm smile directed my way.

      “I meant to ask about that. I noticed how close you seemed to both of the Elves in your group, and even the young Dragonis,” he says, nodding towards Tia, who was deep into her mug.

      I wonder how much I should tell him. Should I tell him that I’m not from this world, so my views on what humans call the ‘monster races’ are not similar to theirs? How, the first time I met Leeha, an Elf, I freaked out over her otherworldly beauty. Or how I got to meet gorgeous bunny and cat girls? Beauties who are supposedly descended from Dragons? Or, in Tia’s case, a real Dragon and not a Dragonis? I was shocked to find out from Tia, that Dragonis are descended from crocodiles, and not Dragons.

      “He seems trustworthy,” Bridget says through our connection. “And he might be able to help you find those Dwarves you are searching for, Alex.”

      “I agree,” I reply. “Did I look that hesitant?”

      “No,” she says with a mental laugh. “I just know you too well.”

      “So, Maka…” I say aloud to the Elder, “how do you feel about humans?” Instead of answering him regarding my feelings towards the girls, I turn the race issue around on him.

      He gets a sour expression on his craggy face.

      “That bad?” I ask him with a chuckle.

      He looks awkwardly down at me. “It’s not that I hate you humans, it’s just that I don’t trust one of you as far as I can throw them.”

      “And the other races?”

      “They are much more trustworthy. You must understand, Alex. We Mountain Colossi are a secretive race. We stay hidden, as much as we can, from others. We are slow to trust.”

      “Can I ask why?”

      “Why do we stay hidden… or are so slow to trust?” he grins at me.

      I chuckle, nodding at him. “Both, actually.”

      Sighing, he sets his mug down next to him. To me, it looks to be about the size of a water barrel, or a barrel of ale, actually.

      “Has Balrus told you anything about us?”

      “A little, but not many details,” I admit, looking over at the Colossus in question. At hearing his name, he turns to us and nods.

      “Did he mention how we used to be a warlike people?” The Elder frowns, as if the word itself tastes sour on his tongue.

      “That he did.” I nod

      “That is part of the reason. We used to be warriors, not scholars, but that almost caused our downfall. We were a powerful people, feared by many. Ages ago, though, the smaller races—including humans—banded together and tried to destroy us, because we let that power get to our heads. We were brutal tyrants to the smaller races, enslaving or killing them on a whim. We thought we were so far above everyone—literally AND figuratively.”

      I can hear the sadness in his voice as he recalls his race’s history.

      “There was a war, so long ago that we don’t have all the details, except as an oral history—before we became the scholars we are today. But, Colossi, as a race, almost perished. It was decided then, by some of our smarter warriors, that we should remove ourselves from the affairs of the world.” He stares into the fire, as if he can see his ancestors taking the decision to step back from the rest of the world.

      Blinking, his gaze focuses on me once more. “And that is what we did—for over 10,000 years. We hid ourselves away in these mountains, keeping to ourselves. Eventually, the other races of Boromour left us alone—they most likely forgot about us, as was the plan.”

      Leeha asks him softly, “Were you that brutal? We Elves, who keep a long history, do not have stories of your brutality. We have a history of the Hill Giants, but until I met Balrus, I didn’t know Mountain Colossi existed.”

      “That was intentional,” he tells her, dipping his head. “We suppressed any records that we even existed, with the help of some of the smaller races who live with us. Some Elves, in Orac, know of us. But I would be surprised if any in Prithgar knew of us. There are none of us on that continent.”

      “Why do you show yourselves to us now, then?” I ask.

      “Honestly?” He shrugs. “You intrigue me, Alex. Normally, we would have remained hidden, or possibly chased you off by scaring you away. But the fact that you had one of us with your group, was something I had to investigate. Imagine my shock when I learned it was not just anyone, but one who’d had the sickness and been exiled. That he is obviously healed, is part of the reason you are with us here, now, in this camp.”

      He studies me in the flickering light of the fire. “And it is why I will bring you with us on our way back to my home village.”

      “What is the other part?”

      “The fact that you are this Elemental Summoner we have heard about throughout history, presents an opportunity I never expected to have in my lifetime.” He snorts. “While we don’t go to Prithgar, we do get news. The last Elemental Summoner was a brutal person, from what we have heard.”

      “Actually,” I tell him with chuckle, “Pina is not that bad. She was tricked into using her powers for evil purposes.”

      Confusion on his face, Maka mutters, “She was tricked?”

      “Correct. It seems that when she first came into her power, another Mage put a Magical slave collar on her, and made her do things she detested. She never wanted to have humans hate the other races or call them monsters. That was done at the behest of someone in the Mage’s Society.” I decide to trust Maka. “She’s actually here, on Orac.”

      Brows coming together in a shaggy line, he rumbles, “She’s alive?”

      “Very much so. When I came to Orac, we ran into her. I’d learned about the Order of the Elements and started taking down its active membership. When I was chasing who I thought was the last of its members, that’s when I discovered the Elemental Summoner from a thousand years ago is still alive.”

      I grinned briefly at the memory. “Though, when I had her cornered, I did not know that is what she was.”

      “And she’s still alive?” he repeats in disbelief.

      “Yes.” I chuckle. “It seems that our Magic gives us a long life. I was surprised, too—she looks to be in her thirties, at most.”

      “Amazing,” he breathes, peering into the flames with a stunned look. Chewing on his bottom lip, he turns back to me. “And you shall live that long as well?”

      “Hmm… maybe longer? But I honestly have no clue,” I say with a shrug. And I don’t know how long I will live—not because I’m the Elemental Summoner, but because I’m also an Angel. I might be God’s newest Angel, and only a level two Angel, at that, but I’m sure that trumps being the Elemental Summoner.

      As if reading my mind, Bridget chips in, “From what I gather on the wiki, you will be alive another 10,000 years from now.”

      “Seriously?” I blurt out loud, incredulously.

      “At least!” she declares happily.

      “Jesus!”

      “And what is your plan now?” Maka asks, breaking me away from quizzing Bridget over our bond.

      “My plan?” I tear a piece of bread off and chew it, giving myself some time to phrase my reply. “Well, we took out the last of the slavers, or at least I hope we did, over a week ago. That’s when we learned they were seeking the location of the Mermis temple.” I look up at the old Colossi. “Honestly, we were already heading this way, because of a rumor I heard.”

      “A rumor about us?” he asks, nervously tugging on his beard.

      “No. About the Dwarves,” I reply, studying his face for a reaction.

      I have to admit, he is good. Only because I had been looking for it, did I see his pupils dilate, and a small tick start up on his cheek. I don’t think I’ll ask if the Colossi play poker.

      Staring into the fire, he asks, “And what would you want with these Dwarves, if they exist?”

      I can’t blame him for keeping the information to himself. For all I know, the Dwarves might have asked the Colossi to guard their secret. Seeing as the Mountain Colossi have their own secrets, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was a mutual thing. They obviously traded with the Dwarves.

      “If these Dwarves exist,” I tell him, with what I hope is a reassuring smile, “I wish to trade with them. I have heard that they are the best smiths around.”

      Maka doesn’t answer me, only nods slowly while staring down at me, as if trying to gauge my sincerity. But we are interrupted by another Mountain Colossi.

      “Elder Maka,” calls the young Colossi who had served us food and drink. “You are needed.”

      With a poorly disguised sigh of relief—as if anything would be preferable to my pursuing the topic of Dwarves—he asks, “What is the matter?”

      “We found something, and Plotmar wants to know what to do with it.”

      Puzzled, Maka frowns. “Plotmar found something? What did he find?”

      “Hmm…” She twists the fingers of one hand around the other. “It would be better if we show you, Elder.”

      “Fine,” he says, standing up. “Lead the way.”

      “Do you wish us to remain here?” I ask him.

      “Hmm. No. Come with me, Alex. Your friends, though, can stay here. I have much more to discuss with you. If you are good with answering more of my questions?”

      I look at Tia, Leeha, and Bridget, who are all enjoying the bread and ale. Tia is in the process of scooping up her fourth mug of ale from the barrel-sized cup the Colossi provided us. They all nod to me, Leeha going so far as to shoo me off with a cheeky grin. Balrus, too, is the most relaxed I have seen him since I we first met. Mind you, the first time we met, he’d chased after me and tried to kill me. Now, he was sitting on a steelwood log and enjoying his second large mug of ale.

      I nod, and Maka and I follow the young Colossus. She leads us a bit away from the main camp. It’s dark out, but thanks to my new eyes, I can see pretty well. I guess Mountain Colossi can see as well, as Maka doesn’t bring a torch or anything with him. About five hundred feet away from the camp, I see another Mountain Colossus standing over something. Which, seeing as he is more than thirty feet tall, could pretty well be anything.

      “Plotmar,” Maka calls to the Mountain Colossus. “What did you find?”

      Plotmar turns at the shout and bows low to Makar. “I was doing my rounds, Elder, and I found this thing,” he says, pointing down at whatever cowers beneath him on the ground.

      Covered in rags, the creature is so dirty that I have no idea what I am looking at.

      “Blessed gods!” Makar hisses.

      Before I can react, the thing on the ground suddenly throws itself at me with a low growl. Without thinking, I lift my arm to stop it, but get quite a shock when it bites me. Or rather, it attempted to bite me, though its fangs can’t penetrate my skin. Thanks to my upgraded body, not even a dagger could penetrate it.

      But this also allows me to see what tried to me. It looked almost human, if a filthy one. But that isn’t what had me staring at it in shock. It is male, but what makes it obvious that this thing is definitely not human, is its bleach-white skin, almost like a slug’s. Well… that, and the two large fangs with which he is trying to gnaw on me.

      Without warning, Makar’s hand snakes out and, grabbing the thing by its head, he throws it away from me. His throw was so powerful, that whatever had attacked me, goes flying a good hundred feet.

      Instead of being injured from the impact with the frozen ground that sends it tumbling another dozen feet, it immediately leaps up and runs back towards us. When Plotmar lifts his cudgel up threateningly, the creature flinches back into a crouch, staring hungrily at me.

      That’s when I notice its eyes. Whereas the sclera of a human’s eyes would be white, with their pupil being one of a number of colors a person’s eyes can be, this thing’s eyes are large, inky black pools of nothing. It has no pupil or sclera that I can see—no white in its eyes at all.

      “What the fuck is that thing?!” I blurt out in shock.

      Suddenly, next to me, stands Bridget. “I felt you getting attacked, Alex!” she cries, looking around for whatever had attacked me. When she sees the thing that attacked me crouching in the darkness, she hisses at it—just like Makar had done.

      “Vampire!”
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      Vampire? This thing doesn’t look like any vampires I have ever seen in movies or comic books. Nor is it like anything I’ve read about. This thing looks positively feral. Maybe because its eyes look like two big, black pools, but I can identify no intelligence in them. Its expression is one that I’d at first thought was hatred, but now recognize as hunger.

      It wore clothing, of a sort, even if they were little more than rags. Apparently it had enough intelligence to cover itself. But the rags were really uncured furs that had seen better days. To be honest, I am more used to seeing vampires that sparkle. Far from sparkling, its skin is the sickliest, palest white I’ve ever seen—what little of its skin I can see underneath all the dirt and grime.

      Ugh… too many damn movies. This thing, though, was nothing like that.

      It crouched, staring at me, with its arms wide, and claws out. That’s another difference from the vampires that I know about—not that Vampires they are real on Earth, right? This thing has vicious claws that are a good two inches long. And with the way it is flexing its hands, I see that these claws extend from the tips of his fingers, almost like a tiger’s.

      “That’s a vampire?” I ask.

      Maka kneels down between me and the vampire, but I see that it shifts around to the side, so that it can still see me.

      “Did its fangs pierce your skin?” he asks me quickly.

      “No,” I tell him, showing him my bare arm, with no bite wound. “I have pretty tough skin; not even a dagger can pierce it.”

      He looks puzzled at my statement but takes it in stride with a nod. “Thank the gods.”

      “Why?”

      “You don’t know about vampires?” he asks me, surprised.

      “I do… and I don’t. Humor me, what is so significant about it biting me?”

      Maka stares at the vampire, ensuring it hasn’t moved any closer. “Vampires are not considered a sentient race,” he begins, “but are monsters that feed upon Magic. If it had bitten you, or if its bite had pierced that thick skin of yours, it would have drained you of your power. But that’s not the worst part—it would have injected some toxic poison into you that would have slowly consumed you, from the inside out.”

      “Shit! Why did it attack me, though, and not him?” I wonder, glaring at the vampire before pointing to Plotmar, who had been standing over it earlier.

      “It only attacks those with Magic inside them. I would say it attacked you, because I’m sure as the Elemental Summoner, you have an abundance of power?” That last comment was more of a question than a statement.

      “Yeah,” I tell him with a smile, “you could say that.” I rub my forearm, where it had tried to bite me. “If that things fangs had pierced my skin, it would have drained me of my Magic and injected me with a poison?”

      “Pretty much. They usually roam in packs, but this one appears to be alone,” Maka says, looking at Plotmar. “I assume it’s alone?”.

      The Colossus on guard duty nods. “Yes, Elder. I have two others out looking to make sure. But so far, this is the only one we have seen.” The guard ducks his head and looks down at me. “Sorry that it got away from me and attacked you,” he says, looking rather embarrassed.

      “All good,” I say. Pointing at the vampire, I ask, “What do we do with it?”

      Sighing, Maka looks at the creature in question. “Honestly, we should kill it. While it seems you are safe, and we Mountain Colossi are not in danger, as we do not have Magic in us. It can still attack your friends.” He arches a shaggy eyebrow at me. “I assume they don’t have your thick skin?”

      “No, they don’t,” I admit, shaking my head.

      With Tia being a Dragon, though, I’m not sure what she has by way of protective powers when in her Dragonis form. Maybe her skin is almost as tough as her scales? I have no clue.

      “I can kill it, Elder,” Plotmar offers.

      “And how do you intend to catch it?” Maka says, pointing to where the vampire is, or rather, I should say where it had been. It had spun around and was running for the treeline.

      “Earth. Earth Vines,” I say quickly.

      You have used the spell Earth Vines.

      You have used 10 points of power.

      From out of the ground around the vampire, vines snap out and catch him mid-stride. When he is sent tumbling to the earth, they quickly wrap around his arms, legs, and torso. Within seconds, the vampire is entirely wrapped in several layers of vines from its neck to its toes, which pin it fast to the ground.

      It nearly got away. The thing had been running pretty damn fast.

      Maka looks down at me with a raised eyebrow. “I must ask later what language that was, Alex. I can sense the power in it, and I’m not a Magic user.”

      I shrug, not committing to give him that information. Shit. I didn’t even think—I just reacted and blurted out the spell’s name. Usually, I do so in my head, though there are times I catch myself saying the commands out loud—usually when I’m surprised or stressed. I guess I will owe the girls some push-ups.

      I look over at Bridget and see how she’s grinning at me. Yep, I’ll owe them. Bridget will be sure to tell Leeha about this.

      Maka walks towards the still struggling vampire, with Bridget, myself, and Plotmar all trailing him. The young Colossus who had led us here nods to Maka and heads back to the camp.

      When we get closer, the vampire turns its head and growls at us, showing me a better look at its teeth. Most of his teeth look normal, except for the two long incisors. What’s odd is that its teeth, other than the long ones, look normal. They look exactly like the teeth in Leeha’s, Sara’s, or even Maka’s mouth, for that matter.

      Yet, they are considered monsters and not a race?

      “Bridget,” I say through the connection so that we are alone. “You hissed vampire as soon as you saw it. What does the information you have say about them? Are they truly monsters?”

      “That’s what’s odd,” she says, and I can hear the puzzlement in her tone. “It says they are monsters, but there is a section that is inaccessible. But as soon as I saw that it attacks only Magic users, I hissed to warn you, not thinking that me just saying the name of that monster would give you details. Gods, I sometimes hate how this wiki shit in my head works. Peter did a shitty job.”

      “Inaccessible?” I ask her with a frown.

      And I have to agree. I would have loved to have that wiki in my own head, or me having direct access to it. And I have to agree that Peter did a shitty job, but honestly, I can’t bitch too much since he did give me some good stuff that has been super helpful with my life here on Boromour. I just wish the fucker would answer my calls, as it were.

      “Yes. It’s as if there is a section with information, but it’s blocked out. The context I get from your world is it’s been redacted.”

      Shit. I focus back on the vampire. It was still staring at me with hunger, even though it was tied up.

      I walk up to it but stay out of reach. Not that it can get away from the vines I wrapped it around with.

      “Do you understand me?” I ask in it Prithgar.

      It doesn’t respond, so I switch to Oracian. Same results.

      It simply stares at me. Does it have a language? I should be able to communicate with it no matter what language it speaks, right? That was one of the gifts god gave me. The ability to understand, speak or write any language in this world.

      Does that mean that the vampires are genuinely not sapient, since they have no language? Instead, I try English, not expecting that it will make a difference. “Do you understand me?”

      The vampire begins to growl and hiss at me, but then I get a surprise. The language it speaks is relatively basic, but I slowly begin to understand it.

      “Go. Food.”

      Of course, those are the only two words I can make sense of, from all that growling and hissing, but then I get a notification.

      You have learned a new language: Vampirism.

      My face must have reflected my shock, since Maka quickly asks me, “What?”

      “I… I can understand it,” I reply, “sort of.”

      Maka purses his lips, and I can tell that he doesn’t quite believe me.

      “I have the ability to understand all languages,” I explain, “be they written or spoken. It spoke, but with all that hissing and growling, I am getting maybe every third, or fourth hiss or growl that was a word. It just said ‘go’, and then ‘food’.”

      Maka doesn’t respond right away, only studies me. Finally, he asks me, “Just who are you, Alex?’

      I shrug and tell him, “I’m the Elemental Summoner.”

      “Something tells me you are much more than that. But that can wait until we return to camp. You’re saying that this creature is intelligent?”

      “Hmm. I mean, if language is proof of intelligence… yes? It speaks. Though, its language is very rudimentary. It’s almost as if this vampire is a child—or an adolescent.”

      “Well, I can tell you that it’s not a child. That is a full-grown vampire,” Plotmar states.

      I look up at him, beckoning for more of an explanation.

      “I have hunted these creatures before when they became a nuisance. While we Mountain Colossi don’t have Magic, some of the smaller races that live among us do. We have had to go after them, once or twice in this past year alone.”

      “What do we do with him?” I ask, nodding at the vampire.

      “Go. Food,” it repeats.

      Though based on the hunger on its face, there was no way I was going got to let it go, as I’m sure it would only try to attack me, which would be pointless. But there’s still Leeha and Tia for me to worry about. Bridget, at least, should be safe, as an Elemental.

      I walk closer to the vampire and look deep into his eyes. His midnight gaze follows me, mouth puckering in hunger when I get closer. He even licks his lips.

      I ask it, in its own language, “What is your name? Do you have a name?”

      The look of hunger leaves its expression, replaced instead by confusion. “Speak?” it asks, almost in a croak.

      “I speak your language. Yes,” I tell him excitedly.

      He stares at me without replying, but then it licks its lips again, though this time it’s more of a nervous gesture. He peers around, as if he’s looking for something, though what that could possibly be, I’m not sure.

      “You… Food?” he asks me.

      “Are you asking if I’m food?” I say.

      Slowly, he nods his head. “Food… You?”

      “I am not food,” I tell him, shaking my head.

      He looks up at Maka and shakes his head. “No food,” he hisses. Then, he looks at me. “Food.”

      “So, the Magic inside me is what you want?” I ask him.

      He looks at me, confused.

      I’m sure the words I’m using are more complex than it knows. It’s like speaking to a child who only learned basic words. No, it’s like talking to an adult who only learned basic words when young, and that’s all he knows.

      “Alex,” Bridget says out loud, but in Prithgarian.

      One ability that Bridget gets from me, or because she’s an Elemental, is that she can understand all the languages I do, after I’ve learned them. Too bad it wasn’t something I could pass on to Leeha. Or even Tia. Though, Tia did say she speaks seven or eight different languages. Dragonish being her native tongue.

      I arch my eyebrows at Bridget.

      “Do you know what this means?”

      I look at the vampire, and then back at her. “No.”

      “It means that the vampires aren’t monsters. They’re sapient. Monsters don’t have languages.

      “Oh shit.” Maka says it before I do.

      I look up at him, and he has a stunned look on his face.

      He frowns down at me, then his face changes from stunned to horrified. “We have been killing them, as if they are monsters! But Alex, you just proved they have the capacity for language.”

      Looking back at the vampire, it hits me, too. Language is a prerequisite for intelligence. Though some animals use some signals, calls and such, to communicate, it’s nothing like this.

      “Shit,” I say again, this time with a sigh. “I guess we can’t kill him,”

      “No, we cannot,” Makar agrees, letting out a gusty sigh of his own. “But what do we do with it, then?”

      “Hmm,” I say absently, “I’m not really sure. Bridget? Any ideas?’

      She taps a finger against her lips, deep in thought. She stares at the vampire for a good thirty seconds before finally turning to me with a grin. “Would a Magical Collar work on him?”

      I stare at the vampire myself, and muse, “Yes. That just might work. If I can communicate with him, I can control him. If he has a collar on, I can make him fall asleep whenever he tries to attack anyone or tries to run away.”

      I smirk up at Maka. “Because honestly, now that I know it has some intelligence, I want to keep it around—to see if we can communicate some more.” Turning my grin to Bridget, I order, “Do it.”
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      It didn’t take Bridget long, with help from the Elementals, to create another Magical Collar. Once it was crafted, I walked behind the vampire with it. Of course, I wasn’t an idiot. I kept him in vines the entire time. That makes it easy to walk up behind him and place the collar around his neck.

      The entire time, he kept trying to turn to look at me, but as the vines had him stuck fast, there wasn’t much he could do. Once the collar snaps into place, I move away and come around to face him again.

      In his language, I say, as simple as I can, “This,” I tap my neck to indicate the collar around his neck, “will keep me safe. You understand?”

      The vampire’s white face looks puzzled, but slowly, he nods. “Why?”

      “So that you don’t hurt anyone,” I tell him. “You try to hurt someone. You will fall asleep.”

      He frowns at that, but again, he slowly nods. “Now. Do you have a name I can call you?”

      He blinks at me slowly, his large black eyes a little disconcerting.

      “Bo,” he says.

      “Bo?”

      Again, that slow nod.

      “Well, Bo. I’m Alex. Can you say that?”

      Bo tilts his head sideways, and says slowly. “Awex.”

      I shake my head and repeat my name for him, slower.

      “Alix,” he says.

      “Good enough,” I tell him with a smile of encouragement.

      I snap my fingers and think Earth, and the vines start to disappear back into the ground, causing Bo to suddenly jerk forward, as he been running away when the vines had entrapped him, so he had been at an angle, but he catches himself.

      He slowly blinks and looks around.

      “Are you sure about this?” Makar asks nervously.

      “I am,” I tell him with a smile.

      Hearing a noise, I look back at Bo, but it was only him hitting the ground.

      When I had not been looking, he had tried to jump towards me, and of course, the collar, or the Elemental inside it, did her job and put him to sleep.

      I grin down at Bo and look back at Makar with the same grin. “See!”

      “My gods. What did you do to him?” Makar asks in an awed tone.

      “Nothing. Well. Sort of. What that collar does, thanks to my Magic,” I explain, without going into too many details. “Is when our new friend here, Bo, tries to attack someone or run away, it will put him to sleep until either Bridget or myself wake him up.”

      “Wake,” I say in English, which was the keyword I had decided to go with.

      Bo opens his eyes and looks around, confused. Then he looks up and sees me. I squat, so I’m more level with his eyes.

      “Don’t do that,” I tell him. “You do again. Fall asleep.”

      “Why?” he asks in a confused tone.

      “Because I don’t want you to hurt anyone,” I tell him. “Do you eat food?”

      At the word food, his eyes get large, and he nods his head vigorously.

      “What do you eat?”

      He goes to open his mouth to answer, but I say quickly. “Other than Magic.”

      He closes his mouth and nods slowly. Hesitantly he says, “Meat.”

      “Good,” I tell him. “Come. We feed you.”

      “Damn,” Makar says, shaking his head. “I cannot believe you understand him and can converse with a vampire! I have never seen anything like it!”

      I look up at him. “Well, I am curious about him. I have never seen someone that can eat Magic. I wonder if I can use that.”

      “You wish to use him?”

      I shrug. “I’m fighting a war, and I will use any weapons at my disposal. I want to say that my meeting Bo was for a reason, but that would be me putting too much faith in my God. But I will admit I am curious about him and, I guess, about his people. I know from Leeha that there are some races out there that used to be considered that before they were designated monsters. Such as the Lizardis.”

      “Ah,” he says with a nod. “I understand. And yes. There was a history that claimed the Lizardis were once a wise race. Something happened, and they are now considered monsters.”

      “Do they have a language?”

      “I am not familiar enough with them, as I have never met one. They are on the other side of the continent.”

      “So, they are here as well?”

      “Yes. I assume from your reaction, that they are also on Prithgar?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m going based on what Leeha has told me. I just assumed when she first talked to me about them, and I was on Prithgar, they were there. I might be wrong,” I tell him with a chuckle. “It would not be the first time.”

      “We should head back. All good with it? Sorry, with him?” Makar says.

      “Yeah. We should head back and feed him. Though, I will have to look for meat. As I noticed you only have bread.” But I say quickly. “But trust me, it’s amazing stuff! But, Bo mentioned he wanted meat. Since he can’t eat Magic from those of us who can do Magic or won’t allow him to.”

      Makar shakes his head ruefully. “I still cannot believe you can converse with him.”

      “Yeah,” I reply with a laugh. “Having the ability to speak any language is quite useful.”

      “I’m sure,” he replies with his own laugh. “I wish one of the five gods would give me such an ability. I have never heard of this. You will need to explain to me what you mean by your god. I assume by the words you use. It is not one of the five gods?”

      “Nope. But, yes. I can try to explain to you what I know about him. My god, I mean.”

      I turn to Bo, and in his language, I say. “Follow me. Will feed meat to you.”

      Once he nods, I turn away from him, and look up at Makar. “Shall we?”

      He nods, and heads back the way we had come, and I follow him. I don’t look back to see if Bo was following, as I know that if he stays away from me to long, he will be put to sleep. But, also I know Bridget will tell me if he doesn’t follow.

      I feel someone next to me, and looking down to my left, I see it’s Bridget.

      “He’s following. Slowly, but he is following.”

      “Good,” I tell her with a smile.

      “You’re sure about him?”

      “Not really,” I tell her with a shrug. “But he is the first creature in this world that I have met who eats Magic. Wonder if I can train him as an assassin to go after Mages that go rogue?”

      Bridget looks back at Bo and turns back to me. “Doubtful.”

      “Well, I’m interested to see just how smart his race is.”

      “So you are going to call the vampires a race?”

      “Why not?” I tell her with a shrug. “He seems intelligent. So I wonder how many more of his people are if given a chance to learn. He knows rudimentary words. They might not be in any language anyone else can understand, but it’s still something.”

      Bridget laughs. “You are unlike anyone else in this world, Alex. Never change.”

      “I aim to please,” I tell her with a big grin.

      I turn to make sure Bo was still following, and he was. He was about twenty feet behind, but he was following. Maka had turned to make sure as well, and when he saw that Bo was following, he increased his pace, seeing has he had been shuffling.

      As we come up to the fire where everyone was at, I wave at Leeha and Tia. But, then I get a surprise.

      “Vampire!” screams Leeha, her hand going up and two Water Arrows appearing next to her, and without warning, they fly towards me. No, they go past me. I turn swiftly.

      But, I need not have worried. Bridget was on it. She had used my Magic to create an Air Shield that abruptly appears in front of Bo.

      I turn quickly to Leeha. “Leeha, stand down! He’s with me!”

      She turns to me in surprise. “What?”

      I walk up to her, where she had been sitting down, and when she saw, Bo had jumped up. I take her hand.

      “He’s with me. Look around his neck.”

      She frowns but looks back at Bo, and when she sees the collar around his neck, she turns to me and blurts out. “That’s one of your collars!”

      “If he tries to attack anyone or run away, the collar will put him to sleep.”

      She looks back at Bo nervously. “But, he’s a vampire, Alex.”

      “And?”

      “They eat Magic and kill their prey,” she says, her frown turning into a scowl.

      “Yes. And I’m curious about that. Did you know he can talk?”

      She turns to me swiftly as if I was pulling her leg. “What?”

      “It can talk. Or, more like I can talk his language.” I shrug. “It might be simple words but, it speaks in words.”

      With a puzzled frown, she asks, “Wait. You can speak his language? But, it’s a monster.”

      “And who tagged them as monsters?”

      “What?”

      “Who said they were monsters?”

      She tilts her head and, in a confused voice, says, “Everyone. Vampires have been monsters for eons.”

      “Well,” I tell her, looking back at Bo, who had stopped when I did and was about twenty feet from the fire, staring around at all the Mountain Colossi sitting around, also staring at him. Though, in their case, it was curiously, not in fear, as that was how Leeha had reacted.

      I wave him forward and cry out at him in his language. “Bo. Come here, please?”

      Reluctantly, with looks all around him, he slowly shuffles closer, almost in a crouch. I can tell from his face, that all he wants to do is bolt. That he’s coming this close tells me that even though he is afraid, he still has enough brain power to know he won’t be harmed. Or, at least that’s what I hope.

      Once he’s next to me, looking up at me, I reach out slowly, and put a hand on his shoulder. He flinches but doesn’t look away.

      I look back at Leeha. “I want to see if his race are truly intelligent. But, also. I’m interested in his ability to eat Magic. He does eat meat as well. Hold on, let me ask him something.”

      “Bo, do you need Magic to stay alive?”

      He frowns but shakes his head. “Magic make stronger. Meat make stronger.”

      “But you can survive with either?”

      Reluctantly, he nods, but I can tell he isn’t happy to give me that answer.

      “What’s the difference between eating Magic and meat?”

      He looks down at the ground and mumbles, “Magic tastes better.”

      “Ah,” I say. I turn back to Leeha. “So, he says he can eat both to survive. But that Magic tastes better than meat. Which is debatable,” I say with a laugh. “But, now I need to find meat to feed him. As I’m sure, the amazing bread that Maka gave us might not do it.”

      “But, Alex. What do you want with a vampire? They are nothing more than monsters who attack Magical people and eat their Magic before killing them.”

      “Exactly. And can you imagine if I had him as a weapon?”

      She looks at me sharply, and it takes her a full ten seconds to respond, but when she does, her eyes open wide in awe. “You want to see if you can turn him into a weapon against rogue Mages?”

      “Correct. And imagine if he was intelligent as well?”

      “My gods,” she says, turning to look at Bo in a different light. “he would be able to work alone, unsupervised!”

      “Exactly. But, I need to know that he is intelligent. Which, based on his speech, he is.” I frown “It’s odd though. I can speak his language better than he can. I wonder if I can teach him how to speak Prithgarian?”

      I turn to Bo and I ask him in again in his language. “Did you understand me when I was talking to Leeha here, who is my wife?”

      He looks at her, licks his lips, almost like you would a succulent dish, and she shakes his head.

      “No.”

      “Can you say wife?” I ask him. Though, the word wife I had said it in Prithgarian.

      He frowns, but he says the word wordlessly, his lips moving. Then, he says, “Wif?”

      “Wife,” I repeat to him.

      His frown deepens, but then he says, “Wife.”

      “Exactly!” I tell him, and I turn to Leeha, and she’s looking at Bo in shock.

      “My gods!” she whispers. “You might be right, Alex!”

      “That’s my hope. Now. I think we need to figure out the meat situation for Bo here. Bridget?”

      “Want me to go see if I can hunt up anything?”

      “Yeah. I wish I had more of that Boar meat, but that’s long gone thanks to Balrus,” I say, looking up at the Giant in question with a grin.

      “Sorry,” he says, blushing. “It’s just it had been so long since I had cooked meat.”

      “All good, my friend,” I tell him with a laugh.

      “All right,” Bridget says, closing her eyes. “I can’t feel anything closer by, so I will go out further. Should I see if I can get some extras for us just in case?”

      “Why not,” I nod. “I love the bread that Maka gave us, but I still enjoy meat. We need some protein, after the past couple of days.”

      My sexy elemental comes up to me and bats her eyelashes at, coyly leaning into my chest. Knowing what she wants, I bend down and kiss her on the lips. I’d intended to give her a sweet kiss, but she kisses me back, fiercely. Our tongues tangle briefly. I grin at her when she pulls back, but then slap her ass as she turns around to go hunting.

      She turns to look back with a saucy grin. Since we were hiding the fact that she wasn’t just an Elf, she was hoofing it. And as she runs off, she wiggles her ass.
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      I turn to Bo and point to Bridget running off into the darkness. “That is my wife, Bridget. She is gone to get meat for you.”

      At that, Bo nods vigorously, still looking around nervously.

      “Come,” I tell him. “Let’s sit and wait while she hunts.” And I do exactly that. Going to the spot where I had been sitting earlier, I sit down, and then pat the ground next to me.

      Bo comes over reluctantly, but he sits down next to me, looking at the fire nervously.

      “Are you afraid of fire?” I ask him.

      He shakes his head. “No. Fire,” and he frowns, his hands opening and closing as if trying to think of a word. “Fire is tool.”

      “Your people use fire?”

      He nods. “After big storm, sometimes find fire.”

      “Ah,” I say. “Yeah, you’re not a monster.”

      I turn to those around the fire and explain what I had just been talking to Bo about. When I mention that the Vampires use fire, even if they depend upon discovering it naturally, the talk around the circle gets animated. I mean, I’m sitting in a circle of scholars, according to Maka. So, this find, is something that really gets their brains going.

      It takes Bridget a bit longer than I’d expected to find something—but when she did, she did so in spades. She brought back two Macoas, a deer, and four rabbits. The two birds we cooked, and I put them in my bag crispy and hot. Two of the rabbits I gave to Bo, who devoured them with moans of pleasure.

      The next morning, I saw that Bo had not tried to run away. Then again, he might now be staying with me for the meat. Happy to feed him, I want to see how much and how quickly he can learn.
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      It was our fourth day in Maka’s camp. In that time, I had been trying to teach Bo the Prithgarian language. Progress was slow, but he now knew how to say a handful of words.

      Even the Mountain Colossi got in on it, teaching him new words. Maka had told me at one point, that he would never have believed it possible to teach a Vampire a language. Vampires have always been monsters who attacked Magical users, feasting on their power, and killing them. Vampires were typically killed on sight, because of that. And this was the case not just amongst the Colossi, but with most races.

      When I asked Leeha why we had never run into vampires on Prithgar, she said that their numbers were kept low by the Cities. Because the concentration of Mages there tended to soak up most of the Magic in an area—at least around the Cities. And human mages, or course, had a vested interest in killing Vampires on sight.

      Deeper in the wilds, controlling the Vampire population was done by what the humans called the monster races—the Elves, Rabinis, and so on. But, Leeha admitted that there was a bigger concentration of Vampires near the Mountains of the Elements, where there weren’t as many people.

      I had set up my tent a short distance from the fire. When I had pulled it out, I had to explain a bit to Maka and the rest of the Colossi about my dimensional bag. To say there were some feelings of envy is an understatement, but as scholars that got them going on how it worked. I mean, it worked because of… well, Magic. But to them, everything—even Magic—had a reason why it worked, some technical reason.

      “So… Maka,” I ask him, looking up at him. “You still not going to tell me where you got that ale?”

      He looks at me and sighs. “Alex, I know we are good friends now, but still, I cannot.”

      “Can you ask them if they will meet with me?” I ask him.

      He has been reticent about revealing anything about the Dwarves—even denying they exist, at one point, though at least he has the good grace to blush.

      “Maka, you must know by now that I am not looking to harm them.”

      “It’s not that, Alex,” he says nervously. “It’s just I am forbidden to give certain, shall we say, information out. It is part of the oath I swore, as an Elder.”

      “A part of that being keeping secret word of the Dwarves?” I push slightly.

      He doesn’t answer me, just simply stares.

      “Give it up, Alex,” Leeha says with a laugh next to me. “If Maka is not allowed to say anything, pushing him will only annoy him.”

      I sigh and look at her. “I realize that, but I know that they are real. I got that notification once, that I knew the Dwarven language. I know my God would never give me knowledge of a dead language.”

      The elf rolls her eyes at my stubbornness, then looks up at Maka. “Where are your people going next, Elder?”

      He nods quickly, happy—I am sure—to have a change of topic. “We shall be heading to our village—or one of them. It’s about a four-day journey from here.”

      “Four days for you?” I ask him.

      “Yes,” he says.

      “So, for us, it would be most likely a week’s journey,” I point to my short legs—well, shorter compared to his. “Or more. This is when I wish I had a damn horse!”

      I have seen horses on Boromour, but though I have seen people using them as cart animals, I have yet to see anyone riding one. I guess that’s not a thing here. I would love for some mythical creature to ride, like a unicorn, but I doubt those exist, I think with a chuckle.

      “What?” Leeha asks, curious about my soft laughter.

      “I was just thinking it would have been cool to have a mythical animal from my world to ride. A unicorn,” I tell her, and as I’d expected, ‘unicorn’ comes out in English.

      “A unicorn?” she says, puzzled. “What’s that?”

      “Hmm. It’s like a horse, usually pure white, with a horn that spirals out from its forehead,” I explain. “Then there is also a Pegasus, which is another mythical type of horse, instead of a horn, though, it has wings.”

      She looks at me oddly. “And these animals are real in your world?”

      I can’t help but laugh at her expression. “God, no. They are mythical beasts, so only exist in stories. I doubt they were real once. But the idea of going into battle on a flying mount would be awesome.”

      “Current company excluded, of course.” I turn to Tia quickly, give her a wink, and say, “I’d rather make love and not war, astride this beautiful mount.” Reminding her that I have ridden her both in bed and as a Dragon.

      She snorts at my antics, but she’s smiling.

      “It would be nice to be able to travel quicker,” Leeha adds. “I love running, and can do so for hours, but being able to have something else move you around sounds nice. You don’t have any Magical ideas for that, do you?”

      “No,” I tell her with a grunt. “I have tried to think of something, but no luck. I even thought of trying to enchant one of the carpets in our tent.”

      “How can you ride a carpet?”

      So, for the next ten minutes, I explain to them—or I try to—the story of Aladdin and how he flew on a Magic carpet. By the end of my tale, Tia is shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Your world, Alex, despite how often you say it has no Magic, has some amazing and wonderful stories that seem to involve a shit ton of Magic. “

      “Yeah. I have to wonder how much of those stories are based on some long lost grain of truth. Maybe, eons ago, we had Magic.” I shrug. “I honestly have no clue.”

      Bo, who has been sitting in front of me on the ground facing the fire, turns and asks me a question in Prithgarian that makes me smile at him.

      “Time to eat? Food?”

      “Food? Yes,” I say, miming eating something.

      He smiles, his pure black eyes getting wider, showing his teeth—including his long fangs—as he nods his head.

      “Food! Hungry.”

      “Damn, he’s really picking up the language,” Leeha says, impressed. It took a couple of days of having Bo around and him not attacking anyone, before the elven beauty started to let her guard down around him.

      I put a hand into my bag and bring out a still hot—but not burning hot!—Macoa leg to hand him. I learned that lesson the hard way, to allow the meat to slightly cool down before storing it into my bag.

      He grabs it quickly, but then blushes and says, “Tranks.”

      “Thanks,” I correct with a smile.

      He nods and repeats, “Thanks.”

      Turning back around and taking a seat, he starts to eat the leg. At least this time, he isn’t tearing into it like a feral animal. Though, I’m sure, the first time he did was because he was starving. I’m sure if someone had given me food, after not eating for days, I would have tucked right into it, and manners be damned.

      “Would we be allowed to see your village?” I ask Maka.

      “I am sure that the council would be interested in hearing your ideas on what you are doing,” he says. “I have to admit, while I think your plan is admirable, getting all the humans to change their thinking is a huge undertaking.”

      “I know,” I tell him. “But I feel strongly about it. I already started the work back on Prithgar, now I just need to keep it going here on Orac. I started with humans treating non-human races better. Maybe next I can work with the monster races?’

      He frowns at that and looks down at Bo, who is eating quietly, staring into the flickering flames. “You think you can civilize them?”

      “No clue until I try, right? Already Bo can understand dozens of words. Maybe something happened in the past that you all don’t know about, and his people used to be smarter. They might even once have had cities and such. It makes me wonder what other creatures out there are like him? I mean, I’ve heard stories about the Lizardis. Did they all go feral like the ones I heard about on Prithgar, or do they still cling to their identity here on Orac?”

      “As I said, I have never met a Lizardis, myself, though I believe there are some on the other side of Orac.”

      “The Lizardis aren’t only on Prithgar?” I ask Leeha.

      She shakes her head. “From what I understand, no. I, too, have never met one, but they are said to be ferocious fighters,” she says with a shrug. “Though I have never met anyone who has fought them, I only know that it is what the stories say.”

      “I wonder what other creatures out there are incorrectly labeled monsters, like him,” I say, pointing to Bo again. “I would love to see more of your…” I pause, and grin. “More of our world,” I correct myself.

      “You love exploring, don’t you?” Leeha teases me.

      “That I do! I guess, now that I know Magic is real, I want to explore all see all there is that is different.” Something occurs to me, and I turn to the Elder Colossus. “I meant to ask earlier, Maka, but did you get a message a message a month ago about Demon Dungeons?”

      He frowns and nods. “Yes, we did. The gods—or one of the gods—gave us a message about them. I didn’t fully understand what it meant,” he frowns, “but yes, we did.”

      “And is there one here? On Orac, I mean?”

      “Hmm,” he says, thinking about it. “There was a rumor that one of the smaller races who live with us brought back, about one near one of the major human cities., I personally have never seen it, though.”

      “Good to know. God, I wish I could communicate with Sara from a distance,” I say, smiling wistfully. “I would tell her to take a ship here, knowing there is a Demon Dungeon here.”

      “You miss her?” Leeha asks me softly, laying a hand on my arm.

      “I do. I miss Leo and Tommy as well. Hell,” I chuckle, “I even miss Bryan’s ugly mug.”

      “Oh, stop it,” she answers with a laugh, slapping my arm. “You love Bryan like a brother!”

      “True,” I say with a grin. “I’m curious to see how they are doing, though. Especially the boys.”

      “I’m sure,” Bridget adds, “that Leo and Tommy are good with Sara and her brother. I’m sure that they are now powerful Mages, with a good group going into those Demon Dungeons. I’m sure they have tons of Heavenly Tokens by now, and riches beyond their dreams.”

      “What are these Heavenly Tokens?” Maka asks. “The message mentioned that they would allow us entry into a Heaven world when we died?’

      “Correct,” I tell him. “Though I think there might be more to it than that, but I’m not one hundred percent sure. But the main thing that these Demon Dungeons were created for, was to help my God relieve the overcrowding on the Hell worlds. The demons that people are fighting and killing, help reduce that pressure.”

      “You think that the Heavenly Tokens are meant for more than a ticket to the afterlife?” Bridget asks me with a frown.

      “If I was God, and it was my idea, I would make it so much more.”

      From their pursed lips and arched eyebrows, I see that I’ll have to explain myself. “Fine,” I groan. “say you do get enough Heavenly Tokens to get into heaven, but that’s a long way off for most folks. I would make it so that these Heavenly Tokens could be used to… I don’t know… buy special items? Or abilities?”

      I rub the back of my neck, frowning. “That would give people even more of an incentive to earn Heavenly Tokens, thereby helping out more with the overcrowding on Hell worlds, with the quicker return. I’m pretty sure that most of those going into the Demon Dungeons right now are doing it for loot and gold, and not for Heavenly Tokens. Those are secondary, I feel.”

      Leeha, with a thoughtful look on her face, says, “That would be interesting—the chance to upgrade an ability or such, I mean. Would that be something like those games you explained to me, Alex? Where you could increase your strength or stamina and such by… what was it called?” She frowns. “Ah, yes… by leveling up?”

      “Yes, or even learn something new, that you never knew before. Like how to craft something or cook a new recipe. Or whatever.”

      Maka, a frown pulling his entire craggy face downward, asks, “What are these games that Leeha speaks of?’

      So, for the next hour or so, I tell him about my life back on Earth, and where I was from. Others stop to listen in, and I get stares of incredulity, but by the end of my tale, they all look at me with awe.
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      “We are close,” Maka says from up near the front of the… whatever you call a caravan of Colossi. He turns to look down at me.

      “Should we know anything before we get to your village?” I ask. “I do not wish to offend anyone.”

      He shakes his head. “No, I sent a runner on ahead to let them know I was bringing a guest. Though,” and here he frowns at Bo, who is running next to me. “Your Vampire might be a problem. There are many more Magical users in the village than there were in our small camp.”

      “Bo, will be good,” I tell him with a smile.

      I turn to Bo, and in Prithgarian, I ask him, “Bo. Will you be good? You won’t try to hurt anyone, will you?”

      “No.” He turns to me and shakes his head. “I be good.”

      “See,” I say, turning to look up at Maka with a grin. “He said he will be good.”

      Maka shakes his head ruefully and laughs. “I still cannot believe that he understands us.”

      If I hadn’t thought Bo was a monster before, I sure as hell didn’t think so now. He was starting to pick up Prithgarian extremely fast. I also noticed—just like with Leo and Tommy—as he was regularly eating good meals and plenty of protein, he was gaining weight.

      He was still mostly skin and bones, but was starting to fill out. He’d even cleaned himself up. I had created a hot tub a couple of times for myself and the girls, to the awed disbelief of the Mountain Colossi, to wash up, and to relax. The second time I did so, Bo indicated he wanted to try it.

      So, once the girls and I were done, I let him have it. He was filthy, so I let him go last, as I knew the water, even with a Water Elemental there, would get dirty quickly. He loved it so much, that he’d spent an hour in it. He even washed his hair.

      Not that I could blame him, I thought with a chuckle, every time I had to expend a bit more power to reheat the water for him. I love hot tubs as well. Eventually, I had to tell him his skin would prune up if he spent too long in there.

      I’m pulled from my thoughts by a loud shout up ahead. One of the scouts reports that we are almost there. We would come upon the Colossi village within the hour.

      “That is your village?” I eventually ask Maka. My voice might have taken on a note of stunned disbelief.

      “That is one of them,” Maka says proudly.

      To say I did not expect the view that extends before me would be an understatement of colossal proportions. The so-called ‘village’—as he called it—that spreads across the large valley we come to, is massive! There were large houses everywhere.

      And when I say large, I mean two-story dwellings, built to host a living, breathing, tall as shit Mountain Colossus. Imagine meeting a tiny person, who is only fifteen inches tall. Then, you invite them to your house. That reaction, how their eyes would bug-out when they see the size of your place, is what I’m experiencing now.

      Most buildings are only a single story, but still! The two-story buildings I see spread here and there are incredible, and the single three-story building I see in the middle of the valley looks to me like a sky-scraper.

      The houses I see are built from great blocks of stone and thick beams of wood. Hell, if it wasn’t for the fact that I knew it was built by and for Mountain Colossi, I might have thought the buildings were not that different from any other villages I had seen on this continent. These are just upscaled to suit a race of people thirty plus feet tall.

      “Those are massive!” Leeha exclaims next to me.

      I can’t help but nod with her in agreement. The entire village butted up against the steep walls of the valley, surrounded by snow-capped peaks. The view was amazing. It reminded me a lot of the mountains in British Columbia, or the Mackenzie mountains, that extended from Canada into Alaska back on Earth. It was early evening, and the sun is setting when we arrive, the walls of the valley are dazzlingly beautiful, lit with a soft orange and purple glow.

      “How many homes are here?” Leeha asks Maka, disbelief clear in her tone.

      “Hmm,” he says, looking around. “I think the last time we did a count, there were just over three hundred buildings, two hundred of which are homes? That’s just in this village, though it is one of the largest.”

      “How many Colossi villages are there?”

      “Six,” he says with a firm nod, but a proud smile. “The nearest one is only about two hours from here, to the north.”

      “You mentioned that some of the smaller races lived with you, Maka?” Bridget asks, playing her Elven card. “Races like us elves?”

      “Correct. See, if you look in the corner of most houses, near the bottom, you will see a set of smaller doors?”

      We all look at where Maka indicates, and I can’t help but laugh. There is a normal size—well, normal for me—door near the corner of the dwelling. What makes me laugh, is how much it looks like a mouse hole in the wall, like in those Tom and Jerry cartoons I watched as a kid. They created a space within their massive homes, for a smaller home within? Damn, that’s ingenious and, well, practical.

      Bo, who is standing next to me lifts his nose up and sniffs.

      “Magic,” he says in Vamparian.

      I look at him, somewhat puzzled by his pronouncement. “What?”

      He turns to me and points to the heart of the village. “Magic,” he repeats.

      “There’s Magic there?” I ask him in his own language. “You can sense it?”

      He shakes his head and touches his nose. “I smell it.”

      “Wait,” I say, studying him closely. “Are you saying that you can smell Magic?”

      He nods quickly. “Magic is best food.”

      “What did he say?” Leeha asks, unable to understand our interaction.

      “He,” I say, pointing to Bo, “just told me he smells Magic in the village.”

      “Wait… what?” With a dubious tone, she mutters, “Are you saying that vampires can literally smell Magic in the air?”

      “Ah. Interesting,” Maka murmurs, nodding to himself. “That is so intriguing, a creature who can smell Magic. I have never heard of such a thing.”

      “Makes sense,” I say, thinking about it. “As a creature who feeds on, or who can feed off Magic, they would need a way to track and find their prey, right?”

      I turn back to Bo. “Can you tell how many there are, in the village, who can do Magic?” I ask, pointing into the valley.

      Turning to look at the village, he sniffs hard, and turns to me, lifts both his hands with his fingers spread wide. “More than this,” he says.

      “Right,” I mutter with a frown. “You can’t count, can you?”

      He shakes his head.

      “We shall have to remedy that,” I tell him with a firm nod. “But, now isn’t the time.”

      I look up at Maka. “Do we need to be aware of any customs or norms before we enter your village? Any rules we must follow or taboos we should avoid?”

      “Hmm,” Maka says, thinking it over. “Not really? We have lived with you small races for eons; you won’t get squished by accident. Most of the villagers have most likely been made aware of your arrival.”

      “They have?” I blurt out in surprise.

      “They have,” he replies with a smile. “It’s not often that we get an Elemental Summoner who visits—peacefully, that is.”

      “Peacefully being the key word,” Leeha says with a firm nod. “Alex isn’t here to fight your people.”

      “Which, based on what I have seen him do so far, I am quite thankful for,” Maka says, his deep voice resonating with passionate sincerity.

      Hearing some noise up ahead, I turn back towards the village and see coming towards us is Maka’s younger sister. So that’s where she went; I couldn’t remember seeing her these past few days.

      Maka turns to observe her approach. “Ah, Lida. Was the council made aware of my return?”

      “They were, Elder. I notified them. They wish to see you in the council hall upon your return to the village.

      He lifts an eyebrow at her. “Without the time to refresh myself?”

      She shakes her head and blushes. ‘I’m sorry, brother. They were quite adamant that you appear before them as soon as possible.”

      “Let me guess… Jesup?”

      She nods quickly.

      Sighing, Maka tells her, “Lead on, I guess. I will have some choice words for Jesup, afterward. That man is getting to be a pain in my arse.”

      “Elder!” Lida says in shock.

      “Don’t ‘Elder’ me,” he growls at her. “You know very well that he’s a pain in the arse.”

      “Yes, Elder. But you need to be careful. Jesup has power on the council,” she tells him worriedly.

      “And I don’t?” he asks her with a snort.

      “Well,” she replies hesitantly. “It’s just that his faction is gaining ground, and people are starting to listen to his views.”

      Factions? What’s this about? Is there strife within the ranks of the Mountain Colossi?

      Maka must have seen something on my face, because he sighs, “I will explain later, in private. It shouldn’t affect you directly.”

      “All right,” I tell him. Damn, now I’m curious.

      “What do you think it is, Bridget?” I ask her through our connection.

      “No clue,” she replies. “I’m as surprised to here talk of factions as you are; I got the impression from talking to some of the other Mountain Colossi, that they are a united people.”

      “That is what I got, too. I’m curious what this Jesup believes in, that would cause a fracture within their ranks. I guess we shall have to wait until Maka tells us.”

      “Come,” Maka says, waving us to follow him. “I guess we should head to the Council Hall and get this over and done with.”

      And so he leads us through the village, through streets that are so damn wide, that it would have been a four-lane highway back home, with the buildings on either side towering over us—well, towering over us little people. Even Bo, who had seemed to be content being my shadow lately, is looking around nervously. His nose tips up in the air, every now and then, and he sniffs loudly.

      Eventually, we get to the biggest structure in the village, located in the middle of the valley. The building seems to have a bureaucratic function, and has a more modern architecture style, as far as modern goes in this world. Compared to the other houses, its long clean lines and sharp angles make it stand out. I would not have pegged this place as someone’s home. It looked… well, official.

      We walk up a set of stairs scaled for the little races alongside the three stairs that lead up to two large two doors that stand wide open. Bo sticking to me the entire time, looking around in awe. Once inside, we head across a beautifully tiled marble floor to the back of the building and another set of two massive doors. These doors, however, are closed.

      On the door, are engraved hundreds of symbols, though I have no idea what they mean. After studying them for a moment with no interpretation or meaning coming to my mind, I conclude they are just artistic decorations, since I can read all the languages of this world. They are pretty, though. Whoever created the carvings was quite the artist.

      Beside the two closed doors, stand two Mountain Colossi, their staffs in hand, tips grounded before them on the marble floor. At our approach, one of them, the male, smiles. He nods at Maka.

      “Elder. Welcome home. They are waiting for you inside,” he says. But then he scowls. “I’m sorry they did not permit you the courtesy of time to refresh yourself from your trip, before summoning you.”

      “Thank you, Froam. It is what it is. I assume that was Jesup’s doing?”

      “It was,” he tells Maka, His scowl turning angry. “I don—” he starts to say, but Maka holds up a hand to interrupt whatever he was about to say.

      “Stop, Froam. You know, as a council Guard, that you are required to be neutral.”

      The female Mountain Colossi snorts at that. “You mean the same way that council members are supposed to be impartial?”

      “Tina!” Froam barks at her, but she returns his glare with a smirk.

      Maka places a hand on Froam’s shoulder. “All is well, Froam. Please open the doors, and let’s get this farce over with.”

      Sighing, Froam nods and grabs the large handle of one of the doors, which is higher than I could reach, and opens the door. Once the door is open wide, Maka nods at the council Guards, and strides through the doorway, with our party trailing after him.

      Inside is single room, which looks like a large amphitheater, dug into the ground as it is, so that we have to descend down a set of steps to get to the floor. On the wall opposite the entrance, a massive desk reaches halfway around the room. Behind this expanse of wood and trim sit seven figures. All of them are Mountain Colossi.

      Once we reach the floor of the chamber, facing them—looking up at them all, really—one of the Mountain Colossi stands up from near the middle of the sweeping arc of a desk, and glares down at Maka.

      “You’re late!” he growls at Maka.

      I guess this must be Jesup.

      “I was not aware there was a deadline, Council member Jesup. I was not aware that, as Elder, I was required to submit to your timetable.”

      At that, the looming Colossus’ mouth thins into a line of anger, but then he barks. “You are called here in front of the council, because we have heard disturbing reports that you have taken too much authority upon yourself as the Elder.”

      “Oh? And such a judgement is based on whose misguided beliefs?” Maka inquires calmly.

      “The Council’s!” Jesup barks. “You are the Elder, not a council member who…” he starts to say, but is interrupted by Maka.

      “In that, you are correct,” Maka shouts back. “As the Elder, I am not beholden to the rules of the Council. Unlike your position, which requires a majority vote by the people to be accepted onto the Council, my position is mine by birthright.”

      I turn to Maka, stunned. Is he saying that his position as Elder is something that he was born into? What the hell… Is Maka their equivalent of a King?

      At this outburst, the Councillor smiles down at Maka, and it’s not a pretty smile. It’s a smug smile of satisfaction. “I’m glad you brought that up,” he says with an evil laugh.

      “It has been determined that your former position as Elder is no longer necessary in our society,” Jesup sneers, “and so we are decided. By unanimous vote of the Council, you, Maka, are no longer the Elder.”

      Fucking hell! Did they just dethrone him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Holy shit, can they do that? Not that I know, or even pretend to know, how Mountain Colossi society functions. Hell, until I met Balrus, I didn’t even know they existed.

      I look up at Maka, and his face is flushed with anger. He glares up at Jesup. The Councillor, however, stares down at Maka with a smug smile.

      “You have no authority to…” Maka starts to growl, but Jesup interrupts him rudely.

      “Ah, but we do. As you just noted, each of us was voted in by the people. You and your family have been lording over us for generations. Well, that stops now. I have full authority from the united council to do this.”

      Maka looks at the other six council members seated behind the long desk, and I notice that they all look rather embarrassed. None of them will look Maka in the eye.

      Maka growls at Jesup. “The Council has no authority over the position of Elder.”

      “Based on numbers, I do,” the smug little shit grins down at him whom they called Elder.

      I turn to look at Leeha, Tia, and Bridget, and they all look lost in the midst of this awkward situation. I have to admit, I’m lost, as well. Where I’d expected to be introduced to Maka’s people and tell them of my plans to unite the smaller races, I find myself instead in the middle of a coup?

      Coughing loudly into my hand to get their attention, I call out loudly, “Excuse me.”

      Jesup looks down at me in annoyance. “What?”

      “I’m new here, so please excuse my ignorance. But, I assume that there is some Law that states the Council has the authority to do what you claim?’

      “Of course,” he snorts. “I don’t know who you are, but as a Councillor, I am well within my right to put forward measures upon which the council will vote. With the people’s confidence behind the Council, we can do what we want.”

      “Even overthrow, what I assume is your equivalent of a King… an Elder? I apologize for my lack of knowledge about your governing institutions, but I didn’t realize an elected Council could remove someone from a position that, you yourself admitted, the Council does not have jurisdiction over.”

      Sputtering, Jesup’s eyes get wide and his face turns an ugly puce color.

      “And while I don’t pretend to understand or even know anything about your laws, that seems kind of odd. Though, I have seen it happen back on Earth. Like during the French Revolution, when the King of France was deposed. But is this a rebellion?”

      “Who are you?” Jesup asks me in annoyance.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Maka says, a big grin suddenly replacing his glower. “I should have made proper introductions before jumping straight to business, but your vendetta against my family got in the way.” He points to me. “This is Alex. With him, are his Elven wives, Leeha and Bridget, and his Dragonis partner, Tia. He’s an Elemental Summoner.”

      At that, every council member’s gaze snaps to me in shock.

      Lifting my hand to wave, I smile. “Hi.”

      “Do you expect us to believe your bullshit?” Jesup snaps at him. “You think that lying about something like that, will get us to retract our ruling?”

      I lift an eyebrow at Jesup. “Are you calling him a liar?” I ask, pointing up at Maka.

      “I’m sure he would say anything, to get out of this predicament,” Jesup says with a snort. “But the vote and ruling has already been entered into the official record. Your family is no longer in power.”

      I look at Maka, and he’s glaring at Jesup. “And if I refuse?”

      Jesup’s oily smile suddenly gets nasty. “Try me.”

      I look up at Maka. “Can I be of any assistance?”

      He turns to me, but not before giving Jesup one final glare. He shakes his head. “No, but thank you. This is my fight.”

      “No, it’s not,” Leeha says in an angry tone. “You’re our friend. This is not a fight you must face alone. We will stand by you.”

      Turning to the silver-haired beauty, he smiles down at her sadly. “Thank you, but there is nothing you can do.”

      He turns back to the council members and looks at each of them. I notice that they are still avoiding his gaze. I can’t believe they are all good with it; why are they doing it?

      I look back at Jesup. Does he have something on each of them, that might make it so that they feel they don’t have a choice? Is he blackmailing them?

      “You are aware, as Councillors, that you have no authority over me, as Elder? That I supersede your authority?”

      “Not anymore,” Jesup growls. “We voted you out. It was unanimous.”

      “That’s exactly what I mean,” Maka tells him patiently, but I can hear the undertone of anger in my friend’s tone. “The Council has no authority to take power from an Elder. An Elder’s authority and rights is older, even, than the Council itself.”

      “Get with the times, old man,” Jesup snaps at him sharply. “We have no use for an Elder anymore. Your family’s rule stops here, with you.”

      At that last comment, Maka asks in a soft, deadly tone, “Are you saying that you will have me killed?”

      At that, Jesup must have realized he’d overstepped, because he quickly amends his words. “I meant only that this is the end of the line for your family to lord it over the rest of us, as Elders.”

      I raise my hand, like I’m back in third grade, and Jesup looks at me oddly.

      “Sorry, I have another question,” I say, pulling my hand down awkwardly.

      I guess lifting your hand to get permission to speak isn’t a thing in this world? Damn Mrs. O’Kelley for drilling that into me!

      “I’m new here and, as I said, I don’t understand your laws. But you did not answer my earlier question. How does this Council have the authority to do this? Based upon what Law?”

      “You’re an outsider,” Jesup growls down at me in irritation. “I’m not required to explain myself to you.”

      Well, technically, I guess he’s right. But damn, this Mountain Colossi is pissing me off. I honestly didn’t think I would meet one that could get my goat—all of the Colossi I’d met in Maka’s group were fantastic people!

      “Ah,” Maka says, suddenly grinning broadly. “Alex may be an outside, but I’m not. He does raise an interesting point. I would love to hear what law or rule you are basing this illegitimate action on?”

      Jesup turns back to Maka, and I finally see anger in his gaze. No, not anger—that’s fury. Yeah, I would say that this is personal. Jesup has something against Maka.

      “I am not required to explain myself to you, as the head of this council.”

      “Ah, but you are,” Maka says, and now there’s an easy smile on his face, as if he is about to play his trump card. “Shall I quote the Law of Sharaf?’

      Jesup snorts. “That is an antiquated Law.”

      “Ah, but it’s still a Law,” Maka tells him with a chuckle. He looks around at the other council members, who still try to avoid his gaze.

      “So, you are saying that all old laws are antiquated? Does that mean that the Law of Bromonthu is also irrelevant?”

      Law of Bromonthu?

      “Of course not! That would be insane,” Jesup sneers.

      “What about the Law of Lomtha? Or the Law of Ricka?” Maka continues.

      “Those laws are there to protect us!” Jesup snarls, but I can see something else in his expression. Uneasiness.

      “Do you think, then, that as Councillors, you can pick and choose which Laws are valid and which or not? Was there a Referendum vote by the people that I missed to remove a Law? As is required? Or are you going to throw that founding principle of our government out, as well?”

      “I’m the head of the Council. I’m not required to…” he starts to bluster, but is interrupted when another council member, a female Mountain Colossi, finally speaks.

      “Jesup, I told you that this would not go well,” she says.

      Jesup turns to her and growls at her, “Careful where you tread, Milla.”

      Milla ignores Jesup and, turning to Maka, says to him directly. “I’m sorry, Maka, I cannot go through with this farce any longer.”

      She stands and looks at the rest of her fellow council members. “I was being blackmailed by Jesup. But I cannot go through with this injustice. I was blackmailed; this ass caught me stealing from the coffers, and threatened to reveal it if I didn’t vote for his measure and stay silent afterwards. It wasn’t much that I took—about twenty gold pieces—but this farce cannot continue.”

      Milla sighs heavily, shaking her head. “I’m stepping down from the Council. I know, for a fact, that the rest of you are all being blackmailed, as well. I know, because Jesup made it quite clear that he could count on each of your support. He said that we had to vote for this, or we would be exposed. There was no Referendum vote.”

      If I’d thought Jesup’s anger was potent before, it was even worse now. He was looking at Milla like he wanted to jump on her and pummel the shit out of her.

      “What is this?” Maka asks, slowly and intensely, looking at each of the Councillors, who I see all want to look anywhere but back at him. Several have developed an intense interest in the tiles at their feet. “Is this true?”

      “Enough!” Jesup shouts out. “The ruling has been made, and it is final.”

      Maka crosses his massive arms over his chest and glares back at Jesup. “I invoke the Law of Utha.”

      At that, Jesup looks confused and turns to his fellow council members, clearly looking for an explanation. Most of the Council have just as confused a look on their faces, but I note that two of them instead look shocked, even afraid.

      “I’m not aware of that Law,” Jesup snorts. “I doubt it’s a Law.”

      “Oh, it’s a Law,” Maka says, with a grin that threatens to split his face. “The Law of Utha states, and I quote: ‘In the case that a party desires to remove an Elder without a Referendum, the matter shall be decided by combat to the death’.”

      Jesup’s face blooms with shock, then fear. He shakes his head.

      “I’m the head of the Council,” he growls. “I am not going to fight you.”

      “Ah, but you must,” Milla tells him with a bark of a laugh that isn’t pretty. “You threw the Law of Erina in my face when you threatened to blackmail me. Well, this Law of Utha is something even you must follow as head of the Council. It’s in our charter.”

      “I am not fighting anyone!” he growls in anger.

      “Then, according to the Council’s charter, we are required to vote to remove you,” Milla tell him.

      “You have no authority over me,” he shouts at her. “I lead the Council!”

      “Actually,” another member speaks up. “As Councillors, we can vote you off the Council.”

      “You would not dare,” Jesup says, looking at his colleagues.

      The one who had spoken, stands up and says. “I, too, was blackmailed by Jesup. He confronted me for slacking off and not actually putting in the time required of a Councillor. I acknowledge my shame, but I cannot go on with this farce.”

      A third council member stands up, another female, and says, “I also was blackmailed, Jesup caught me having sex with a guard.”

      Having sex with a guard is against a Law?

      Jesup growls at her, “I swear your husband shall hear of this.”

      She shrugs at him, “At least with my husband, I have a chance to work things through. If we had removed Maka as Elder, I could not have lived with myself.” She shakes her head bitterly. “I can’t believe I allowed you to do this to us, as a Council. Well, I’m done. As a Councillor with a vote, I vote that the Law of Utha be upheld by trial by combat.”

      Within minutes, all the other council members stand up and state what Jesup is holding over their heads and blackmailing them with. Each Councillor rescinds their previous vote to remove Maka as Elder—which, apparently is a moot point, since without a general referendum, they didn’t have the authority to do so—and affirm their vote to uphold the law of Utha.

      “Enough,” Jesup shouts, seizing control of the proceedings once more. “I will not allow this Council to become a laughingstock, the butt of a joke. As head of the council, I have spoken, and that is final.”

      “You refuse to fight me?”

      “I will not,” Jesup says, crossing his own arms across his chest and glaring down at Maka.

      Maka turns to me. “Friend Alex. I have a request to make of you, as the Elemental Summoner.”

      I look up at him, curiously to see where this is headed, but nod. “Yes?”

      What can I do here? I’m an outsider. I should have honestly kept my mouth shut earlier, but I hated to see what was being done to Maka. And let’s be honest, I can’t stand the presumptuous arrogance of fools like Jesup. Plain and simple.

      “I want you to kill him,” Maka says, pointing to Jesup, who jerks back in shock.

      Turning back to study Jesup, I smile up at him, and I’m pretty sure it is a rather predatory smile. “But, won’t I get arrested for killing not only a Councillor, but the head of the Council and a Mountain Colossi?”

      “Oh no. You will be doing so entirely within the Law. I wish to designate you as my Champion, to fight in my stead.”

      “Wait,” Jesup snorts, “you want this human to fight me?”

      “Are you saying you’re afraid of a puny human?” Milla asks, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

      Jesup turns to glare down at me, eyes narrowing. I simply look back at him with a soft, confident smile still on my face.

      “Fine,” he growls. “I will fight this Champion of yours, and you will be removed as Elder.”

      I look up at Maka, and ask one more time. “You are sure of this?”

      Maka looks down at me and nods, but the grin is plain on his face. “I have seen you spar, friend Alex. And Balrus swears that you are an amazing fighter.”

      I look behind me, to where Balrus had been standing quietly, trying to blend in with the wall, with Bo, hiding behind one of his large legs. The Councillors all follow my gaze to see who I was looking at. I guess the proceedings of the meeting had so consumed everyone’s attention, that they ignored the fact that Balrus, a Mountain Colossi who had been exiled, was here amongst them.

      Whole and healthy.

      “Balrus?!?” one of the Councillors blurts out in shock.

      I turn back to the Council and speak in a loud, strong voice, even adding some power to my throat Chakra to make it loud enough for everyone to hear me clearly. Hell, with the way the chamber echoes, I’m sure others outside the building heard me clearly, as well.

      “I, Alex, friend of Maka and the Elemental Summoner, do accept his offer to be his Champion and will fight Jesup, according to the Law of Utha.”
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      “This is insane,” Jesup shouts for what must be the twentieth time.

      “Alex is Maka’s Champion. Are you saying that you yield without a fight?” Milla, who it seems will be officiating, asks.

      Jesup only growls at her, “This is insane!”

      I think the enraged Colossus needs to fish or cut bait.

      “But, it is within the Law,” Milla says, vicious smile firmly in place.

      We had moved things outside, to some sort of fighting ring. Word must have gotten out somehow about what is about to happen, because the number of Mountain Colossi, as well as the other smaller races, has swelled to huge crowd. There are at least four hundred people sitting or standing around the edge of the ring, with the smaller races up front. I saw Rabinis, and Felinis, and Elves. Though I don’t see any Dragonis, or even a single Mermis. I had hoped to see another of that mysterious race; one who was still alive.

      We weren’t in the center of the ring—yet. I stood off to one side with Tia, Leeha, Bridget, Balrus, and Maka, with Bo, still hiding behind Balrus’ leg and trying to hide. On the other side of the ring was Jesup. Alone. No other council members stood nearby, they all stood with their back to him, except for Milla, in a show of solidarity. When it came out that all of the Councillors were being blackmailed, they’d each owned up to it, declaring their previous vote null and void, since they’d been forced by Jesup to vote for his resolution.

      “But, he’s human!” Jesup cries out. “There is no way he will survive.”

      “So? It should be a short fight, then, shouldn’t it?” Maka tells him with a chuckle. It’s a particularly sinister chuckle—not one of those, ‘I’m cracking a funny joke’ chuckle; this was a ‘you are so fucking dead’ chuckle.

      “Fine! But his death is on your hands, Maka. Afterwards, you will abdicate your position as Elder, to me.”

      “Oh, ho! So now we see your true colors. That’s what you wanted all along, isn’t it? You wished to be Elder.”

      Jesup snaps his mouth shout, only glaring at Maka.

      Was that his plan? Remove Maka as Elder, only later to take on the mantle himself?

      I wave Maka to join me in the center, away from crowd at the edge of the ring, so that I can ask him a question quietly. “I thought you Colossi were a peaceful people, who eschewed violence and your previous glorification of war, and became scholars?”

      Sighing, Maka nods. “That we did. But, deep down, we remain fighters still. We have ways to let that outlet out.”

      “Thus, this ring?” I wonder out loud.

      “This ring,” he agrees. “Aggrieved parties can submit a request for trial by combat, but it’s rare. Too many of us enjoy our scholarly pursuits.” He frowns down at me. “But I assume you didn’t call me here to chat about any of that?” he asks, eyebrow quirking upwards.

      “No,” I tell him shaking my head. “I want something from you, if I win.”

      He doesn’t answer me, but simply nods and sighs. “I cannot give you a formal introduction, friend Alex. But I can tell you where they are located.”

      Maka is done playing stupid, thankfully. He knows I want to meet these Dwarves. But apparently, though he can’t bring me to them directly, he can take me in the right direction. Honestly, I’m happy with this compromise, if it will allow him to retain his honor.

      A tingle of excitement runs through me—He just confirmed, without saying as much, that Dwarves were real! If they did not exist, he would have found some other excuse to beg off on. But, as much as I hated using this fight as a reason to secure a boon from him, I will take it.

      I want to meet a damn Dwarf! It had nothing to do, though, with their skills at smithing—not entirely—but simply because, after reading The Hobbit, I have always wanted to meet a real Dwarf. I wish that many of the creatures I have seen here on Boromour were on Earth; but alas, if how the humans are here is any indication, I would not be shocked to learn we killed them all off.

      “Fine. I will take it. What are the rules?”

      “There are not many,” Maka admits. “If your opponent yields, you must stop fighting immediately. If you do not stop, and continue after that, the fight is not only over, but the judgement will be against you—meaning I would lose.”

      “So… it’s not necessarily to the death?”

      Shaking his head, Maka continues. “No. There are deaths, at times; actually, more often than not, in this ring. But, that is because we Mountain Colossi are a stubborn race, and do not yield easily.”

      He shrugs. “It must be a part of our heritage, as a warrior race. Alex, as much as I want to tell you to give him every opportunity to yield, I know that this will not stop today.”

      Maka takes a deep breath. “I ask that, if you can, you kill him quickly.”

      I stare up at Maka with a thoughtful look. He’s far from stupid. And I agree; I think that if I let Jesup live, this will not be the last time that Maka will run into issues. And the fact that he tried to blackmail the other Councillors, tells me plenty about his character.

      And do I honestly think he should stay on the council? It’s not my call. I’m not a Mountain Colossi. But I’m about to bring Balrus home, to what seems to be his parents.

      The one who’d cried out Balrus’ name in the council chamber was one of the female Councillors; it was his mother. Balrus sits now at the side of the ring, in the arms of his parents, who each still have tears in their eyes. Bo keeps looking up at them nervously, almost like he’s going to get squished, by accident.

      Balrus had told me, when I stepped into the ring, that his parents wanted to meet me after the fight, so best not to die.

      Leeha had snorted at that and said, “As if Alex would abandon me, Bridget, Tia, or Sara. Or leave the boys alone, for that matter. And then there’s his friend Bryan, who would come all the way over here from Prithgar to exhume Alex’s corpse just to kick his ass for losing. Trust me, Balrus, Alex will win.”

      “Alex,” Maka says, making me turn away from Balrus’ reunion with his parents. “I am sorry I thrust you into the middle of this. I was not sure what to do. I’m old and, while a fight between Jesup and myself would have been a good one, I would most likely have lost—he is at least eighty years younger than me. I’m apologize for presenting the mantle of Champion to you, but very thankful that you took it up.”

      As he’s talking, I start shaking my head. “Do not worry, Maka. While I have only known you for a week, I like to think I am a good judge of character. I know you are a good person. I am proud to count you, and Balrus, among my friends.”

      “Thank you,” he says, bowing.

      Then he sighs. “I guess we should get this over with. I do not normally enjoy seeing a life taken, but in this case, I’ll admit wholeheartedly that I do. That man has been a thorn in my side and a pain in my arse for years. Ever since he first got elected to the council as a junior member.”

      “Is there bad blood between the two of you?”

      “No, and that is what I don’t understand. But, now that I know his true plans, I cannot allow him to live. The Eldership as been in my family going back over a hundred generations. We don’t have kings like you humans do,” he says, though I don’t bother explaining to him I’m not a human here on Boromour.

      “But we do have Elders,” he continues. “It’s a hereditary position, one that you are born into, and in that it is similar to humans’ Kings and Queens. But, we do not rule with an iron fist. We rule with our intellect. Elders are the smartest and best trained of us Mountain Colossi.” He shrugs, “But I am getting old, and I do not have a child to pass my title on to.”

      “What?!” I gasp in shock. “What happens to your Eldership if you die?”

      “I will, when I hit the ripe old age of two hundred, adopt someone into my house, and they will take over.” He smiles. “While their bloodline may not be the same as mine, they will still be counted as Elder.”

      Interesting. Try something like that on Earth, and damn family members would come out of the wood work, claiming they should be counted as royalty because of this, or that fling the dying King’s great-great-whatever had with a scullery maid.

      Maka must have seen the look on my face, because he laughs. “No, there is never any issues when that happens. The families who I might adopt from, must sign a very strong contract. It is also customary, that the one who I adopt is usually one who has been either orphaned, or who no longer has parents to guide them. But, I think in this case, I might have found a suitable candidate.”

      At this last comment, he turns around and looks at Balrus.

      I turn with him and, seeing where he is looking and who he is looking at, I can’t help but laugh. “You will make Balrus your adopted son?”

      Maka nods. “I know his parents. They are good people. When their son was exiled, they took it hard. They felt it like it was a death sentence, and they grieved for years. The fact that you brought him back, whole and healthy… well, you can see how happy they are. Balrus’ mother has not stopped crying tears of joy since she recognized him in the Council chamber. His father isn’t far behind. But I know how they raised him. Exiling him was one of the hardest things I have had to do as Elder—it was I who had to write the writ for it.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear you have a good candidate, Maka. Though I have to admit, I will miss Balrus when I leave here.”

      “Yes. I was surprised he did not wish to go with you.”

      “Can you blame him?” I say with a chuckle. “He can now return to his own people. I’m sure I would do the same, were I in his shoes.” Though, if I’m being totally honest, I would not choose to return to Earth, were I given the choice. I like it here on Boromour, where I have access to Magic, and wives and partners whom I love.

      “Fair,” he says with a nod. “Again, you are sure of this?”

      “I am. I assume that Jesup cannot do Magic?”

      “No. We Mountain Colossi cannot do Magic, though we do have some immunity to certain types of Magic. Every one of us is different.”

      “Oh? What’s yours?”

      “Mind,” he says without hesitation.

      “And Jesup?”

      “I’m not sure. Each of us is different and, as we rarely fight other Magic users, we don’t learn for ourselves, until a battle with a mage starts.”

      “And how did you find out yours?”

      “A human Mage tried to use his Mind Magic on me,” Maka says with a sour expression. “It did not end well for him.”

      “I bet,” I say with a laugh.

      “Are we doing this or not!” shouts Jesup in annoyance.

      Both of us turn to look at Jesup. He had walked into the ring, down to only his pants. He had taken off his shirt and his shoes. The man was big and muscular, but I noticed that he had a fair bit of flab around his waist.

      I look up at Maka, completely ignoring Jesup. “I guess I should go kick some ass,” I say, loud enough for everyone to hear, as I had put some power into my throat Chakra.

      I love the loudspeaker effect that has, I think with a chuckle. I had yet to use the other option available with it that Peter had demonstrated—the ability to mimic any voice or sound. I had yet to really explore that Chakra. The one I use the most is still my Third Eye, mostly to see in the dark, but also to see the Magic around me.

      I had opened my Third Eye here quickly and, other than Bridget, Tia, and Leeha, I don’t see anyone else with Magic in them. I do see Magic all around us, though, slowly flowing like a lazy river in many colors.

      I walk up to the center of the ring and face my opponent. With a grin, I look up at Jesup, who scowls back down at me. “Do you yield?” I call out loudly.

      He snorts at my request, waves his hand, and looks at Maka. “I shall enjoy killing your Champion, Maka. And then, you will step down as Elder, giving me your mantle.”

      “And so your true colors come out,” Maka replies with a nod. He looks around at everyone crowding the edge of the ring. “Is this who you would want as your Elder? Someone who will lie, cheat, and I’m sure many other things that we have not seen or heard about to get what they desire?”

      We hear a resounding, “No!”

      Maka looks down at me, his smile grim. “Kill him.”

      “With pleasure, Elder,” I say, emphasizing the last word. I crack my knuckles, feeling excitement start to build at fighting something new and big. Peering up at Jesup, I get the biggest shit-eating grin on my face. And I see that it makes him nervous.
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      As I walk into the ring, I send a message to Bridget. “Ideas to take him quickly?” I ask.

      “No clue. We aren’t sure what Magic he has immunity to. So… I guess we just throw something at him until he doesn’t get hurt by it?” she replies.

      “And what if he hits me?”

      “Avoid him?” Bridget says, and I can hear the mental laughter in her tone.

      “Ha ha. Very funny,” I tell her, as she continues to snicker.

      Milla, from the Council walks into the ring with us, and looks at the two of us. She nods to each of us. “What is your weapon of choice?” she asks Jesup first.

      “My staff,” he growls.

      “And you?” she asks, frowning down at me.

      I look up at her and shrug. “Magic. Am I allowed to use any weapon I can call up with my Magic?”

      “Correct. As long as it is your Magic, and Magic is its base form, then yes,” she replies.

      “Good. Then, I will use Magic.”

      “Very well,” she says, nodding. “The fight will be between Jesup, the current head of the Council, and Elder Maka’s Champion, Alex. The fight will be until someone yields, or one of the combatants dies.”

      We both nod to show we understand the rules.

      “Do you both agree to follow these rules?” she asks.

      I nod, and so does Jesup.

      “The fighting prize shall be as follows. If Jesup wins, Maka shall step down as Elder and release the mantle to Jesup.”

      “No, that was NOT the agreed-upon prize,” Maka shouts in anger, glaring at the Milla. In the council chamber, it was determined that if my champion loses, I will step down as Elder. If I am to step down, the Eldership ends with me.”

      Milla looks at Jesup nervously. “Then, if Alex loses, Elder Maka, you will step down and give up your mantle. If Jesup loses, he will step down as lead member of the Council.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” I add. “He won’t be stepping down. It’s hard to step down, if you’re dead, right?” I tell Jesup, a predatory grin on my face. One of the best ways to start a fight is to make your enemy nervous.

      Jesup snarls down at me, but doesn’t take the bait.

      But the best way to fight an enemy is to get them angry. They don’t think straight, and are more apt to make mistakes. One thing that my Jujitsu teacher kept telling us, was that fighting an angry enemy is always good, since they don’t think rationally and make mistakes that you can use to your advantage.

      With a thought, I bring out my full set of purple armor, with my sword strapped to its back, thanks to the magnets that Bridget had built into it. At that, Jesup suddenly backs up nervously.

      “Wait! Where the blazes did that come from?”

      “Magic,” I tell him, my grin stretching from ear to ear.

      “He’s cheating!” Jesup sputters, pointing an accusatory finger at me.

      Maka snorts. “He said he would be using Magic, fool. Did you see him pull that armor out of a bag anywhere?’

      Jesup turns and glares at Maka. “Fine.” He spits on the ground at my feet. “Not that it will help him.”

      He turns to someone outside the ring and shouts, “My staff!”

      The staff that is thrown to him is like all the others I have seen Mountain Colossi use. It is massive, more than thirty feet long, to be sure. It was thick, too, as wide around as my torso, and has a large round ball or knot as a counterweight on the end. It wasn’t fancy, but would do the job.

      I’ll have to avoid getting slipped or smashed with that counterweight. The first thing I decide, is to take that weapon away. My thoughts are interrupted, though, as Leeha and Tia come up to me and wrap their arms tight around me. Each of them pull back to look at me nervously.

      “Make sure you stay out of his range,” Leeha warns.

      “You should let me turn into a Dragon and eat him,” Tia growls, though low enough that only Leeha and I can hear her.

      Bridget heard as well, as she can hear everything within my circle of influence. Bridget, of course, was not here, as I was going to be relying upon her Elemental Magic, and last thing I needed was her to suddenly disappear or to change into her Elemental form with everyone looking on.

      I smile down at Tia. “I’m sure he tastes awful.”

      “It’s not funny, Alex,” the Dragonis thumps me on the breastplate. “Jesup is the biggest opponent you’ve fought yet.”

      “What? I fought Balrus,” I remind her.

      “Yes. You fought Balrus, when he was sick, confused, probably in a weakened state, and fought like a wild animal,” Leeha growls up at me, slapping my pauldron. “This Jesup looks much more capable.”

      “Yeah. That he does,” I admit. “But I promise I will be fine—Bridget and I will take him out.

      “You need to do it quickly,” Tia says, looking over her shoulder at Jesup. “If you get hit by that staff, it will mean lights out for you—if not your death—even with that new skin and bones and such things you say you now have.”

      I bend down and kiss both girls, telling them reassuringly, “I’ve got this.” At least I hope I do.

      Tia is right. Jesup represents the most challenging enemy I have fought. Balrus was a severe challenge. Hell, at the time, I barely survived the Colossus throwing large boulders and logs at me.

      I focus on getting rid of his staff. That needs to go fast. Then, all I have to worry about is fighting a thirty-plus-foot-tall, completely sane Mountain Colossi. I honestly can’t think of any Magic that would take that staff away.

      “I might have an idea for the staff,” Bridget says, but I can hear the uncertainty in her voice.

      “Oh?” I ask her.

      “Just trust me, but give me Fire, as your first volley.”

      “Will do,” I tell her. “Once the fight is called, I will give it to you.”

      “Perfect.” She sighs. “Though, after that, you will have to be the one to direct the most applicable type of Magic, and spell, as I have no clue how to even begin to fight something so big.”

      “We will figure it out,” I tell her, and I send through our connection some love.

      “Clear the ring,” Milla calls out, and I nod to Tia and Leeha. They give me one last hug and go over to stand in front of Maka.

      I reach over my shoulder and place my hand on my sword’s hilt, more for intimidation effect, really, than to use it. I’m pretty sure Jesup is looking down at me, this puny human in a suit of armor, and is expecting to slam his staff overhead and squish me like a bug. So, the second thing I plan to do, after giving Bridget Fire, is to jump out of the way.

      The million-dollar question is, will he go with an overhead blow, or swing wide into my side, aiming to smash me sideways and out of the ring? Being made for Mountain Colossi to fight one another, the ring is large, about two hundred feet wide. It seems like I’ll have plenty of room to dodge and move around. Or I hope I do.

      “Are you both ready?” Milla asks, raising one hand overhead.

      I nod, as does Jesup.

      Milla starts backing up, and then drops her hand quickly, shouting, “Fight!”

      “Fire,” I say in English.

      At the same time, I keep a close eye on Jesup’s topmost hand, that holds his staff. I am able to see the small jerky movement he makes, jerking the counterweight skywards before he jumps forward. The staff in his hands raises swiftly. As it comes crashing down onto where I stand, the entire assembly of onlookers gasp in surprise.

      And I do, too.

      Fortunately, as I had moved away from my original position and am now ten feet away, I am not there to be squished like a bug. I gasp, not at the size of the crater he leaves where I’d just been, but because his staff—the counterweight coated in a huge clod of earth—suddenly bursts into flame.

      Your Elemental has used 1,000 points of power in a spell on your behalf.

      Your target as taken 40 points of damage.

      “Holy shit! What did you do?” I blurt out at Bridget.

      She laughs through our connection as I watch Jesup suddenly throw his staff away from him, shaking his hand, as if he’d burned it—which is most likely what happened.

      “I used Fire to create a super hot flame inside the staff, which burned it from the inside out.” She chuckles. “It not only worked on his staff, but burned him, too. At least we know he’s not immune to Magical Fire.”

      “Nice!”

      Jesup turns to me and glares. Without stopping to talk any trash, he suddenly rushes at me, lifting both of his hands above his head. Quicker than I expect him to be able to, he slams them down in dual hammer-fists.

      “Alex!” I hear Leeha scream from behind me.

      “Mind. Stun,” I think in English.

      You have used the spell Stun. You have used 10 points of power.

      Your target has resisted your spell.

      “Shit!” I cry out to Bridget. “He’s immune to Mind spells.”

      “Watch out!” Bridget screams in my head, but a second too late for me to react.

      I gotten so distracted when my Mind spell didn’t work, that I somehow forgot that Jesup was about to slam both fists into me. Both fists pound me into the ground. The pain is intense, but what surprises me most, is how quickly it disappears.

      When Jesup lifts his hands to inspect his work—already grinning down at me, likely thinking he has already won and that I am done for—I slowly climb back to my feet and crack my neck loudly. The pain from his hammer-fist slam slowly subsides to a dull ache.

      You have taken 80 points of damage.

      Fucking hell! Did I just take a direct double-fist slam from a massive Colossus and survive? Just how powerful is this new body of mine? Before the latest changes, I would have been little more than a stain in the dirt after receiving a blow head-on like that!

      I grin up at him. “Now, where were we?”

      “Earth. Earth Swords,” I say, and suddenly, there are thirty-six Earth swords made of rock floating in the air around my head.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Swords. You have used 10 points of power.

      With a thought, I send them all his way, wanting to get this over and done with. But then I learn something. As the swords zip towards him, his fists—the same ones that just tried to pancake me into the ground—slap the swords out of the way. Their power expended, they disappear in motes of lights.

      Jesup grins down at me. “I have fought Magic users before. Interesting that you can use more than one type of magic, though. I thought Maka was lying about you being the Elemental Summoner to gain favor; but it seems he wasn’t lying. It will be interesting to add to my record of kills, an Elemental Summoner.”

      I look at Jesup in a new light. So, he has fought Magic users before? Humans? Though, the fact that he is immune to Mind spells means I can’t use any confusion spells, or sleep spells. Fire I can see burns him. Using Earth swords means he can knock them out of the air. What about other swords or the other Elements? Though honestly, I want this done quickly, so testing each Element out might cost me.

      Getting an idea, I grin wolfishly up at the Colossus. Which, given that his little speech should have made me nervous, rather than causing me to grin back at him, seems to worry the huge man.

      I stand up straight and look up at him with my biggest shit-eating grin. “Do you yield?” I ask.

      Jesup snorts at me and, slapping his massive mitts together, cracks his knuckles. “As if some little shit race Mage like you could defeat me.”

      “Fine,” I say, then call out to the watching crowd. “Let it be recorded, that I gave Jesup a chance to back out and yield this fight. His death, therefore, is on his head, and not mine—or on Elder Maka’s.”

      “Enough of this,” Jesup growls, taking a step closer.

      Speaking softly under my breath, I specify what I want in English. “Earth. Have spikes of rock shoot up around him, like a cage. Trapping him in place. Fire. Create a cone of fire under his feet, but make it so that the smaller end of the cone is underneath, with the larger end at the top. Air. Push pure oxygen into the cone of fire, heating the fire to over 1,300 degrees Celsius.”

      You have used a Spell command. You have used 1000 points of power.

      You have used a Spell command. You have used 1000 points of power.

      You have used a Spell command. You have used 1000 points of power.

      Out of the ground, massive rock pilings shoot up to surround Jesup, enclosing him in a tight cage of sorts, arresting his forward movement as he slams into the thick pilings. He shakes his head to clear it and looks around, confused. But he doesn’t have long to react, as abruptly, it seems as if the ground at his feet catches fire and surges upwards, the flames stretching a dozen feet over his head.

      Jesup screams in pain, but that ends abruptly as, with a whoosh, a rush of air comes in—Or rather, oxygen fuels the flames. The oxygen I requested floods in and the flame, which had been red, suddenly turns almost a light orange in color, and then a pearly blue. The entire group of spectators back up a couple of steps. The flames are so hot, that a wave of heat blasts the onlookers, as well.

      I was much closer, than the spectators who end up with crisped eyebrows and singed nose-hairs. But I guess my new body is much better at withstanding the fierce heat. To me, it just feels like I had walked into a boiler room or a super hot sauna.

      You have killed your target.

      You have received 5 Heavenly Tokens.

      Heavenly Tokens: 245 of 500

      Sweet! I haven’t gotten Heavenly Tokens in ages!

      I turn to Maka with a grin, and find he’s staring at me with his mouth agape. Actually, as I look around, I see that everyone else is doing so, as well. Maka shakes himself, as if waking from a dream before glaring at Milla, the officiating council member.

      “Are we done here?” the Colossi’s Elder growls at her.

      The woman visibly shakes herself, wrenching her gaze away from what now is a pile of Mountain Colossi ash inside my rock barrier. She nods slowly, swallows, but declares loud enough for everyone to hear, “The winner is Maka’s Champion. Are there any others who wish to deny Elder Maka his Eldership?”

      Everyone, and I do mean everyone, shakes their heads so fast I can almost hear their brains rattle inside their skulls. Their wide eyes remain fixed on me. I nod in satisfaction, smile at Milla, and think, Air, Fire, and Earth.

      With a suddenness that makes everyone’s gaze shift from me to where Jesup had been standing, the guttering flames—and even any smoke—disappears. With it, goes the rock cage.

      I turn to Maka, and putting some more power in my throat Chakra so that everyone can hear me, I say. “Damn, that was thirsty work. I’m pretty sure you owe me a drink, Elder Maka.”

      Maka turns to me, as stunned as everyone else, and nods. In a surprisingly small, quiet voice, he says, “Yes… a drink. That would be just the thing, right now, wouldn’t it?”
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      “I have to admit, friend Alex. I knew that Elemental Summoners were powerful beings, but what you showed out there earlier far exceeded my expectations; you blew them out of the water.”

      “Too much?” I ask him, taking a sip of the ale that he had provided our party.

      The house we were in was large, for us smaller races, but for him, it was small and cramped, I’m sure. It was a single bedroom home, a kitchen slash living room combo, and what I assume is the bathroom? Or, more likely, a hole in the ground.

      The oddest thing was, that attached to every single Mountain Colossi’s house, is a smaller home. It was really just a large box, tucked into the corner inside the home itself for protection from the elements. But being honest, I was surprised how well built they were.

      There was a door that led outside from the smaller home, as well as a door leading into the Colossi’s home. We were on the ‘roof’ of our loaner home, while Maka sat on the floor, leaning back against the wall. This allowed him to be at eye level with us, give or take five feet.

      Maka sighs and takes a sip of his own large mug of ale, before finally, he answers me. “I honestly don’t know. I can tell you that what you did today cemented my power here—though I have to admit, I was shocked to find it was so precarious, to start off with. I knew that Jesup had a grudge against me. I’d just assumed it was me personally, and not that he was against the Eldership, or that he lusted after that power.”

      “Is there power involved?” Leeha asks him.

      He nods slowly. “There is, though not as much as he might think. My family was the one that installed the council to deal with running the day-to-day business of things, as we found we preferred to pursue our own lofty scholarly goals.” He blows out a gusty sigh.

      “But it looks like I will need to reconsider that now, and perhaps remove some power from the Council.” He shakes his head. “I never wanted to be a King and always enjoyed coming and going as I wished, pursuing my own interests. Now, though? Now I will have to rethink everything. It looks like I will have to settle down and begin to rule, once more.”

      He tilts back his mug and finishes his ale. “It’s getting late. And I have to admit, the idea of sleeping in my own bed once more is drawing me to it,” he admits with a smile. “I will bid you four a good night.”

      “Good night, Maka,” I tell him, returning his tired smile.

      “Good night,” the girls tell him, each with smiles of their own.

      “Shall we head down?” Bridget says in a saucy voice.

      I can’t help but laugh, as I know what she wants. I might not have done much healing recently, but she still has a high sex drive.

      “Yes!” Tia cries, getting up and knocking the remainder of her own mug back.

      Leeha simply shakes her head, but I note she’s grinning at well.

      Once down the stairs, with the trap door closed, we head to the bedroom. The second floor of this place has three rooms—one of them being much more spacious than the other two. The bed is fairly large, easily a king size bed. The place appears to be solidly built, with thick, sturdy walls. There are windows in this room, as they look outside. The other rooms, I know, are part of the interior walls, so have no windows that look into Maka’s home.

      Within ten minutes, we are all naked in bed. It’s not long, before I have Bridget grinding on top of me, with Leeha taking care of Tia beside me. If it wasn’t for the fact that I had Bridget moaning on my cock, and I didn’t want to finish before satisfying the red-headed minx, the sight of the two beauties pleasing each other would have pushed me to the edge.

      God, if you can hear me, I never ever want to go back to Earth, I think with a smile. Then Bridget’s twitching ass tears a moan of pure delight from my soul. She is getting close. I hope they the walls are as solid as they look. Otherwise, our host is about to hear some screams.
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        * * *

      

      Yawning the next morning, I look down at my girls. Needing less sleep than they do—including Bridget, who isn’t technically an Elf, but an Elemental—always means I am up before them. I don’t mind the quiet times like this; I get to stare down at them lovingly, literally counting my blessings.

      Thanks to my enhanced hearing, though, I heard a noise from the other room. And I know that Maka is up. The bottom floor of this house has a door that led out—or was that in?—to the bigger home it was nestled inside. Anyhow, it opened straight into Maka’s home, so I made my way downstairs, after stopping quickly in the kitchen area to clean myself up with water, soap, a rag, and a towel. The smaller room, that I’d thought held a bathroom, ended up being a latrine—I wasn’t wrong about the hole in the floor—so I took care of that as well.

      Once inside Maka’s home, I hear him puttering around in what he mentioned was his own kitchen area. Heading that way, I soon see Maka wearing only a pair of shorts. He’s at a large metal stove, cooking something. From the delightful odors coming from the pan, it smells like we’ll be having steak for breakfast.

      “Maka!” I shout up at him with a grin. “Good morning.”

      Maka looks down quickly and smiles back at me. “Friend Alex! Good morning to you, as well. I hope you all slept as well as I did last night. Gods, I didn’t realize how much I missed my bed. I think my staying here might not be a bad thing, if it means most nights I can sleep as soundly as I did last night!”

      “That good?” I ask him with a chuckle.

      “I love adventuring and finding things,” he sighs wistfully, “except that I have to admit it pales when compared to how divine it is to sleep in one’s own bed.”

      “I wish I knew how that felt,” I tell him with a chuckle. “I have not had my own bed since coming here to Boromour.”

      Maka shakes his head, bemused. “I still find your story to be amazing, Alex, and almost impossible to believe. I am saddened to hear, though, that you do not have somewhere to call home.”

      “Boromour is my home,” I tell him with a shrug.

      Striding over to his kitchen table, I jump up—only possible, thanks to my new strength and power—first onto the chair, and then the table. I do so, mainly, so that Maka does not have to talk to the floor, but also so that I do not have to crane my neck back so much while talking to him.

      Maka points to the table when I get up there, and I see a smaller table set up at one end, with four small-race sized chairs around it. When I lift my eyebrow at him questioningly, he chuckles.

      “We always try to give the smaller races a place at the table, so to speak, to eat when we do. You are welcome to eat in your own cabin, if you wish, but I would greatly appreciate your company for breakfast this morning. Where are your beautiful partners?”

      “They’re still sleeping,” I tell him with a laugh. “And eating with you would be an honor, Maka. What are you cooking? It smells amazing.”

      “Thank you,” he smiles at the compliment. “It’s nothing fancy. I’m just cooking up some venison.”

      “Deer? Not bread?”

      “Nope. Bread is what we eat for our travel rations, as it keeps well, and does not need to be kept in a cool cellar. While bread will keep a man alive,” he snorts, “it’s not meat.”

      “I agree wholeheartedly.” I grin back at him. “I’m partial to meat myself.”

      “There is coffee there, in that small jug, if you wish. I also set out a small thing of cream and sugar.”

      I look at the table in question that he was pointing at again, and I see that on it were placemats with plates and all the items needed to eat, including mugs and the jugs he was talking about. Mind you, they might have been tiny for him, but to me, they were still enormous. The damn mugs are the size of those big thermos jugs, back on Earth—the kind true road warriors bring with them for a long commute. The coffee jug in question, I’m sure, must hold two gallons of coffee!

      So, sitting down, I pour myself a hefty portion of coffee and add some cream and some sugar. Once done, I take a sip and sigh happily. Damn, am I glad there is coffee in this world! I can’t remember seeing a coffee plantation anywhere, though.

      Done cooking, Maka places several slices of venison on a plater, which he brings over to the table. Sitting down in the same chair that I had used as a springboard to get up onto the table, he uses a large knife and fork to cut a small slice of meat. Gently, almost gingerly, he places it on the plate in front of me.

      When I take a closer look at the platter, I notice that it’s an entire deer that has been quartered and cooked that way.

      “Thank you,” I tell him gratefully.

      He nods, serving himself. I move around so that I sit facing him, so we can chat. Once we both have our food, we tuck in. Gods, that was a good meal. I can taste that he’d used some kind of spices and hadn’t simply cooked the deer straight up without any seasoning.

      I arch an eyebrow at him. “This tastes amazing. I love the spices you put in the dish.”

      “Thank you,” he replies joyfully. “It’s my own blend. If you wish, I can give you some before you leave.” He pauses. “Speaking of which, how long did you plan on staying here?”

      I nod, chewing quickly so as not to talk with my mouth full—or at least, not as full. “I would say a couple more days—but no more than a week. I’ll be taking you up on your offer to lead me somewhere interesting, Maka,” I tell him.

      He starts to protest, but I lift a hand up to stop him. “I know you cannot introduce me to them,” I say, not mentioning the race in question. “I will do what I need to; what I can do to effect a meeting with the ones you can’t speak directly about. As long as you can point me in the right direction, I shall take care of the rest.”

      Sighing, Maka nods. Taking a bite of his venison steak, he chews slowly and swallows before responding. I’m interested to hear what he has to say, because of the thoughtful look on his face.

      “I wish I could give you more, Alex. But, already, I am taking a chance that I might lose a valuable trade partner and ally, along with the friendship of… that race. But you saved my life, and my Eldership. I cannot, in good faith, deny you what you have requested.”

      He pauses, considering me. “All I ask, is that you do not make an enemy of them. If you do, they will never speak to me or my people again—as I will be guilty of having brought you to their door. While we do not trade with them often, they are a learned people like mine, and they have amazing, inquisitive minds.”

      “That is a promise I can keep,” I tell him. “I’m looking forward to talking to and learning from those amazing minds. I have heard many rumors about them, and I wish to see if what I have heard about their engineering prowess, is true.”

      “And what of Bo?” he asks me.

      Sighing, I sit back. “That’s an issue. I don’t want to bring him with me, in case I’m walking into my death.”

      “I can watch over him, if you wish? It would give me more time to study him, but also for me to teach him Prithgarian.”

      “You would do that?” I blurt out, surprised.

      Especially with the reaction everyone had with him.

      If you can watch over him and do that, I would be in your debt.”

      He waves his hand dismissively. “I owe you a debt Alex, that I can never return fully. It’s the least I can do. Oh? What rumors have you heard?” he asks me, in brain catching up to our conversation.

      “That they are the best smiths and enchanters in Boromour.” I grin, the wonders of the great halls under Tolkien’s mountains coming to mind. “And that they have arts that are no longer to be seen or found anywhere else.”

      “Ah,” he replies. “That they are. Though I have never seen any of them, those are rumors I have heard, as well. If they have such treasures, it’s a well-guarded secret—as I have never seen any of them carry a weapon or wear any armor. Most of the ones I have met wear simple robes.”

      “Is it true they have long beards?” I ask him with a grin.

      “That I can confirm. They have beards that go down to their knees.”

      “And their women?”

      “I have never met one of their women. Though I have spoken to a couple of them, they stayed away from prying eyes in large carriages drawn by rams. Throughout my long years of working with them, most times it is one of their council members I deal with. He goes by the name Gilbrit.”

      “Gilbrit?” I repeat, nodding at the name and filing that information away for later. “No last name?”

      He shakes his head. “No. We have never gotten that close.”

      “Ah, there you are!” I hear a shout from down on the floor.

      Leaning over carefully, I look over the edge of the table, and I see it is Leeha who had shouted. She is trailed by Tia and Bridget, though I notice Tia is still rubbing her eyes. That means she most likely had to be woken up by the others.

      Tia loved to sleep in.

      “Come on up!” I shout down. “Maka has coffee and venison steaks.”

      “Coffee?” Tia suddenly perks up, and faster than I expected, she literally rushes to the large table and, in a single leap, joins me.

      Unlike how I needed a chair to go from the floor to the table, she clears the lip of the table in one bound. Maka, thank the gods, doesn’t make anything of it—because I’m pretty sure a normal Dragonis can’t jump like that.
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      “I shall miss you, friend Alex,” Balrus says sadly.

      “And I shall miss you as well, my friend,” I tell him. “But I am happy to know you are back home, among your own people.”

      He turns and looks back at his parents, who came to say their goodbyes as well, but also to thank me, once more, for bringing their son back to them. They still cannot believe that their only son is back home again, and healthy.

      He gets a confused look on his face. “Elder Maka requested I come meet with him, but not until after you leave. Do you know what that’s all about?”

      “Yes,” I tell him, trying and failing to hide my grin.

      “And you’re not going to tell me?”

      “Nope,” I say, giving up and letting my grin grow even more prominent.

      Balrus chuckles. “Fine. If the time ever comes that you need anything from me, Alex. Do not hesitate to ask. I owe you my life, quite literally. I had at most a year, and probably less, before I died out there on my own,” he acknowledges, flipping a thumb over his shoulder at what lies beyond the village.

      “I will, my friend, have no fear. I will not forget you. But something tells me you will be much too busy in the future to miss me much.” Instead of saying more, I hold up my arm, with my fist out towards him.

      While shaking hands was obviously out of the question, I’d figured out a way to properly greet my colossal friend. We fist bump, albeit his fist was the size of an industrial drum. It’s something we have started doing regularly.

      “If my need is truly great,” I promise, “I will contact you. I am honoured to count you a friend in this world.”

      “Thank you,” Balrus replies, “coming from you, that means a lot.” He looks over to where his parents are waiting patiently for us to finish our goodbyes, and waves them forward.

      His parents come to us, and his mother, whose name I’d learned was Delia, kneels down in front of me. Delia was the one who had shouted out Balrus’ name in the Council Chamber in shock. She was also the one who had cheated on her husband.

      Balrus explained it to me later, how after he was exiled, his parents had drifted apart after losing their only son—a son who was smart and had been going places in Mountain Colossi society. Hey, I’m not one to judge; nor would I be blaming her for any faults.

      Heaven knows—literally—that I wasn’t perfect, either.

      “Morton!” Delia snaps, pointing for him to kneel beside her.

      What she can’t see, is how he rolls his eyes at her behind her back, though he follows her example, and kneels down on one knee where she’d indicated. I barely hide my grin by coughing into my hand.

      “We wished to thank you, again, for saving our son,” Delia says, and there’s a catch in her voice.

      Morton puts a hand on her back, rubbing it.

      “It was my pleasure, Delia. Though, to be honest, I was not aware at the time who or what he was. I thought, at the time, that he was a Hill Giant.”

      Sighing, she nods. “Yes. Our base form is a Hill Giant. We aren’t sure how that happened, but we assume that, over time—”

      “Dear,” Morton tells her softly. “You’re going into lecture mode.”

      She jerks in surprise, but instead of getting angry at his interruption, she snorts and nods. “My bad,” she says, with a low laugh. “But, yes, what you did to Balrus is a miracle. If I had a way to bottle up what you can do, I would buy all of it from you, so that if others get the sickness, they can be cured.”

      I look at them dead in the eye, and I say exactly what I’d said to Leeha when she said something similar. “You have another of your people get sick, you come find me. I will come back, and I will heal them.” I grunt, rubbing the back of my neck. “I wish there was a way to communicate over long distances in this world, but most likely you will have to send someone to find me.”

      “Thank you,” she says with emotion. “I shall remember that. You truly are a friend to our people.”

      “Well, except for one of you… but he’s dead,” I tell her with a big smirk.

      “Except one,” she agrees, her surprisingly girlish giggle growing stronger until she is outright belly laughing.

      Delia carefully reaches out and wraps her enormous arms around me, giving me a hug. Even though she is careful, I feel the power in her arms. Thank god my body has been upgraded. Otherwise, I’m sure she would have a broken rib or three. She even leans down and leaves a kiss on the top of my head. Though it was a small peck, it still covered the entire top of my head.

      Morton was less touchy-feely, but he still gives me a fist bump, like he had seen me do with his son.

      “Thank you, friend Alex.”

      I nod to him and look up at Balrus. “Be good,” I tell him with a smile. “I hope to come through here again one day and will check to see how you are fairing.”

      “You’re always welcome here. I don’t speak only for us,” Balrus says, waving his hand to include his parents. “The entire village here would love to see you come back. You made quite an impression on them.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I say with a chuckle.

      Balrus snorts at my false modesty. “It probably has something to do with how you took a double hammer fist from one of us and not only survived to tell about it, but then killed the one who hit you soon afterward.”

      “I guess that might be rather memorable,” I reply with a grin.

      Turning to Leeha, Bridget, and Tia, I ask, “We all ready?”

      “That we are,” Leeha says. “We got the directions from Maka. He also gave you some of that bread of theirs, some cooked venison, and several pouches of his special recipe of spices. Oh, and some of their ale—though he was reluctant to part with it, as he’s afraid they may not be as eager to trade with the Mountain Colossi in the future.”

      I note that she doesn’t say ‘the Dwarves’, as apparently their existence is a secret, even amongst the Mountain Colossi. “Then we should be good.” I grin. “Do we need anything else?”

      All three of my beauties shake their heads.

      “Farewell, my friends,” I tell Balrus and his parents. “Until we meet again.”

      “Until we meet again, friend Alex.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s been several days since we left the Mountain Colossi village, and we are much closer to the mountains, now. Looking up, that was all I could see—stone and snow, straight up, up and up. It was also getting colder. Fortunately, I’d received some thick wool and fur-lined pants, overtunic, and cloak from Balrus’ parents. Properly dressed for winter’s worst, I wasn’t bothered nearly as much by the cold as before.

      Leeha was an Elf, so she wasn’t as cold as me, though she too had received a warm winter outfit that covered her arms and legs with thick layers of wool. Tia wasn’t affected by the elements, at all, her being a Dragon and all—even in her Dragonis form. And Bridget? Well, Bridget was an Elemental, so she didn’t get cold.

      Which I found rather odd, as she could get hungry, and needed sleep in her Elven form—though for some strange reason, she wasn’t affected by the weather at all. When I asked her about that, she’d shrugged and said she had no idea why. So, we chalked it up to one of those idiotic things that God had done when he’d made this world.

      “We should be getting close,” Leeha says.

      She was looking at the map that she had drawn on a deerskin with charcoal as Maka had explained what we were looking for. Even her quick sketch of a map was a thousand times better than anything I could have done. Hers, in fact, actually looked like a map, complete with mountain ranges, rivers, and key landmarks. As Maka had explained it all, she had drawn them.

      She points to a spot on the map. “See here? That…” Now she points to the peak off to our left. “That looks like the landmark that Maka described—a rock that looks like a skull.”

      I look where she is pointing, and I honestly can’t see it.

      But then Tia chimes in. “Yeah, I thought that’s what that rock looked like.”

      I frown and look at Bridget, who is nodding, looking at the rock in question.

      “Seriously? Am I the only one who doesn’t see a skull?”

      “Really?” Leeha asks me with a quirked eyebrow.

      “Really. All I see is a rock. Mind you, it a damn big rock, but a rock is all I see.”

      “I guess as a Terran, you suck at looking at rocks,” Tia says with a chortle.

      “Yes, but this Terran can rock your world,” I tell her with a grin.

      “Oh yes, you can,” she replies with a laugh.

      “But seriously,” I snort, “I can’t see it. But if all three of you see it, I’ll trust that we must be close. What does the map say?”

      Leeha winks at me before explaining. “Once we find that rock, we are to go to the foot of it, where we should find a sheer cliff face. That is the entrance to the Dwarves’ home.”

      “Well,” I say, looking around at the sky and the location of where we need to get to that rock wall. “We have about another three hours of daylight left. It’s now, according to my internal clock, 7:23 PM. If we don’t stop for supper, we should be able to make it to the sheer wall before dark.”

      “But I’m hungry,” Tia complains. Just then, her stomach makes an angry noise—a most indelicate growl.

      “We can eat some of Maka’s bread on the way,” I tell her, stifling a laugh. “Once we settle in for the night, we can have a hot meal.”

      “Yes!” Tia shouts, jumping into the air with a fist pump.

      And that’s what we do. For the next two hours, we trek towards the large rock in question. We can see the sheer wall at its base long before we get there. But no matter how I twist and turn to look at it from a different angle, to me, that big rock still looks nothing like a skull.

      Not once did I have a sudden epiphany, and recognize the shape of a skull in that mass of stone. Good thing the girls are with me, because if I were out here on my own, I would never have found the landmark. I’d have kept on going right past it, looking for it for days—hell, for weeks.

      “That looks like it,” Leeha says, pointing to the stone face that rises for more than a hundred feet straight up. “See? There’s the skull that Alex can’t see,” she concludes with a grin.

      I stick my tongue out at her.

      “Don’t threaten me with that, unless you intend to use it,” she giggles.

      With a laugh, I bounce my brows at her. “Later,” I promise.

      In another ten minutes of clambering over rocks, we finally reach the bottom of the sheer wall and stare up. I look around, but there’s nothing here to be seen—certainly not a door. I guess I’d expected us to come up on two massive, engraved doors. I guess I’d watched the Lord of the Rings movies one too many times.

      “This is it?” I ask, nodding at the wall. “There’s nothing there.”

      Leeha only response is a frown, and to peer closely at her map. She’d taken out her map, and is looking at it and then back up at the wall.

      “It says it should be right here. But you’re right, there’s nothing.”

      “Could it be a hidden door?” Tia asks.

      I turn to Bridget. “Care to check?”

      “Earth, please?”

      Because she asks so nicely, with a smile I say in English, “Earth.”

      Quickly, she changes from her Elven form to her Earth Elemental form and walks towards the wall, stopping a good ten feet from it. Even from behind her, I see her head tilt sideways in confusion.

      “Is there something wrong?” I ask through our connection.

      “I’m not sure.” I can hear the confusion in her voice. “It’s like there’s no Magic here... but there is.”

      “Let me try something,” I say out loud. Reaching into myself, I open my Third Eye. “Holy shit!” I shout, covering my eyes with my arm.

      “What is it?!” Leeha asks me, concern in her voice.

      I turn to look at her, blinking tears away. What I’d seen, was such powerful Magic, that simply glancing at it had almost blinded me. I try to look at the wall again with my Third Eye, but with almost the same results.

      “Jesus!” I blurt out. “There’s a section of that wall that is glowing with so much Magic, that I’m surprised you can’t see it, Bridget.”

      Bridget had come back to stand beside me—still in her Elemental form—her hand on my back. “I can’t see a thing!” she stomps in frustration. “But I can feel it. Which is a really odd sensation.”

      “Well, I don’t feel it, but let me tell you, I sure can see it. It’s like staring straight into the sun at noon—if the sun was twenty times brighter than usual. Even looking at it sideways is giving me a headache and makes me want to squeeze my Third Eye shut.”

      “Where exactly is it?” she asks.

      I don’t so much look, as I peek with my Third Eye through my fingers. But after only a peek or two, I point directly to where the brilliant Magic light keeps trying to blind me. What’s odd, is that there isn’t just one type of Magic. It’s all five, smashed together so densely, that the result is impossibly enhanced.

      Bridget takes her hand from my back and approaches the section of wall I’d indicated. Once there, she says, “Close your Third Eye, Alex.”

      I do, and once it’s closed, only then do I turn to look at where she is. Bridget’s hand is on a blank section of the mountain wall. There was absolutely nothing special about it—at all.

      I look around at the girls, puzzled. “What the hell is going on?”
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      “Should we camp here tonight?” Leeha asks, nervously looking at the wall.

      “I’m not sure,” I say with a sigh. “I guess I expected to come here and have a committee meet me, or even have two massive doors leading into the mountain, shouting, ‘Speak Friend, and Enter.”

      Bridget giggles at me. “You thought you were going into a Lord of the Rings situation?” But then, she gets a confused look on her face, and looks at me with a frown.

      “Context?” I ask her.

      “Yes. Why the hell does that makes sense to me?”

      “What?” Leeha asks, looking between the two of us.

      “I just got some context about what he just said, from his,” and she points to me, “world. It’s like an epic story about Elves and Dwarves, Men and...” she pinches the bridge of her nose. “What the hell is a ‘halfling’?”

      Leeha turns to me. “You will have to tell me that story one day.”

      “Hey, don’t look at me!” I tell her, holding my hands up. “That story is massive and has way too many twists and turns for me to remember.” I take my frustration out on a small rock, kicking it a dozen yards or more. “At least they could have left a welcome matt that said something cheesy, like ‘Here be Dwarves. Come in!’… I guess we should set up camp here for the night and, in the morning, we can figure out how to get through the brilliantly blinding magic of that section of the wall.”

      I glare at the piece of wall in question. “Though, to be honest,” I say, “I’m not all that keen on setting up camp near a Magic wall. We should move back away from it.”

      “You don’t think it will be safe here?” Tia asks.

      “I’m not sure. Even Maka was nervous about me coming here. But we’re here now.” I sigh, taking another look around. “I saw a small glade about five minutes back. We can camp there.”

      Once all the girls nod in agreement, we turn back and head the way we came from. Back at the glade I’d mentioned, I look around and nod in satisfaction.

      “I’ve got this,” Bridget says, and she walks up to me, places her hand into my bag and, lickety-split, the tent is out in the area I had been thinking would be a good spot.

      “You know, that’s a pretty spoiled thing to be able to do, right?” Tia says with a snort.

      Bridget turns to her with a grin. “You are welcome to sleep under the stars, if you want.”

      “Oh, hell no!” the Dragonis replies, laughing. “I love how we ‘rough it’ out here in the wilds.”

      I roll my eyes as I head into the tent, trailed by the girls. “I guess we should eat a hot meal, as promised,” I say, looking at Tia specifically.

      “Hey! I’m sure you would love a hot meal, as well!”

      “I would,” Leeha tells her, going up behind her and giving Tia a hug. “Venison?”

      “Venison,” I confirm.

      Going to the table at one side of the tent, I place my hand in my bag and, with a thought, call up and set out some plates and a large platter, before I pull out some of the meat. It smells fantastic. The spices that Maka used to cook the meat are tasty as hell—spices I had never tasted before.

      I recognized pepper and salt in the mix, but there were others I couldn’t place. Maka refused to tell me the recipe, saying it was a family secret. He did say, that if I ever wanted more, I simply needed to come visit. Honestly, I think he did that on purpose—just so I would have to come back and visit him.

      “Gods, that smells divine! I still think you should have twisted his arm to get the recipe,” Leeha tells me, but she’s grinning, so I know she is only joking. Well… maybe half-joking.

      “We can always go back and visit him,” Bridget says with a chuckle. “I like Maka.”

      “I do as well. Now. Let’s see…” I pause. “Meat, and what else? Oh, some ale,” I say and place four mugs of ale on the table. Tia coughs, and I grin at her before setting out two more mugs of ale in front of her.

      Once everyone is sitting down, I turn to Bridget. “Can you send an Elemental to guard the area for us?”

      “Sure. Any specific one?”

      “Hmm,” I think, “Go with Earth, as usual.”

      Nodding, she closes her eyes and opens them a couple of seconds later. “Done. She will set up a perimeter that’s a hundred yards around the tent.”

      “Perfect. Let’s dig in, then. Does anyone want a fire?”

      “I’m good. As long as we all get into bed and cuddle later,” Tia says around a mouthful of venison she washes down with some ale.

      “I’m good with that,” I tell her with a smile.

      Once the meal is done, I clear the dishes—essentially scraping them off and putting them back in my bag until we get to back to a village or town where I can wash them properly. The good thing is, I have a ton of extra dishes. At Leeha’s suggestion, I had used some of my gold to buy plenty of supplies. She’d said I should buy enough to equip a large team—several times more than what we would need for our small party. I think she had me do that, just because she hates doing dishes every night.

      Not that she minds the chore—she just prefers to get it all done at once. Being a Water Mage, she puts everything into a massive ball of water and has her Water Elemental wash it all clean. Whenever we stop at a village or when we start running low on clean dishes, she does the dishes. I’m sure I could have done them—with Bridget’s aid—but Leeha said that this way, she feels like she is contributing.

      Several hours later, I lie flat on my back under a tangle of arms and legs. I was too wired to sleep partly because I was so damn close to meeting a Dwarf! Though, the question is, will it be peacefully or in battle? I would prefer peacefully. I can’t trade with them or learn knowledge if they are trying to kill me. Right?

      It is well past midnight, and the girls are fast asleep, tucked under a pile of covers, as the nights had gotten colder. I wish I had a way to tell what the temperature around me was—like a damn thermostat in my head. That would be useful. Though, knowing my God, he would give it to me in Celsius, which I have no clue about.

      Looking down at the girls, I can’t help but smile. I still can’t believe just how many amazing people I’ve met here. Memories of my life back on Earth are almost a blur. Do I miss folks from back home? Not really. Do I miss my mother? Sometimes.

      Mom is really the only thing that I miss from back on Earth. But, for the last couple of years, we’d seen each other only rarely—me because of my shifts, and her because of her odd work hours. As a nurse, she often put in anywhere from sixty to eighty hours a week. She usually worked the night shift, so we might see each other for only ten or fifteen minutes a week—if we were lucky.

      Suddenly, I’m surprised by the small Elemental who appears next to my head, making me jerk to the side.

      “We have visitors,” she tells me softly. It is the Earth elemental Bridget had asked to guard the area.

      “Dwarves?” I ask her, excitement creeping into my return whisper.

      “No.” She pauses and frowns. “I’m not sure. It’s not alive.”

      “It’s not alive?” I ask, puzzled by that.

      The little Elemental nods, but I can still see confusion on her pretty little brown face.

      “Is it a zombie?” I ask incredulously.

      “A what?” She doesn’t recognize the word.

      “Something that was once alive, but is now dead but animated by Magic?”

      “No,” she shakes her head. “This thing is made of metal.”

      “Where is it now?” I ask her.

      She closes her eyes, and tells me, “it’s about twenty feet from the tent, that way,” she says pointing in the direction of the back wall. “It’s just sitting there.”

      “And is it moving closer?”

      “No. It’s simply sitting there. It’s been prowling around the edge of the camp for an hour. I didn’t want to bother you when it didn’t seem to be aggressive, but when it stopped moving and just sat there, I thought it was time to come tell you.”

      “Thank you, little one.”

      She smiles at me and winks. “Your welcome, Alex.” And then she disappears, most likely going back to watching the area, or keeping an eye on our metal visitor.

      I poke a softly snoring Bridget.

      She grumbles, cracks opens an eye, and asks me through our connection, “What?”

      “We might have a visitor,” I tell her.

      Opening both eyes, she stares at me wide-eyed. “Dwarves?”

      “I’m not sure. The little Earth Elemental who is on guard said that we had a visitor,” and I point towards the back wall of the tent, where she had pointed. “It’s about twenty feet that way. But she said that it wasn’t alive and is made of metal.”

      She frowns at that and turns her head to stare at the back of the tent, as if she can see through the tent’s walls. And for all I know, as an Elemental, she just might.

      “Want me to check it out?”

      “Only reason I woke you up from your beauty sleep,” I tell her with a smile.

      She snorts at that. “You’re lucky I know the context for that, or I would be offended.”

      I tell her with a low chuckle, trying not to wake the girls. “I used that phrase once with Leeha. She was not amused and I had to explain it to her.”

      Bridget grins. “You need to use that on Tia one night. I’d love to see her reaction.”

      I look down at the beautiful Dragon girl and can’t help but grin at her. “I might just do that.”

      “All right,” she says with a sigh, carefully extricating herself from Leeha and Tia before stretching at the side of the bed. Her bountiful chest is front and center, her nipples hard because of the cold. “I will go check it out.”

      “Thanks, babe,” I tell her gratefully.

      She looks at me and snorts. “You just want to stay under the covers, where it’s warm.”

      “Guilty as charged,” I tell her with a big grin.

      She nods and suddenly disappears.

      Leeha groans and rolls into the vacated warm spot, which causes Tia to follow her—scooching close to stay pressed against Leeha’s warm body.

      “I think you just lost your spot,” I tell Bridget through our connection with a chuckle.

      “Let me guess,” she says with a laugh. “Leeha took it?”

      “That she did.”

      I hear the equivalent of a mental snort. “That Elf... For someone who likes to claim she doesn’t get cold, she’s always trying to leech heat from me. All right, I’m looking at whatever it was the little Earth Elemental told you about. And Alex?” She pauses. “You won’t believe this, but the context I get is… a robot.”

      I start to sit up in surprise, but someone’s hand reaches up from under the coves and pushes me back down with a groan. “Did you say a robot?”

      “I did,” I hear the grin in her tone. “It’s small. About the size of a small human child, it has two legs, and it’s made of metal, though I’m not sure what kind. I would have to be much closer to tell. It’s also pitch black in color, so it blends easily into the night.”

      “Shape?” I ask.

      “Humanoid? It’s got two legs, two arms, and a head—though no face that I can see. I’m slightly behind it, but I can see its face is a blank metal oval, with no eyes or mouth… or anything, really.”

      “What is it doing?”

      “It is simply staring at the tent.”

      “Should we try to capture it?”

      “Is that smart? What if it, I don’t know, tries something?”

      “We’ll, we can’t just let it stare at us all night.” I pause, frowning. “Honestly, knowing that something is staring at us will make it impossible for me to get back to sleep.”

      “How did we want to capture it?”

      “Good question. I’ve never tried to capture a robot before. Will Earth Vines work?”

      “Possibly. But I’m not sure of its strength or speed.”

      “Well, only one way to find out, right? Care to try?”

      “Sure, you know the drill,” she says with a snicker.

      “Earth,” I whisper out loud, in English.

      Your Elemental has requested the use of 1,000 points of power.

      As you have already approved this request, power has been transferred to her.

      “Here goes nothing,” Bridget says.

      I don’t hear anything for a good minute, but then, she mutters, “Oh, shit.”

      “What do you mean, ‘Oh, shit’?”

      “We have a problem.”

      “Care to elaborate?” I ask. “Do I need to come out there?”

      “So, I threw Earth Vines at it,” she explains. “But it kept burning them off somehow—like it has an internal power source. Then, when I threw an earth wall around it, it simply broke through that.”

      Bridget sounds frustrated. “Probably best to get up and wake the others, but stay inside the tent for now. Our problem has multiplied.”

      Puzzled by that, I ask, “What do you mean… multiplied?”

      “Yes. There are now over a dozen robots out here, but these are much bigger.”

      With some concern, I ask her slowly, “How much bigger?”

      “These things are big, Alex. They are over ten feet tall.”

      “Oh shit!” I say, and jump out of bed.

      This wakes the girls, who look up at me groggily. “What’s wrong,” Leeha asks.

      “We have company. Lots of them.” I explain to them quickly what transpired while they slept.

      Within seconds they are both wide awake and start pulling on their clothes. Leeha even has two Water Daggers floating next to her head, while Tia is staring daggers at the tent wall. I wait until everyone is ready, before stepping outside.
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      I walk out of the tent with Tia and Leeha right on my heels. As soon as I come outside, Bridget appears beside me. She looks nervous.

      “Where are they?”

      She peers around into the dark woods of the glade. “They are all around us. We’re surrounded.”

      “Shit,” I say, placing one hand on the tent and the other in my bag. And with a thought, our tent and everything in it disappears into my dimensional bag. “And you said there were twelve of them?”

      “Thirteen, if you include the little one,” Bridget confirms.

      “Crap.” This doesn’t look good. “Are they all over ten feet tall?”

      “All but the little one are that big; the little one is maybe three feet tall,” she reminds me about the first one.

      Leeha has her daggers out, while Tia has the steelwood staff I made for her in her hands.

      I peer into the shadows under the trees, but can’t see a thing. Deciding to open my Third Eye, when I can see better, I get a surprise. There are thirteen glowing balls of Magic surrounding us on all sides, all but one of them are about six or so feet up in the air. That one must be the little scout who showed up first; it’s much lower to the ground.

      “What do you see?” Leeha asks me quickly.

      I jerk back in shock. “They have Magic in them!”

      “What?” She looks at me skeptically.

      “Those things, whatever they are, have Magic inside them,” I repeat.

      “What Element?” Tia asks me quickly.

      Now that I have my Third Eye open, I can also use the Magic in the air to see better. These things are massive, alright. As Bridget had said, they were ten feet tall. They were made of metal that was almost black in the night, blending in.

      I frown, studying the balls of Magic with my Third Eye. The Magic in them, is odd. It isn’t just one type of magic—it is a combination of multiple types. Almost as if the Magic is a mishmash of whatever types they could find.

      Is that how they run? By Magic?

      “Have you ever seen or heard of anything like large Magic-powered metal behemoths, before, Leeha? Tia?”

      Each of them shakes her head, staring nervously at the robots or golems—or whatever these things are called. They’ve stopped moving, but are much closer, now. Just inside the trees, the closest one is only about twenty feet away from us. And it isn’t hiding anymore.

      It walks towards us in slow, deliberate steps until it’s ten feet away and stops.

      Up close, I can see what Bridget meant about their faces. It’s just a blank sheet of metal, with no eyes, mouth, or even ears. The head is a round dome, though the body is roughly humanoid, with two arms and two legs. It has no clothes on, so I can see that whatever it is, it is not anatomically correct.

      “The Magic is all different,” I finally respond, answering to Leeha’s question. “It’s like someone—or something—grabbed a bunch of different Elements and mashed them together inside of these things.”

      A startling, loud, strong voice, comes out of the metal behemoth in front of us: “State your intentions!”

      The voice sounds somewhat muffled. And there was something odd about it, but I couldn’t place what it was that seemed off. It spoke to us in Oracian.

      “Hmm,” I say awkwardly, “I don’t have any intentions?”

      Again, the thing calls out, “State your intentions!”

      Again, I try the same answer. “We were just… hmmm… out hunting.”

      The thing doesn’t say anything more, but simply stares at me. Can something stare at you if it has no eyes? If so, then does that mean when a tree falls in a forest and no one hears it, it makes a sound?

      Bridget pokes me in the arm. “Focus!” she hisses through our connection.

      “State your intentions,” it asks again, and this time, I can hear each word being clipped off, impatience creeping into the voice.

      Wait. Is there someone controlling it? Am I talking to someone controlling the robot, or to the robot?

      “I’m here to find someone,” I finally admit. “We are looking for a people.”

      Again, it doesn’t answer me right away. But when it finally does, at least it says something different. “Who are you looking for?”

      “I don’t have a name,” I tell it. Which—technically—is true, since Maka always refused to say ‘Dwarves’ and never put a name to the people I pestered him about. He’d only given us a location to search for.

      “You will follow, and you will not try to run. Nor will you attack; we have you surrounded.”

      “Uhh, sure,” I tell it, nervously. “Can you vouch for our safety?”

      “No,” it says, and not bothering to tell me more, it turns around—the torso rotating first one hundred eighty degrees, before the legs turn in two impossible steps to realign properly with the torso. It then starts walking away, back towards the sheer wall that had stymied us yesterday.

      I stare at the girls, who are all looking at me for guidance. “I guess we follow it?”

      “You don’t sound too sure,” Tia says nervously.

      “I’m not. But there is something odd about those things...” Hearing a noise, I look to my left and right, and I see that the other robots have moved up to surround us. Hearing a similar noise behind me, I turn to see two more of them there, as well.

      Hearing a coughing noise, I turn back around to see that the robot which had spoken to me has stopped, and its torso has rotated back around so that it is staring at us.

      Yeah, there’s definitely someone behind all that metal, because a robot has no reason to cough. Nodding to the girls, I follow the ten-foot-tall robot. Once I get closer, its torso spins back around and it begins to walk ahead of me.

      We follow it for about five minutes until we are back in the same location where we had been yesterday evening, facing the sheer face of the cliff wall. The robot turns around again to face us, as the other robots pen us in from behind and the sides.

      “I will ask again,” the robot says. “What are your intentions?”

      “I have no intentions,” I reply. “I came out here to meet someone.”

      “What is their name?” it asks.

      “I don’t know their name; I was never given one.”

      “What are your intentions when you meet this person?”

      “Dude,” I finally blow up, throwing my hands up in the air. “I can’t tell you my intentions when I don’t have any!”

      At my outburst, Leeha, Bridget, and Tia all crouch, ready to throw down.

      The robot in front of me hasn’t moved, and still stares at me indifferently. Or at least that’s how it felt, since it has no eyes or features. Other than its voice, I have no feedback to get a read on its emotions. The thing suddenly stomps forward, until it’s looming over me.

      Not saying anything, it stares down at me, studying me. At least, I think that’s what it is doing—no eyes or features, remember?

      “Who are you looking for?” the voice asks.

      “Again, I don’t really know; I have no name. I’m hoping to find a lost race.”

      “What… race?” it asks me. Its pause and hesitation is something new.

      I look at it awkwardly, rubbing at the back of my neck. “I would rather not say their name.” And it’s true. If these things are enemies of the Dwarves, I don’t know how they will react.

      “What race?” it repeats.

      “Like I said. I would rather not say.”

      Before I can react, the thing moves. Much faster than I’d expected it could, it has a large metal hand wrapped around my neck, with which it lifts me up into the air.

      “Alex!” I hear the girls cry out behind me in surprise.

      My hands automatically grab onto the thing’s hand, which makes for a really odd picture, I am sure. It holds me up, with my boots several feet off the ground. I can tell it is squeezing, and while I can feel a bit of pressure on my throat, I’m not choking. Holding onto its wrist with one hand, I pry its fingers apart with the other.

      Then, instead of having my legs dangle uselessly, I kick it in the chest, hard. My kick must have been more potent than I thought, as, without warning, the metal behemoth flies through the air and slams into the wall behind it with a resounding crash.

      You have caused 20 points of damage to your target.

      The other robots, I notice, haven’t moved. They stand silent, keeping their distance. The girls, who had all turned towards them in case they rushed us, have spells and staff ready to defend. But the others don’t move at all.

      Picking myself up from the ground where I had fallen, I glare at the robot that I had kicked into the mountain. It slowly rights itself, almost groggily, before walking back towards me. This time, though, it stops a good ten feet away from me.

      It lifts one arm, and the hand suddenly bends back at an impossible angle. I’m surprised to find myself staring down the barrel of what looks like a gun. But just inside the end of that barrel, I see a small, blue flame.

      “I will ask once more, and if you do give an adequate response, you will die here.”

      For fuck’s sake! I don’t want to mention the Dwarves, in case whoever I am now convinced is controlling these robots are their enemies. Shit. What should I do?

      Looking around quickly, I notice that all the other robots have peeled their hands back to reveal a similar weapon, the same blue flame flickering just inside the barrels of their guns.

      Sighing, I bring up my hands and think. Fire. Earth. Air, Water, and Mind. And then, I whisper, “Magical Swords.”

      You have used the spell Fire Sword. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Earth Sword. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Air Sword. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Water Sword. You have used 10 points of power.

      You have used the spell Mind Sword. You have used 10 points of power.

      Within seconds, I’m surrounded by thirty-six Magical Swords of different Elements.

      “Listen,” I growl. “I told you I’m not going to give you that information. But if you want a fight, a fight, I will give you. Whatever the hell you are.”

      But they don’t attack for some reason; instead, they stop moving completely. Even the one in front of me, who had taken a threatening step forward, stops dead in its tracks. And that’s how we stand, like a scene from a Clint Eastwood movie, for a good two minutes. The girls and I look from one metal behemoth to the other, Magic at the ready, afraid to relax.

      Eventually, the robot speaks again. “What is your name?”

      I frown at it but reply, “Alex.”

      “Jus Alex? No last name?”

      I frown at it. Should I use my title? Fuck it. If I’m about to get into a battle, I might as well tell them what fucking killed them. That is, if they can be killed.

      “Alex, the Elemental Summoner.”

      Again, there is no immediate response, but at least the metal behemoth doesn’t make us wait a full two minutes this time before it reacts. Though, the reaction isn’t what I expected. The front of the robot lights up, a line appearing from its crotch to its neck. The white line expands, revealing more of the interior of what now appears to be the shell of a mecha.

      I’m glad I had turned off my Third Eye earlier, as I’m sure I would have been blinded by the Magic that powers the mecha. It isn’t the glow revealed inside the metal shell that surprises me—it’s what climbs out of it, that makes me blink in shock.

      Out of the mecha, from its now open chest, a fucking Dwarf climbs down a ladder that I see is made of wood. Of all things, it’s a damn Dwarf. He has a long beard and is rather short, about four feet tall, and he is stocky—nearly as wide as he is tall. The dwarf is male, that much I can tell, because while he might have been short, he had thick muscular arms and legs.

      Once down the ladder, the Dwarf grunts and turns around, walking towards me until it’s only a couple of feet away. Pausing, he looks up at me, and then looks at the Magical Swords floating in the air beside me and nods, apparently satisfied with what he sees.

      “So,” he growls, “you finally made it.”

      I look at him, now confused. “I finally made… what?”

      He nods at me and grins, pearly whites glinting in the midst of his bushy, black beard. I notice that he has long, black hair, with braids held together with gold bands in places.

      “We have been waiting for you.”

      “You have?” I ask, even more confused.

      “Come,” he says, turning around and waving me to follow. He heads back towards the wall, passing between the robot’s legs he had climbed out of. Once at the wall, he places his hand on it and mutters something under his breath that even I can’t hear with my enhanced hearing.

      Then, without warning, the wall in front of us does the same thing that his robot did. A line splits it down the middle and a door opens wide, about fifteen feet high, by fifteen wide.

      I knew it! They did have massive double doors!

      The Dwarf turns to me and says in a deep voice. “Come inside, Elem. We have much to discuss.”

      I turn to the girls, hoping for some guidance, but they look as confused as I am.

      “What do we have to lose?” Leeha says hesitantly. “You wanted to meet Dwarves. And now that you’ve got your wish, you are getting cold feet?”

      “You have to admit, the circumstances are a little weird,” Tia adds.

      I sigh and turn back to the Dwarf. I so badly wanted to blurt out, ‘Take me to your leader!’ but that might be the wrong thing to say. Instead, I go with something simpler.

      “Lead on,” I tell him.
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      The rock tunnel we walk through is fairly tall and wide. If I had to guess, it must be to accommodate those mechas the Dwarves rode inside, though it is more than twice as big as would be needed for them. I would say the ceiling extends a good twenty feet beyond the top of the massive doorway. And the stone looks like it was melted; it’s certainly not natural.

      The Dwarf, who had yet to introduce himself, stomps up ahead of me without looking back. That’s when I get a better look at him—well, his back, at least. He is short but incredibly stocky, precisely what you would expect a damn Dwarf to look like. He had massive arms and burly shoulders. His legs are thick, as well. Short as they are, I would say they were easily twice as thick as mine.

      What I couldn’t stop staring at, though, was that beard! It is long, and is intricately braided into multiple strands, secured with engraved metal jewelry and trinkets I catch glimpses of in it. This Dwarf has long black hair, as well, that extends down his back nearly to the wide leather belt that holds up his pants, though it is gathered in a ponytail of sorts.

      “Can you tell us where we are going?” I ask, trying to inject some energy and hope into my tone.

      The Dwarf doesn’t turn around, simply grunts and waves for us to keep following him. Looking behind the girls, I can see two of the large mechas following us. Though, for such massive metal monstrosities, they are eerily silent. I can barely hear their footsteps inside the tunnel. In comparison, I hear the tromp of our boots, and even the Dwarf’s leather shoes as he stomps in front of us.

      The tunnel isn’t quite straight, gently curving to the right, and also seems to be angled downwards, taking us deeper into the mountain itself. Every ten feet or so, there’s a softly glowing lantern high up on the wall—though I can’t see a flame.

      I carefully open my Third Eye, to see if there’s any Magic, but get a surprise. There’s no Magic at all. Not even in the air!

      “There’s no Magic here, not even in the air,” I tell Bridget.

      “I noticed that,” she says worriedly. “It’s almost like the walls are absorbing it.”

      “You don’t think they fabricated the walls out of Mana stones, do you?” I muse.

      “That would be a substantial amount of Manastone,” she says worriedly.

      “Damn,” I mutter.

      Mana stones are super expensive out in the world. A small piece, say about the size of a dime, is worth nearly a thousand gold coins. And here we were walking in a tunnel that had extended for several hundred feet and doesn’t seem to be ending anytime soon. I can’t even imagine the cost involved!

      Leeha leans into me and whispers, “Alex, this is all…” she starts to say, but I hold my hand up to stop her.

      “I know,” I whisper back.

      “This is nuts!” she whispers back fiercely.

      “Tell me about it,” I agree with a sigh.

      “No talking,” growls the Dwarf up ahead, who had turned around at catching the sound of our whispering.

      “Got it,” I tell him. We shut up and continue to go down the tunnel, until eventually we come to another blank wall.

      The Dwarf, who had stopped in front of the wall, turns to face us. Once we are closer, he holds his hand up for us to stop. With his other free hand, he places it on the wall. If I had not already had my Third Eye open, I might have missed it. Where he had placed his hand, it flashes Magically, and just as when he opened the door into the mountain, the same thing happens here. Though its on a much smaller scale.

      Hearing a noise behind us, I turn around to see the two large mechas that had followed us open up. Two more Dwarves climb out of them. One has blond hair, while the other’s hair is red. Otherwise, though, they look almost like replicas of the dark-haired Dwarf. I mean, they aren’t clones or anything, but they each have the same stocky build—burly shoulders and massive arms, with thick legs. Their beards are just as intricately braided, and nearly as long as our surly black-bearded host.

      When they climb down, I notice that they have something in their hands. It looks like a stick, about two feet long and thin, probably the thickness of a broomstick. The two of them come over to where the first Dwarf stands, next to a now open door that leads into a small room.

      “Come in,” he growls at us, waving us forward.

      Looking back at the other two Dwarves, I don’t fail to note they have those sticks pointing at us—almost like guns… or wands. Those must be weapons. Interesting thing is, even with my Third Eye open, I can’t see any Magic in them.

      I frown at black-beard. “Where are you taking us?”

      “Inside,” he says in a more forceful tone.

      I cross my arms and glare down at him. “Either tell us where you are taking us, or I’m turning around and walking out, and trust me, there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

      He glares up at me, but after ten seconds of noisily grinding his teeth, and muttering what I’m certain are curses in Dwarvish, he growls and points through the door. “To the Committee.”

      Ah. Apparently, he’s taking us to some committee. Maybe bringing us before a council of Dwarven elders? Is that even a thing?

      Looking at the girls to see how they are holding up, I see that Leeha is nervous. Bridget is… well, Bridget. But Tia, Tia is looking all around with a level of interest that would put your average American tourist to shame. Her eyes are wide and filled with… awe.

      Right. She’s a Dragon. We are inside a mountain. She’s probably having mini orgasms right now. I almost want to remind her not to piss off the locals by turning into a Dragon, if she sees a pile of gold.

      Sighing, I nod to black-beard and walk through the doorway into the room beyond, with the girls trailing behind me. When we all pack inside the ten by ten by ten room, it is almost crowded. The ceiling, though, I notice is not as tall, only seven feet high, as I can reach up and touch the ceiling without going up on my tippy toes. I guess that’s why yellow-beard and red-beard had to get out of their mechas. They wouldn’t fit in here.

      But what is this room? Is there a secret door somewhere that opens? Maybe something like those air locks that you can only open one side at a time, that you might expect to see in a lab?

      Black-beard is the last one to walk inside with us. He slaps the wall with one hand, and again, I see that flash of Magic where his hand touched it. The door suddenly disappears behind him. I look around curiously, hoping to see where the other door might open.

      Instead, I get a surprise. The floor moves. No, I realize, it isn’t just the floor—the entire room moves. I sense its motion; we are going down.

      “Holy shit, this an elevator?” I blurt out.

      Red-beard grins up at me and says in a deep voice, “That it is.” He, too, speaks to us in Oracian.

      I look at the chamber in a different light. They have the technology—powered by Magic, or not—to have elevators?

      Leeha huddles closer to me, wrapping one arm around my waist. “Do you think we are safe?”

      Tia had come closer, too, but from the excited look on her face, I can tell she’s just about the opposite of afraid. If anything, she’s looking a little flushed, and breathing a bit quicker.

      Rolling my eyes at Leeha’s concern, I point at Tia.

      With a frown, Leeha turns to her. At seeing the look on Tia’s face, she snorts. “Okay,” my silver-haired Elf admits, “with her around, we might be fine.”

      And, for what feels like several minutes, we don’t talk, simply standing around, as the room—or the elevator—continues carrying us downward. Just how far down we are going, I have no clue. I couldn’t even gauge the distance we’ve traveled down so far. Hell, for all I know, we might be sinking beneath the crust of Boromour into a whole new world.

      Just as I start wondering if the underdark is a thing here, the elevator comes to a jerky stop that make my knees nearly buckle.

      “Fucking hell, Brom,” black-beard growls, “tell the maintenance staff that the elevator needs to be recalibrated.”

      “Will do, Sir,” yellow-beard—who I now know is named Brom—replies.

      I look at Brom. Ok, so they do have names. I just wish Brom had called black-beard by his first name, as well. No way am I calling the surly bastard ‘Sir’.

      Black-beard turns and, walking to the wall behind me, opens it up by placing one hand on it. Again, the wall where his hand touches flashes briefly with Magic, before a door opens in the wall with a flash of light. As soon as the door opens, he walks through it.

      Usually, I would invite my girls to go first, as a courtesy. Women first, right? But in this case, I’m not letting my girls walk into the unknown and possibly into danger. I follow right behind black-beard.

      Once through the door, I stop dead in my tracks, my mouth agape and eyes wide open in shock. What I’m looking at is just freaking amazing. It must be the most expansive cavern I have ever seen. It goes so far across, that despite the softly glowing lanterns everywhere, I can’t see the far wall. The ceiling extends at least several hundred feet upwards into darkness; it’s massive!

      We had come out of the elevator onto something of a ledge. In front of us, along the edge of the ledge, there is some sort of railing—a small wall to stop folks from falling off, I’m sure. Moving to the low wall, I look beyond it into the cavern and can’t believe what I’m seeing. It’s a city.

      But it’s unlike any city I have ever seen on Boromour. They have skyscrapers down there—lots of them! The buildings are wide, but they are also tall! I would say that one, off in the distance, had to have at least eighty floors! There are smaller buildings, as well, including some look to have only a single story. As surprising as the modern looking architecture, is the glimpses I get of green plants growing in neat gardens between the structures.

      Hearing heavy breathing at the railing beside me, I turn quickly to see that it’s Tia.

      “Tia?” I ask, “is everything okay?”

      “By the gods,” she whispers, her eyes as wide as I have ever seen them. “This is a lair!”

      “Tia!” I hiss.

      At that, she looks at me.

      “Do not piss off the locals,” I tell her.

      It takes Tia a couple of seconds to register what I’d said, but she eventually nods and whispers. “Right.” Shaking herself, she leans over the barrier I’m resting my hands on, and looks down in awe.

      Even Leeha, who had come to stand next to my other side, has the same look of awe on her face.

      Turning to look at Bridget, I can’t help but smile. She too, has the same wide-eyed look on her face—like a little child back on Earth when they walk through the gates of Disney World for the first time.

      “Does this give you any context?” I smirk.

      She turns to me and numbly, nods. “Alex,” she says quietly in English, “you have things like this on Earth?”

      “Sort of.” I reply in English. “Not a cave system this massive, but yes, we have things like the elevator, and sky-scrapers.”

      With disbelief tinging her voice, Tia asks me in English, “You this have on home world?”

      “Follow me,” black-beard calls out from the mouth of a tunnel I hadn’t noticed off to one side.

      I nod and do as he says, the four of us following him, while Brom and the red-headed dwarf bring up the rear with their sticks aimed at us. Yep, those are definitely weapons. I’m not sure what they shoot but, honestly, I don’t care to find out.

      The path we take curves back inside the mountain. The ledge falls behind us into the distance. We go for a good three hundred feet or so, before we come to a large, circular chamber. On the floor, are chiseled a number of circles, each is surrounded by complex designs engraved into the floor.

      Black-beard goes over and stands in the middle of one of the circles, where I notice there is a tall rock sticking upwards. It’s thin, only a little thicker than the two stick weapons Brom and the other Dwarf have. But, while their weapons seemed to be more wood than stone, the rod sticking up out of the floor must be made of stone, as it matches the floor.

      Blackbeard waves us over to stand into similar circles. Somewhat nervously, I do. I guess this is another kind of elevator? Will the floor drop down? I look nervously at my feet, but do as indicated. The girls follow me. Leeha and Tia look as nervous as I feel, but following my example, step into the circles to either side of me. Bridget looks around for a minute, but with a confused look on her face. Eventually, though, she too steps inside a circle.

      Black-beard growls, “Keep your hands, arms, and feet inside the circle at all times.”

      I’m about to ask him what’s up, when, without warning, the floor below me suddenly begins to glow with Magical light. And it’s not just one color or type of Magic, but all five of them.

      The floor slowly starts to rotate. No, I realize, the floor isn’t rotating, the carvings on the floor around the edge of each circle begin to rotate—though we don’t move with them. Then I’m blinded as, before I can cry out in surprise, the entire floor flashes so brightly with my Third Eye open that, despite closing my eyes and covering them with my hands, I only see white.

      With my eyes firmly squeezed shut, I hear Bridget shout. “Holy fucking hell!” That makes me open my eyes, bright light or not, to see what is wrong. “Holy fucking hell!” I repeat in awe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare around us, dumbfounded. Looking over at Leeha, I blurt out, “They have a portal ability!!!!”

      “What?” she asks me, puzzled.

      “They can teleport people around! First, we were somewhere else, and now we are here!”

      I turn excitedly to black-beard. “Was that a portal?”

      “No questions,” he growls. “We will ask you the questions.” But then he grins up at me and, from the corner of his mouth, whispers, “But, yes. Now come on. She’s waiting for you.”

      “She?” I ask curiously.

      “She’s the one who knew about your coming. Come on,” he says, waving his hand ahead of us.

      Looking at where he’s pointing, I notice that the room we are in has the same circles on the ground as the chamber we had just come from. Though, whereas the last chamber had been round, this room is rectangular. The room is pretty large, with high, vaulted ceilings. It even has artwork on the walls; though the art seems to be in the form of carpets. I think they call things like these tapestries. There were scenes of battles, but I notice that almost all of the figures in the fantastically detailed scenes are Dwarves, fighting all different kinds of monsters.

      Black-beard points us to the exit.

      Leeha grabs my arm before I move. “Alex,” she says in English. “He said that someone knew about your coming. You don’t think it’s a trap, do you?”

      Worriedly I tell her, “I’m not sure. Maybe they heard about my actions on the continent and followed my exploits?”

      “It not sound like that,” Tia mutters in her broken English. “Cautious be.”

      “I have to agree with Tia,” Bridget adds. “We don’t know what we are walking into. And, as much as I know you wanted to meet these Dwarves, until we know their intentions, we should be wary.”

      Sighing, I nod. “You’re right. I’m so excited to meet these Dwarves, that my heart is telling me rush forward and hug them—figuratively speaking—but my brain is shouting, ‘Danger, Will Robinson, Danger!”

      Tia turns to Bridget and whispers, “Who Will Robinson?”

      “Don’t worry,” Bridget whispers back to her, “just another one of Alex’s Earth references to a television show.”

      “Let’s just take it slow and see what they want,” Leeha suggests. “If they knew you were coming, they must have had a reason for watching over you like that.”

      “Good idea,” I acknowledge—still in English—before turning to the Dwarf and saying, in Oracian, “We’re ready.”

      “Follow me.”

      And we follow him as directed. The path he takes up seems to go all over the place. Left. Right. Right. Left. Left. Right. Within minutes, I’m completely lost. But then I remember the map I have in my head!

      Map, I think to myself.

      You are trying to use a feature that is not available in your current zone.

      What the hell! This place is in a different… zone? I knew of some games, where you would not be able to use the in-game maps in certain zones of the game, but this isn’t a game. Then, again, if my God is trying to follow some of the rules of the computer games I used to play back on Earth, he might do something like this.

      Goddammed bastard, I think, starting to get annoyed, before my brain dives down that rabbit hole. Can God damn himself?

      “What is it?” Leeha whispers.

      “I tried to see if I could use that map feature in my head, but it isn’t available.”

      “It’s not?” she asks, mildly surprised.

      “Here we go,” black-beard says, stopping in front of a large building.

      I’m almost surprised it isn’t one of the skyscrapers. Instead, it is a fairly simple two-story dwelling, though it is still really big. It sits in the middle of a large, green, grassy area.

      I look up and then all around, trying to figure out where the light to grow grass is coming from. And that’s when I see, high above us, multiple inverted domes that cast a yellow light down on us.

      I had turned off my Third Eye, but turn it back on again as I look up at one of those domes. I have to turn my head away quickly, turning off my Third Eye and blinking tears away from my eyes.

      “You all right?” Leeha asks me, concerned.

      “Yeah. I just tried to look up at one of those light domes with my Third Eye,” I say, pointing up into the sky. “Whatever they are, they’ve got massive amounts of Magic in them. They’re what’s gives this place its light, and helps grow the grass and the other plants.”

      Leeha looks up curiously, but doesn’t get blinded like I did, as she only sees the light itself, not the Magic fueling it.

      “Interesting,” Bridget murmurs. “I have seen some crystals that do that, but never something on this scale. Alex, the amount of Magic that must take is massive!”

      “Tell me about it. Bridget,” I tell her, smiling down at her as she walk next to me. “Can you tell me how they were created?”

      She, too, had been looking up, with Tia, at the lights in question. At my question, she shakes her head. “I don’t even get context for any of this, Alex.” She switches from English to Oracian. “Those domes are large—I figure they must be at least fifty feet wide.”

      The dark-haired Dwarf snorts at Bridget’s comment. “Close, but they are each seventy-five feet wide.”

      “How is it powered?” I ask him quickly.

      “Not my place to say,” he says. “Come. She’s inside, waiting. I already sent a runner ahead to notify her you were here.”

      “All right,” I say, puzzled by why he won’t—or can’t—answer my question. Was it some sort of Dwarven secret?

      Black-beard walks up to the tall set of doors at the front of the large home, and knocks— hard—on the metal panels. Vibrations from his pounding on the metal door travel down through the stone of the patio we are standing on, and up into my feet. That door is either super thick, or strong as hell.

      “Coming!” I hear a shout from behind the door somewhere in the home.

      The door opens after a few seconds and another Dwarf stands in the doorway. But not just any other Dwarf—this Dwarf is a she. She was a female Dwarf—and I’m pleased to see she has no beard. Yes!

      She is wearing a dress that has unimaginably complex patterns on it, the likes of which I’ve never seen before. It is black and red in color. She has the blondest hair I have ever seen—such a fair, platinum blonde, that her hair almost seems white—except for how it glimmers when it catches the light. Her hair is long, plaited into twin braids on either side of her face that fall down to her chest.

      I gawk at her. She’s not at all like the black-haired Dwarf who brought us here. Where he was short and stocky, with thick arms and legs and, well, torso, she doesn’t look like anything close to that.

      She was short, yes, but she was petite—slim even.

      No. While she was much slimmer than black-beard, she was still thicker than Leeha, Bridget, or Tia. She is thicker even than the athletic, muscular Sara, or any other woman I have met. Not that it detracts from her stunning looks. If anything, her broad shoulders only enhance the size of her massive bosom. I’m not even sure there was a bra size, back on Earth, for those bazongas!

      “Umm… hi,” I tell her awkwardly.

      She beams up at me. “You must be the Elem.”

      I frown at the odd title; that’s the second time I’d been called that. “Elem?” I ask.

      She waves her hand dismissively. “Elem—an abbreviated form of the Elemental Summoner. Both are the same to us—though unsurprisingly, we tend to favor shorter things.” She laughs. “Come in. Come in, please. I apologize if Bragmar was rude. My brother can be an ass at times.”

      “I was not an ass!” Bragmar, who I’d started thinking of as black-beard, growls at her. “I did my job, just as you asked.”

      She turns to him and lifts an eyebrow.

      His cheeks heat a ruddy red and he growls, “I did my job. He’s here, ain’t he?”

      “Was my brother rude to you?” the pretty Dwarf—or... Dwarfess?—asks, ignoring her brother and looking up at me.

      “No, he was decent,” I tell her.

      She looks blankly at me without responding. Then, she turns to Leeha. “Was my brother rude?”

      Leeha looks at Bragmar and smiles. “He could have been more informative, but overall, he was good.”

      “At least there’s that,” she says with a sour expression. “But as for being informative, Bragmar has never one to give out information, at least not without a mug of ale in his hands, and several in his belly.”

      Bragmar doesn’t reply, which tells me his sister was spot on.

      “I’m sorry to be impolite,” I say, “but can you tell me what is going on here?”

      “Ah, of course. Where are my manners? Come. I have ale waiting, with a hot meal—I’m sure you are hungry after your trip.”

      We follow her into the home, and once the door is closed behind us by her brother Bragmar, she heads deeper into the house until she’s in a large kitchen area with a large table. She sits down at one of the chairs and points to others for us to take.

      That’s when I notice that the furniture is all scaled to seat Dwarves, not humans. It feels like I’m sitting on a child’s chair—a very sturdy, strongly built, child’s chair. That makes sense, actually. Looking at Bragmar—he appears to be really solid—I’m sure he is quite heavy, despite his height.

      Once Tia, myself, Leeha, and Bridget are seated, Bragmar starts to sit, but freezes when his sister clears her throat, looking at him expectantly. Sighing, he stands back up from the chair he had almost sat in, and goes to the rear of the kitchen, grabs something from the floor, and brings it back with him.

      He places the large clay jug on the table, then goes back and returns with mugs, their handles clutched in his fingers—all six of them. He places a mug in front of each of us, including one in front of his sister, before finally setting one in front of his chair.

      Then he goes back to the jug, and after pulling out the large cork, begins to pour the liquid inside it into the mugs. He starts with his sister’s, then does the girls. Lastly, he does mine and his own. His sister simply watches, hands folded in her lap and a smile on her face, the entire time. When he is done, she nods happily.

      “Now,” she says, holding up her mug like she’s making a toast. “Thank you for coming. Please. Drink up. It’s our best ale.”

      I nod and, picking up my mug by its handle, take a tentative sip.

      “Holy shit!” I blurt out, staring at the contents of my mug in awe. “This is even better than Maka’s… hmm, stuff I had.”

      “No need to hide it,” she replies with a laugh. “I know where you came from. I hope Maka is doing well?’

      I blush at being caught out. “I hope he won’t be in trouble?”

      “No. Maka and his people are good with us.” She laughs, a silvery musical sound. “I’ve long known of your coming. He was simply an intermediary, enabling your arrival.”

      “Yes. I meant to ask about that. He,” I say, pointing to Bragmar, “mentioned that someone expected me. I have to be honest. I hadn’t decided to come here, until just a few days ago.”

      Nodding, she takes a pull of her ale, which is more of half the mug’s contents, wiping the foam off her upper lip afterwards. “That would be understandable. I’m a Seer.”

      “A… Seer?” I ask, sitting up in my chair, intrigued.

      “Well, that is how I think of myself and what I can do,” she says, blushing prettily. “I have been able to see future events in my dreams since I was a child. Many come true, though some do not.” She shrugs. “But my dream of your visit was such a powerful one, that I’ve had it many times—almost for as long as I can remember having the dreams.”

      She pauses, tapping a finger against her cheek. “I think I first had it when I was… nine? But it’s only been in the last couple of weeks, that the dream gave me more of a specific indication of when you would arrive,” she says with a nod.

      “Wait,” Leeha blurts out. “You’ve known about Alex coming here since you were nine? How old are you now?”

      She again blushes and says, “I’m now 23.”

      “Wait,” I say—apparently it’s my turn to use that word—holding a hand up, now totally confused. “How could you possibly have known I was coming here fourteen years ago? I wasn’t even on Boromour, until less than a year ago.”

      “Yes, I know... Alex, you said? Welcome, Alex. I’m Zina.”

      At the name, I can’t help but giggle like a school kid. Her name reminds me of a TV show I used to watch. But trust me, while Zina is a beautiful specimen of a Dwarf, she wasn’t a warrior princess.

      Zina frowns at my response. “My name is funny?”

      “No, sorry,” I tell her quickly. “Your name reminded me of someone back home. I am truly sorry, if I offended you.”

      “None taken,” she says with a smile that lights up her face.

      “If you’ve known about Alex coming here, since you were nine,” Bridget chimes in, “what do you want with him?”

      “That… I’m not sure,” she says, a puzzled look creasing her brow. “All I know for sure, is that the dream indicated we needed to help him, or dire consequences would follow.”

      “Help?” I ask. “Help how?”

      She turns to me, light green eyes meeting my gaze directly. “Of that, I am likewise uncertain. All I know, is that if we Dwarves do not help you, it will mean the downfall of our people. But come, we can discuss such things after a nice hot meal.” She turns to her brother. “Bragmar, go get the roast out of the oven, and I will grab the bread and such.”

      Bragmar nods and does as instructed by his sister. And for the next half hour, Tia, Leeha, Bridget, and myself eat a wonderful meal—though still confused about what we have been told and trying to figure out what the hell is going on here. How could Zina have known about me coming here to Boromour fourteen years ago? That was more than a decade before I died on Earth!
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      Once the meal is done, Zina pushes her plate away, taking another sip of what I’m pretty sure is her fourth mug of ale.

      “Gods, that was good,” she says, sighing contentedly.

      I have to admit it was excellent. I’m not sure what animal the roast came from, but I know it wasn’t beef or venison. But whatever it was, it tasted amazing.

      Leeha must have been thinking the same thing, since she asks our hostess, “What kind of meat was that? It was amazing!”

      “Ah,” she says with a smile towards Leeha. “That roast was from an underground mole.”

      “A mole?” I say with a raised eyebrow. “Aren’t moles usually small?” I hold my hands about four inches apart.

      “Ah,” she says with a snicker. “Those are surface moles. These are underground moles. Think of something fairly similar to what you are familiar with, but about a thousand times bigger. The adults grow to be about twenty feet long, and anywhere from six to eight feet high at the shoulder. We grow them down here, almost like you humans might raise a herd of cattle.”

      “Are they monsters?” Leeha asks nervously.

      “Yes,” Zina says, nodding. “But we domesticated them thousands of years ago. We tried to raise cattle down here, but they need more grass than what we could offer them. We do keep some, but they are rare. And expensive to raise. Their meat is considered a delicacy.” Zina frowns, “Though, we do occasionally buy some from above.”

      “I meant to ask about that. Elder Maka knows about you. But, it seems the rest of the world does not—except as myths and stories. What happened,” I inquire, “to make your race hide beneath the mountains.”

      “Ah,” Zina says with a sad sigh. “I will let my brother answer your question, as he’s more of the historian than I am.” She waves to Bragmar, who nods and takes a sip of his ale, before setting the mug down.

      “This all happened some 10,000 years ago, if not more,” he begins. “Though we aren’t sure of the exact dates, we are certain about what happened. We used to be good friends with several other races—at least with the humans and the Elves. We never had much contact with the beastkin races—not that we were against it, it just never happened. Anyhow, I digress.”

      He gets up and refills the empty jug, and then refills his mug before passing me the jug. I nod my thanks to him and do the same. I refill my mug, but as I’m a gentleman, I refill Tia’s, Leeha’s, Bridget’s, and even Zina’s mug.

      She smiles her thanks to me.

      Bragmar continues. “It was during what we call the Demon Infestation.”

      Does every race have a different name for that time the Gate was opened to the Demon world?

      “It was during those dark times, that we fought side by side with all the other races to push them back—including some races that were considered to be monsters, but who were smart enough to know what that Demon Infestation meant. But it was what happened near the end of that sad affair, that caused us to go into hiding.”

      He takes a long pull of his ale. “We helped the other races but, as we were not only a warrior race, but also a race who excelled at smithing, our services were very much in demand.” This he says with a sigh, sitting back and quaffing half the contents of his mug, before continuing his story.

      “It was near the end of that battle, when we were pushing the Demons back, that the shit went downhill. We don’t know why, but the entire Demon Infestation suddenly turned around and headed back into the Gate.” He shrugs. “We don’t know why, but they did. We took it as a sign of victory. We had won. We had pushed them back into the Gate.” He tips his mug back, drinking the remainder. “That is when our troubles started.”

      Wiping a bit of foam off his chin, he looks at me and winces. “Do not take offense at this next part, Elem.”

      “I will not, as I was not there for it, and neither were you.” I smile. “And please call me Alex.”

      Bragmar nods. “It was after the battle, that we found out just how much we had been cheated. We had been begged by many of our allies to create weapons and armor, for the upcoming battle, many of which were enchanted—and that doesn’t come cheap. But we were told that afterwards, we would paid handsomely for our aid.”

      He snorts, and I think I see where this is going.

      “Afterwards… that was the key word. We had to win, in order to get paid.”

      “Let me guess,” I say with a scowl. “You were not paid, because the Demons left on their own—so it was not considered a victory.”

      Both Zina and Bragmar nod in agreement, their faces somber.

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      “The other races claimed that because we never won the battle, we should not get paid.” He pauses. “Though it was mostly the humans who felt that way, some Elves on the Elven council agreed with them. So, we ended up having to eat the cost of the weapons and armor, along with the cost of all the Magical reagents our enchanters poured into their manufacture.”

      “All the races paid a sore price before the Demons retreated. But, never mind that we lost more than a third of our own warriors, welching on the significant debts owed… that, to us, was a price no other race had to bear—betrayal.”

      “I am in no way making light of the insult given your ancestors,” Leeha begins, “but shutting yourself away from the rest of the world seems a rather extreme response.”

      “We are, more than anything, honest in our contracts. We Dwarves strive to keep all our promises, pledges, agreements, and treaties. Apparently, the other races felt that, since we were Dwarves, we must have had riches beyond compare in our underground cities. And so, we were cheated. It may seem extreme to you, but it was as much the principle of the thing—the betrayal—than the sums involved, that caused the Council of Elders to vote to turn their backs on the surface world.”

      “Damn,” I whistle. “I’m sorry to hear that was done to your people, even though it was 10,000 years ago.”

      “Thank you,” he says, lifting his mug to me. I do the same, and we both take a sip at the same time.

      “For more than 10,000 years, we Dwarves have hidden ourselves away from the races who betrayed our trust. Only in the last fourteen years, thanks largely to my sister, have we started coming out of our mountain and interacting with a select few trade partners, like your friend, Maka.”

      “Wait, you said it is because of Zina, that you have started coming out of your underground cities?” Leeha asks. “Why?”

      “That is where my dreams come into play,” Zina responds. “When I was young, probably about four, I started having dreams. Though, when I first started having them, I didn’t think anything of it. But I did tell my parents about them, lying in bed at night before Mum sang me to sleep. They were the ones who started noticing that the things I talked about seeing in my dreams would happen days or even weeks later.”

      “Which was scary as shit,” Bragmar mumbles into his mug. It was only thanks to my enhanced hearing, that I heard him.

      Confusion on her face, Leeha asks again, “But how did that convince your race to start to come back out of hiding?”

      “No, that isn’t what happened,” she says, shaking her head. “It was when I was nine, that I had my first dream about the Elem… about Alex. It was nothing much, at first. Though,” and here she gets a confused look on her face, “the places I saw were odd. There were tall buildings, like the towers we have here, but they were above ground. And there were other things I had never seen before, as well—metal boxes with wheels, that moved on their own without beasts to pull them. I even saw things that I still can’t figure out what they might be used for.”

      I lean forward in my short seat, studying Zina. Was she claiming to have seen me, back in my world, on Earth before I’d come to Boromour? What she describes can only be a city in my world. Those metal boxes with wheels, were most likely cars. I’m sure of it.

      “Okay,” I say, as confused as the others look. “But what does me coming here—which, I’ll admit, it’s still hard to believe that you knew about me long before I even knew this world existed—have to do with your people coming out of hiding?”

      She nods and, placing both hands on the table, pierces me with those light green eyes of hers. “Because my dream foretold that if we did not help you, with anything you wanted, our people would die.”

      “So… all the races would die?” Tia asks her.

      Zina doesn’t remove her gaze from me, but shakes her head. “No. Only my people.”

      “But that makes no sense!” I blurt out. “I would never hurt your people, unless you make yourselves my enemy.” I frown. “Are you against the other races?’

      “No,” she says.

      “Are you intending to kill the other races?”

      “No.”

      I frown and ask her the following question, “Are you looking to enslave the other races?”

      “Gods, no!” she cries, hand going to her mouth in utter shock.

      “Then, there is no reason for me to wipe your race out, Zina. What happened in your dreams? What was so profound, that made it so that considered your entire race my enemies? So much so, that I would wipe you all out?”

      Sighing, she shakes her head, and I can tell there is some frustration there. “That I’m not sure about, Alex.”

      “And your dreams never mentioned what kind of help you’re supposed to give me?”

      She shakes her head again, and I see some frustration in her eyes, but also some fear.

      I sit back and contemplate this. The Dwarves have started to come out of hiding, because of the dreams this girl started having when she was nine years old? And these dreams are about me?

      “So, you either had to help me, or I would wipe you all out?” I shake my head. “Jesus, that doesn’t sound like me at all.”

      “Not the Alex I know,” Leeha says.

      Tia nods emphatically.

      “And you’re sure it was me?” I ask.

      She nods quickly. “Yes. You look now just like you did in my dreams,” and here, she frowns. “Though, you did look different in my earlier dreams. When I saw you in that city above ground, you looked…” and for some reason, she blushes, “smaller.”

      I can’t help but guffaw at that. She pulls back, and then glares at me, offended. Bragmar is up on his feet, knuckles white around his mug, glaring at me.

      “Sorry! Sorry!” I say quickly, wiping tears from my eyes. “You aren’t wrong, Zina. I just didn’t expect that—let me explain. What you saw was my world.”

      “Your world?” she asks me, puzzled.

      “I’m not from this world. I wasn’t born on Boromour. Technically, I died on mine, and my God gave me a choice—as it wasn’t my time to die. I was told I could take over the soul of the person who should have died… or come here. When he told me this world had Magic,” I say with a shrug, “I picked this world. But, since I had died in my world, I had no physical body. So, one was created for me, here, on Boromour. It seems I was given a better, slightly… umm, taller body.”

      “That explains it,” she mutters, her eyes widening in astonishment.

      “But, as for me wiping out your race, I would never do that. Now, the humans here on Boromour, on the other hand,” I say with a growl of annoyance. “If they don’t smarten up, that might become an option.”

      “I have heard rumors that you are mobilizing the other races?” Bragmar asks me.

      “No,” I tell him, shaking my head. “I’m trying to get all the races to play nice, to be courteous to one another. Mainly, it’s meant I’ve had to deal with humans who feel all the other races are nothing more than monsters. I started correcting peoples’ attitudes on Prithgar, and now I’m doing the same on Orac.” I take sip of my ale. “I already took down the Mages’ Society and their Senior Mages on Prithgar. And here on Orac, I took down the Order of the Elements and their leaders.”

      Zina turns to her brother, who stares back at her. There’s some kind of communication that passes between them. Finally, Zina nods, before turning back to me.

      “Elem,” she begins, suddenly sounding pretty formal. “Please ask of us, what we can do to aid you. Our people are prepared to help you in your cause.”

      “Honestly,” I tell her, rubbing my cheek. “I’m not sure what to ask for, since I only just met you. Other than those mecha,” I tell her, but the word ‘mecha’ comes out in English. “Sorry, the massive metal behemoth that Bragmar was in when we first met, I have no idea what your people even have to offer.”

      Leeha holds up her hand quickly, before Zina or Bragmar can respond. They both turn to her, curious about what she might say. I have to admit, I was curious, too.

      My Elven wife leans over to me and whispers in my ear, in English, “Ask for smithing and enchanting.”

      I pull back and grin at her. Reaching over, I hold her head between both my hands, and kiss her soundly on the mouth. I had almost forgotten about that.

      I turn to Zina excitedly. “I want to learn the secrets of a Dwarven Smith, as well as learn the skill of Enchanting.”

      Instead of shock or outrage, which is what I’d expected, Zina gives me a massive grin. Turning to her brother, she says, “See? Told you.”

      I look at the two of them, confused by what just happened.

      Zina has a massive grin on her face, as if she’d won something, while her brother looks like he was forced to suck on lemons. Bragmar nods, sighs, and then hangs his head, as if defeated. With a grunt, he gets up from his chair and finishes his mug of ale, before turning to me.

      “Training starts in the morning,” he growls and walks out the door, all but slamming it closed behind him.

      “Don’t let that worry you,” Zina says with a giggle. “He just lost a bet.”

      “He lost a bet?”

      “Yes,” she says, giggle turning into a belly laugh. “He was sure you would ask for gold and treasure. I told him you would ask for something more valuable than our biggest gems—the skills of a Smith and Enchanter.”

      “Come, I will show you to your rooms,” she says but then stops and looks at Tia, Leeha, and Bridget. “Or rather, I should say, let me show you to your room.” She gives my girls a wink. “Your training, as my brother said, starts tomorrow. But, before that commences. You will need to meet the other council members.”
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      After carrying our plates over to a large basin, we all follow Zina into another room, towards the back of the home. Once inside, I realize it is a living room of sorts, with large piles of cushions on the floor throughout the room, with what can only be light crystals sitting in holders on low tables. The same as what had lit the kitchen and dining area.

      “That meal was amazing, Zina,” Tia tells her.

      “Thank you,” she replies with a smile at Tia. “It’s not much, but I have been told I’m a good cook.”

      “I will vouch for that,” I tell her, lifting my mug of ale up in salute.

      She turns to me and beams. “I’m glad you liked it, Elem.”

      “Please, Zina. Call me Alex.”

      She nods. “You are certain that you wish to learn smithing and enchanting from our people, Alex? There is nothing else you wish?”

      “I am. To be honest, Zina, when I found out that your race might be real, and that you had the same reputation on Boromour as the stories in my world—which tell of the wonders Dwarven smiths and enchanters are capable of—I had to check it out. But I do have a question.”

      Zina steps closer. “What is your question?”

      “Why would your Master Smiths and Enchanter allow me to learn from them, because I asked for, just like that?”

      I know I should just shut my mouth and accept the offer for what it us, to stop inspecting the gift horse’s mouth, but I’m curious. I want to learn why a human, a stranger, who shows up out of nowhere, would suddenly be given access to learning like this. It can’t be simply because she saw me in a dream.

      “Well, partly because my father said so,” she says with a shrug. “When my father learned of my dreams, he started preparing us, as a people, for you to show up.”

      I frown at that. “Your father?”

      “Yes. Didn’t my brother tell you?”

      I scowl at her and snort. “Your brother has been anything but talkative, especially when we first met in the woods.”

      Zina growls under her breath, mumbling something in Dwarvish that, even with my enhanced hearing, I don’t catch. She finally sighs and says, “That’s because my father is the King of the Dwarves.”

      I jerk back in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      Even the girls are looking at Zina in shock.

      “Wait. So that means that you, Zina, are the… hmm, Dwarven Princess?”

      Suddenly, Bridget guffaws out loud and we all look at her. She points at me and laughs. “Admit it,” she howls, “you almost said, Zina, the warrior princess, didn’t you?”

      I glower at her and grunt, “Maybe.”

      Tia, Leeha, and even Zina look at the two of us like we are both crazy.

      Leeha is the one who finally admits, “I don’t get it.”

      “Another story from Alex’s world,” Bridget says, pointing to her head. “Context: The story is about a woman named Xena, spelled differently but pronounced the same as your name, Zina. This Xena was known as the ‘Warrior Princess’ …”

      Suddenly, the all the girls are laughing at me—or with me—at the joke. Once everyone has a had a good laugh, I wipe my tears away, and say, “So you’re saying, Zina, that your dad is the King? Then why do you live here?” I say, waving a hand at the large home we ae in.

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong,” I say, smiling, “it is a damn nice home. Two stories, if those stairs leading upwards don’t end at the ceiling, but this is no palace.”

      “Easy,” she says with a grin. “It’s not my house.”

      “Oh!” I say, surprised at that. “Did you kick someone out just for us to have supper?”

      “No,” she replies with a grin. “This is your place.”

      How will this pretty Dwarven girl surprise me next?! “What?” I blurt out.

      “We knew you would be coming, so my dad had this place set up for you and your friends. Though,” and here she frowns, “I expected there only to be two people with you, not three. Something like that being off between my dream and reality is more than a little disconcerting.”

      “Did your dreams show you who would be with me?” I ask.

      She nods, and then points at Leeha, “Her.” And then she points to Tia, “And her.”

      “Not her?” I ask, pointing to Bridget.

      “No, which is odd. I knew that you would be coming with two women, and your Elemental.”

      “Ah,” I say, a grin on my face. “Now I understand.”

      “You do?” Zina asks me quickly, sitting on the edge of her seat. “What did I miss?”

      I point at Bridget. “She is my Elemental.”

      “Ha ha, very funny,” she says with a grin.

      I grin back at her, and without bothering to look at Bridget, I say, “Bridget, Mind.”

      Zina’s eyes suddenly get large, but she’s not looking at me. I know she’s looking at Bridget, who had changed into her purple Mind Elemental form. I know exactly what Bridget must look like, as Zina turns her head abruptly to the side. Staring at the wall, she swallows hard, trying not to throw up.

      “Takes some getting used to,” I tell her with a laugh. “I still get a bit queasy when I meet her psychedelic eyes in that form.” Still not looking at Bridget, I say, “Earth.” Smiling kindly at the slightly pale Dwarven princess, I say, “Now look at her.”

      Nervously, Zina nods and then looks back at Bridget, expecting to experience the same surge of dizziness and nausea again, I am sure. I stifle a laugh, when her eyes get even bigger.

      “By the gods! She’s your Elemental?!”

      “Yes. Though she’s a little different than a normal Elemental.” I tell her with a grin, “She’s also my wife.”

      At that, her head snaps around and she gazes at me in astonishment. “Your wife?” she squeaks.

      “My wife,” I tell her, “as is Leeha.” I smile at my Elven beauty. “And Tia is also special, but isn’t my wife… Yet.”

      At the word ‘yet’, Tia, who had been about to take a sip of her ale, ends up spitting it out, coughing violently, as I’m sure it just went down the wrong pipe. Grinning, Leeha walks over and starts pounding on her back, helping her catch her breath.

      “What?” my sweet Dragon finally manages to croak out, peering up at me expectantly.

      “That’s only if you want to,” I tell her with a laugh. “But that’s a subject for later. Right now, we are still on the fact that our hostess is a princess, and this place is… ours?” I wave around the home.

      “Correct,” Zina says, shaking her head, and visibly pulling her thoughts back together. “This is your home for as long as you wish to stay here, or until you are done training with us.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask slowly. “I’m sure this place is expensive, as I gather that living in those skyscrapers—what you called the ‘towers’—is where most people live?”

      “You’re correct,” Zina confirms. “This land, as it only has the one home on it, is worth more than say, two or three entire floors in one of the towers.”

      “And your father, the King, has granted me permission to stay here… to live here, indefinitely?”

      “Correct,” she says with a soft smile.

      “I still don’t understand. Why?”

      “Why what?” she asks, puzzled.

      “Why this house? Why the access to such incredible training? All just because you saw me in your dreams as a child?”

      “Ah,” she nods firmly. “No. Me seeing you in my dreams wasn’t the only reason. It was because of the fact that, in my dreams, I saw that if my people did not help you, we stopped existing.”

      “You said that before,” I say, “but I’m still waiting to hear some explanation of why I would do such a thing.”

      “Alex would never exterminate an entire race—commit genocide—just because they didn’t help him,” Leeha tells her defensively.

      Zina turns to her and nods. “From what little I have learned of him in the short time we’ve been together, I too find it hard to believe. But,” she take a deep breath and shudders, “what I see always comes to pass. And this dream—or nightmare, actually—was very specific. If you came to us, we were to help you, in any way you wanted. Any time we did not, either by refusing you outright or by not doing our utmost to assist you to the best of our abilities, all I ever saw was the death of my race.”

      I have to know. In an incredulous voice, I ask, “By my hand?”

      “That I’m not sure about, Alex,” she says softly, looking up at me. “But my father is on my side in this. You will begin your training tomorrow morning.”

      I frown at Tia, Leeha and Bridget, before turning back to Zina. “And how long will this training take?”

      “As long as it takes.” She shrugs. “Until you feel you know all that you need to learn about the ways of Dwarven smiths and enchanters.”

      “How long does a Dwarf normally take to learn those skills?” I ask her nervously.

      “My brother is the smith who will be teaching you, and he is a Mastersmith. It took him fifteen years to create an acceptable masterwork.”

      “Fifteen years!” I cry out in dismay. “I can’t be stuck under a mountain learning for fifteen years! I have barely been here on this world for a year and my tasks have taken me from Prithgar here to Orac. And now you expect me to stay in one place for fifteen?”

      “I’m not asking anything of you, Alex. You came here to learn, and we are willing to teach you. If you do not wish to learn to be a Mastersmith, or a Master Enchanter, we cannot force you to stay. But the offer remains open.”

      I look at my girls, hoping they might have some feedback—be that encouragement, common sense, or wisdom—but they all stand there smiling, looking at me with absolutely no expectations.

      Leeha is the one who puts a hand on my arm and pulls me down to sit next to her. “You can learn whatever you wish, Alex. You have done an amazing job on Prithgar and, right now, your work there continues in the hands of Bryan, Sara’s brother, and the boys. Let them do their thing over there. And here in Orac, we just took out the last of the slavers.” She squeezes my hand. “I think you can afford to take a break and see how things go.”

      Sighing, I nod. “I know. I should trust Bryan and Lamar. And while Leo and Tommy are both young, they do have good heads on their shoulders. Especially now that they are being trained by good people.”

      “See,” Bridget says, coming up behind me to wrap her arms around my neck. “Besides, you need a break. We have been going non-stop since you first came to Boromour. Take some time for yourself.”

      “I guess,” I say, hesitantly.

      And she’s right. I have been on this planet for a little more than a year. And while I’ve gotten a lot done—a hell of a lot more than I ever expected to accomplish—I have yet to take any time off. Hell, I still owe both Leeha and Bridget a honeymoon.”

      I glance at my wives. Wait, do they do honeymoons here? Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I look over at Tia.

      She’s smiling at me and nodding. “I agree with your wives,” she supplies.

      I look back at Zina. “So, my training will be with your brother, and I will be living here, for as long as I want?”

      “Correct.”

      “Well, then I guess we can stay here, but I will see how it goes—and we can have this discussion again after, say, three months or so.”

      “Good,” Tia cries out happily. “And you can show me just how much of a wife you want me to be,” she says as she throws herself into my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      I can’t help but laugh and bend down to kiss her on the lips. Leeha and Bridget, not to be left out, join in, each snagging kisses from me as well.

      “I guess we are in your capable hands, Princess Zina,” I tell her with a smile.

      She smiles back at me, surrounded by my two beautiful wives, and an amazing Dragon girl, who might be my wife, as well, one day. Grinning at the three beautiful women hanging off of me, she says, “It shall be our pleasure.”
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      After the third ring, he picked up the phone and answered it, still trying to wake up.

      “Hello?’ he mumbled into the phone, looking at his clock and seeing it was 2 am.

      “Dr. Phillips, it’s Ian from the IT Security Team. Sorry to bother you so late, but the hooks that we keep track of in the AI’s…”

      “Ian, I know what they are. I was the one who wrote them. What did your group find?” Hooks, tags, call them what you want, they tracked the data the servers were used to move information around. It was a way to see how stable their servers were and see if there were any intrusions from outside sources.

      “Well, sir, we aren’t sure. As best as we can figure, it seems that the AI is pushing data into, well, nothing. We made sure it wasn’t data that the servers were sending to an outside source, but best we can see it’s just going nowhere. What made us catch it was that it was a lot of data. I mean in the Terabyte size every two minutes”.

      “What the hell!! And it’s not affecting the servers?” If anything would wake him up, it was something like this. They had been running the servers nonstop for over a year now without any incident.

      “No sir, what we can see is the load is not being affected, we just have no idea where all this data is going except into the void. Since it’s not going anywhere, we tried to ping the source, but it doesn't lead to anything. What should we do?” Ian asked Dr. Phillips.

      He didn’t want to scare the investors or even the staff over something which might be nothing. The standard protocol was to create a report and send it to all the top managers and investors. But with the new VRMMORPG game about to be released in less than two weeks, he couldn’t afford to have it stalled with an investigation. If they waited, he would be losing millions in funding and would have to push the release date. Sigma Worlds was one of the most sought after games, and the hardware purchases alone were now in the billions. They had sold over two hundred million headsets, and that didn’t even include the over 100,000 full immersion pods.

      “Don’t do anything, must be something I forgot to add to my project list. I’ll look at it when I get in.” The doctor knew that he was lying and that he might regret it later, but having spent the last thirty years to get to where he was now, he could afford to take the blame for it once the game was a success. He was the top scientist in Artificial Intelligence, but he’d also been a big gamer in his youth. He wanted to prove that the AIs were able to create a world using VR that would be indistinguishable from the real. Unlike the old VR systems of the VIVE or Oculus that had been around for the last 20 years, this second-generation VR gear worked directly with the brain, and he wanted it to be a success.

      “OK, Dr. Phillips, if you are good with it, I will mark it down as regular traffic and close the logbook on it,” said Ian, sounding unsure.

      “Thanks, Ian, have a good night.”
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      I never really liked this room. I had been living in it for the last year. It was, in simple terms, bland. Four white walls, one window, one door. A standard hospital wardroom. It didn’t even have a closet. Who needs clothes when you live in a hospital gown?

      “Come on, Jason, stop being an ass and just sign the fucking paperwork already!” yelled my lawyer Michael.

      “Jesus Christ, Michael, you are supposed to be my friend, are you trying to write me off already!” I yelled right back at him.

      “First of all, I am your oldest friend, but I’m also your damn lawyer, and I read the contract they are giving you. Hell, I wish I was in your place.” As soon as he said it, Michael’s face changed. I could tell he regretted his comment and wished he could take it back.

      “Oh, fuck right off, you prick. Do you think I enjoy being an invalid like this? Do you think I enjoyed being t-boned by some ass who decided it was OK to drive while drunk and disable the AI in his car? Fuck you!” I answered angrily.

      “Listen,” said Michael shamefully. “It’s not what I meant, and you know it. You have the opportunity to be able to move out of this "shit hole" of a hospital, as you keep calling it, and start earning money. And it will let you explore something outside these four walls, even if it’s virtual. The company, GFL International, has been helping folks who are not medically mobile experience life in VR for over ten years. I checked them out, and they have been used heavily in the medical field to help the mental health of patients. For fuck's sake, even my grandfather used them the last year before he died to experience nature since he couldn’t get outside.”

      “I get it, but dammit, I want my damn life back!” I yelled.

      “Ah, and we get to the crux of it. It’s been three years, Jason. You need to understand, and I am saying this as your friend. We have looked at every medical procedure possible, and there isn’t anything out there that will make you walk again. The settlement from the accident gave us a big chunk of money. But that was all spent on the two procedures that didn’t work. Jason, I want nothing more than for you to walk, but because you ran out of money a year ago and are now a ward of the state, you are stuck in this shitty place. So come on and sign the fucking paperwork. You have a chance of a lifetime. They are asking you to be a beta tester for this new VR headset that works somehow with your brainwaves so that you can feel like you are there. And they said your character in this game would be able to walk. They are offering to put you up in a condo of your own, and my God, it's a 5-year contract paying you $500,000 per year. They are giving you a full immersion pod worth $20,000 on top of all that. I had to pay $2,000 for the headset version only. The pod lets you stay in there for longer times, and it takes care of your body. It will even exercise your damn muscles, you bonehead,” Michael said quietly.

      “It’s just,” I started sadly.

      “It’s just what?” said Michael looking at me pointedly.

      “It feels like I am running away and giving up. I mean, the last year feels like I have given up on life. I mean, they even have me on antidepressants since they think I would be suicidal," I said bitterly.

      "That's because you tried to kill yourself six months ago, Jason," Michael said gently.

      "Honestly, what do you think I should do?" I asked him with fear in my heart.

      "Honestly? Take it. You're not yourself anymore, buddy. Even Gwen left you. And don't start with it was the accident bullshit. She tried to make this work, and you pushed her away with your anger. Sign it, Jason. Not as your lawyer but as your best friend," Michael says, looking at me with unshed tears.

      Sighing, I think back to the last three years. The accident was life-changing for me. And not in the right way. I had a job that I loved in technology. I had a fiancé who loved me. Who even stayed with me for two failed groundbreaking experimental surgeries. Both failures which used up 95% of the one million dollar settlement money from the accident. Now I was broke and had to take charity from the State.

      Taking a deep breath and looking at Michael, I say to him. "Promise to come and adventure with me like old times?"

      With relief, Michael responds, "God damn, yes! If I weren't so busy with my practice and had an extra $20,000 for the full immersion pod, I would join you more often. Though because you're going to be beta testing this for this new technology, they won’t be releasing it until months from now. But Jason, the early reviews of this game are amazing. They're saying it's just like being there. Sigma Worlds isn't just flat VR like we usually play. You saw the videos they sent us? Take it."

      "OK, where do I sign?" I said, feeling a little nervous and scared.
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      Looking up from his paperwork, Dr. Phillips looks at his assistant, Joanne.

      "So candidate number three signed up finally?!" he said with energy.

      "Yes, just earlier today. His lawyer was able to convince him. Why did you want him so badly? It's not like we are short on candidates to beta test Sigma Worlds. Why him?" Joanne asked.

      Looking at her penetratingly, Dr. Phillips gauged her loyalty. She had been with him for over twenty years.

      "Can you promise me that what I tell you will not reach anybody else?" he said, looking at Joanne with piercing gray eyes.

      Looking at him, Joanne could tell this was serious. "I do as long as it's not breaking the law."

      Not expecting that response, he laughed out loud. “Oh! Thanks for that Joanne, I needed that with all the stress from the release coming out next week. No, it’s not illegal. You know how we have been testing candidates for their Brain Activity Sync or BAS levels? Out of the 50,000 candidates we have tested, the average is 60% and the highest until now at 72%. Well, this candidate has tested at 98%,” he tells her excitedly.

      “Hold on, doesn’t that predict how close to reality the player will fully experience the game? As in not just touch but also pain, scent and tactile?” she asked bafflingly.

      “Yes! So this candidate is perfect for testing out the new systems we have in the pipeline. Right now, the AIs have to calculate what a person might feel based on their BAS score. That score will tell the AI in the system how much it needs to reduce the pain and feelings inside the game, so users don’t get overwhelmed”, Dr. Phillips starts excitedly.

      “What we are working on for later in the system will allow us to use it to heal mental health patients, since they won’t know they are inside a game. We can build virtual wards, so that we can treat patients who are in a coma. Right now, it’s still pretty new, but the wonders of this system will only benefit humanity.”

      “OK, Dr. Phillips, as exciting as this sounds, why can’t we tell anyone else? I mean, it’s great that we found someone who has such a high BAS, but what does that mean for this candidate? Why can’t we tell anyone else about it? Will the game settings need to be modified for him?” Joanne asked.

      “I know our AIs are smart, hell they built 90% of the first World themselves and 100% of the 2nd World. Once we built the AIs and entered what we wanted, they went ahead and built the entire thing. I’m worried that if they find out, they will want to study him so much that he will have no freedom. I've met him. He was in a very severe car crash, and he's now in a wheelchair. He’s lost his mobility, and it depresses him. How do you think he will take to being under the microscope all the time? Because if they find out, with the contract he signed, they will have the right to do exactly that. I refuse to do that to him. I’ve already asked our AI Diana to watch over him and to keep me quietly posted on what is going on, isn’t that correct Diana?” Dr. Phillips says, looking up at the ceiling.

      “That is correct, Dr. Phillips,” says a very soft female voice. One can almost imagine she is Diana, the Angel of Learning. “I see that he has signed the paperwork and will be put into his pod tomorrow. Do you wish me to facilitate it so that he is helped through the process instead of him talking to one of our standard AIs?” Diana asks.

      “Hmm. Good question, Diana. I know that our monotone AI administrators might make him uncomfortable, and I want to make sure his transition goes well. Maybe we can get that BAS number higher,” Dr. Phillips says, rubbing his hands together.

      “Seriously, doctor? He is already at 98%. I doubt we can get him any higher. Be happy with what you have,” laughs Joanne, shaking her head at her bosses' antics.
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        * * *

      

      The weather went perfectly with my mood. It was sunny outside, and I felt more hopeful and alive than I did last week. The previous week had been a blur of paper signing and preparing to move into my new condo in a large high rise that was owned by the company GFL International. Most residents were patrons who had purchased full immersion pods and rented space from GFL. It even had its very own security force and nurses on staff to watch over the people in the pods.

      The nurse slowly wheeled me from the vehicle that picked me up at the hospital so I could enjoy the sunlight. She knew that I would be indoors in a pod for a long time. It might be the last time I saw the sun for months. I tilted my head upwards to enjoy the sun on my face.

      “Did you want to sit outside for a bit before we go in?” asked the nurse.

      “Would you mind? Even if it’s only for fifteen minutes?” I asked with a smile on my face. It had been over a year since I’d felt the sun, and it felt amazing. I was aware that in the pod, I would be lucky to get outside in three months. The contract I signed was for three months in the game with a nine-day out rotation. But two of those days were me being tested and prodded. That left me one week where I could do what I wanted. Which, being in a wheelchair, wasn’t much.

      “OK, I’m ready now,” I said to the nurse quietly.

      The nurse moved behind me again and started pushing me towards the entrance. Once security confirmed my identity in the lobby, they let me pass. At the front desk, I had to go through another security checkpoint, but this time they asked me to give my biometric info such as fingerprints and iris scans.

      Looking at the security personnel, I asked, “Why so much security just for this?”

      “Well sir, it’s to make sure that your wellbeing is taken care of and you are not disturbed. One of the services that you pay for in this facility is to have someone watch over your body while Diving so that no one can disturb you,” said the young military-type male.

      “Diving?” I asked, looking at the nurse with an arched eyebrow.

      “Well, it’s not Diving, but the term stuck. Once connected to the pod, it takes over control of your brainwaves so that if you do anything in the game, instead of your physical body responding, it’s your avatar. Since you are immobile and going into the game, staff have started calling it Diving, a term from some of the older sci-fi movies”, said the nurse.

      Once all the explaining was finished, the nurse wheeled me into the elevator. The nurse pressed the button for the top floor, which happened to be the 40th floor.

      “Isn’t that usually the penthouse in an apartment building?” I asked jokingly.

      The nurse looked down at me with a big smile, “Yes. You have been moved to this floor as you are not renting, you are one of the beta testers. The floor has two penthouses, one of which is for you. It has two bedrooms, a kitchen and a living area. And your pod room. The other one is actually owned by Dr. Phillips, who runs the program.”

      I turned around in my wheelchair so fast that I almost fell out of it.

      “WHAT!!, oh crap,” Grabbing the sides of the chair, I pull myself up. “OK, why the hell am I being put next to the creator of this game?” I asked the nurse, shocked.

      “Now, as to that, Jason, I don’t know why. I am only here to watch over you in a nursing capacity,” she says with a secret smile as we waited for the elevator to hit the top floor.

      
        
        Get your copy here!

        https://geni.us/SigmaWorlds1

        Thank you for coming to check out my new series. Here is chapter 1 for you!
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